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today, or surviving to crow at the 
sunrise next spring.  

For conservation minded land-
owners, like Cerro Gordo Coun-
ty’s Paul and Phyllis  Willis, the 
year round benefit of restoring 
wetlands on local farmlands is 
obvious.  As refugee  wildlife 
has been forced to flee storm rav-
aged habitats, the Willises have 
seen more and more  pheasants 
gravitate to their property.  The 
marsh edge cattails located im-
mediately below their  hilltop 
farm home has become a major 
winter roosting area.      

 “The pheasants are just mar-
velous and we so enjoy watching 
them,” says Phyllis.  “Last  week, 
while Paul and I were enjoying 
morning coffee, we counted a to-
tal of 166 pheasants  come across 
our property.  It was really quite 
a sight.” 

 Wildlife enthusiasts have long 
known that buying state and 
federal duck stamps is a  good 
means of providing habitat for 
wild ducks and geese.  But what 
fewer may realize is that  preserv-
ing a local duck marsh is also one 
of the best ways to insure future 
breeding stock of  Iowa’s number 
one game bird  the magnificent 
ringnecked pheasant.    

PRAIRIE BOOMERS 
OFFER AMAZING 

GLIMPSE INTO IOWA’S 
PAST   

By Lowell Washburn  KEL-
LERTON – 

It’s still pitch black when the 
prairie chicken booming ground 
stirs to  life. Somewhere on the 
dark grasslands out front, the first 
male begins his dance. The bird  
bows and then, in a cadence too 
rapid to follow, begins stomping 

both feet in blurring  succession. 
The result is an audible tattoo 
that soon quickens to an intense 
drum roll. The force  of the action 
causes the chicken to spin like a 
child’s wind up toy.  

But the best is yet to come. 
With feet still pounding, the bird 
bows again and begins to  pump 
air into its leathery, orange neck 
sacs. Once the chickens neck is 
fully inflated, the  prairie song 
begins. Eerie, weird, mournful 
and haunting –  it is a natural 
sound like no other.   

The early riser is joined by 
additional males, all eager to 
make their own contribution 
to  the spring ritual. For Iowa 
prairie chickens, spring boom-
ing grounds (more properly 
called leks) are the very essence 
of survival. It is the place where 
males spar and dance for  domi-
nance and where females will 
eventually come to be courted 
before laying this year’s  clutch 
of eggs.     

As dawn approaches, the boom-
ers display with increasing vigor. 
The lek has now  become an 
amplified cauldron of sound as 
each bird does his best to out 
compete rivals. On a  clear morn-
ing, the cooperative booming can 
be heard for a mile or more in all 
directions. The  scene provides a 
rare glimpse into Iowa’s prairie 
legacy. And although it’s merely 
a thumbnail  sketch, the portray-
al inspires us to try and imagine 
the incredible wall of sound that 
once  greeted the April sunrise 
as tens of thousands of wild 
prairie chickens danced and 
boomed  across presettlement 
landscapes.  

MINNESOTA
DNR reminds riders 
of restrictions placed 

on ATV ditch riding in 
agricultural zone

The Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources (DNR) re-
minds riders that Minnesota law 
prohibits the riding of Class 1 all-
terrain vehicles (ATVs) in ditches 
south of the agriculture line be-
tween April 1 and Aug. 1.

This does not apply to ATVs 
licensed and used for agricul-
tural purposes. Class 2 ATVs 
cannot be operated in ditches at 
any time. The agricultural line 
runs roughly from Moorhead to 
Taylors Falls along Highway 10 
and Highway 95.

“With warm weather on the 
way, many OHV riders are anx-
ious to hit the trails,” said Maj. 
Roger Tietz, DNR enforcement 
operations support manager. 
“Roadsides, especially in south-
ern and western Minnesota, pro-
vide nesting sites for birds and 
animals that nest on the ground 
or in low vegetation during the 
spring and summer. This law 
protects those nesting sites and 
habitat for animals like pheas-
ants, gray partridge, rabbits, 
waterfowl and songbirds.”

The DNR will also need to 
temporarily close some wet 
state forests roads and trails to 
highway-licensed vehicles and 
OHVs. Riders are advised to 
check on trail conditions and 
temporary closures before plan-
ning riding trips.

Trail condition information is 
available on the DNR Web site. 
Trail conditions are also avail-
able from the DNR Information 
Center by calling 651-296 6157 


