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Ruffed Grouse

All indications point to 
good grouse season this year 
in Wisconsin. Hunters who hit 
the woods in September, when 
grouse were still hanging out 
in broods and the cover was 
so thick that most flushes were 
counted by sound rather than 
sight, may have mixed reports.

When October arrives, 
though, it’s time for some real 
grouse hunting. Before we get 
to that, let’s see what the biolo-
gists say we should find.

The drumming counts re-
ported last spring suggest that 
we are four or five years from 
the next peak in the grouse 
cycle. In other words, right on 
schedule. If you like, you can 
download this survey from 
the DNR web site. Looking 
at it now is pretty much an 
academic exercise, since it’s 
much more useful, not to men-
tion enjoyable, to count grouse 
while you walk the woods with 
a shotgun.

A quick glance at page 4, 
however, shows a graph of the 
cycle since 1964 - longer than 
most of us have been hunting 
grouse. The graph reveals that 
the past two peaks have been 
significantly lower than the two 
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previous, and it appears that 
the next peak will follow this 
recent pattern.

There are several ways to 
interpret this trend, but most 
grouse biologists say the grad-
ual decline in grouse num-
bers reflects the steady loss of 
habitat over the past 40 years. 
In Wisconsin’s north woods, 
grouse habitat means mixed 
age classes of aspen: young 
stuff for brood rearing, pole 
aspen for fall, and winter cover 
and mature aspen for winter 
food. This balance of all ages 
of aspen in close proximity 
provides “grouse with what 
they need throughout the year. 
With it, they thrive. Without it, 
they suffer some losses.

Some county foresters and 
private groups, most notably 
the Ruffed Grouse Society, are 
managing aspen with small 
clear-cuts in a checkerboard 
pattern that yields ideal grouse 
cover. Most of Wisconsin’s as-
pen in public and commercial 
forests, however, is growing old 
faster than it can be cut.

What does this mean for 
the hunter this season? Simply 
this: If you want to find good 
numbers of grouse, look for 

mixed-age aspen habitat.

During past peaks, there 
were so many grouse that they 
spilled out of good habitat into 
marginal cover. You could hunt 
almost any patch of woods and 
kick up enough birds to keep 
you and your dog happy. That 
probably won’t be true this time 
around.

Birds will be concentrated 
in the very best habitat. Cover 
that holds birds this year will 
most certainly hold more next 
year and even more the next, 
assuming good winter survival 
of hens and warm, dry weather 
from mid-June through mid-
August, which is needed for 
good brood survival.

Speaking of brood survival, 
the rains and floods that devas-
tated southern Wisconsin took a 
heavy toll on young pheasants 
and, to a lesser extent, young 
turkeys. The north woods were 
spared the summer rains, and 
grouse brood counts jumped up 
from last year. You can down-
load a preliminary 10-week 
brood survey for all three spe-
cies on the DNR web site. Like 
the drumming counts, brood 
surveys are not an accurate 
tally - simply an index of what’s 
out there.

Improved brood counts tell 
hunters to expect to see more 
birds in each family group 
early in the season, which 
should translate to more flush-
es throughout the season, as 
young birds disperse.

Finding birds online
You can drive all over the 

northern counties looking for 
young aspen. With gas at $2.50 
a gallon and time at a premium, 
a little Internet and telephone 
research will save on both.

County forest administra-
tors can tell you where aspen 
has been” cut in the past 10 
years. In some cases they will 
provide maps. Their phone 
numbers and e-mail addresses 
are all listed online at www.
wisconsincountyforests.com

The Ruffed Grouse Society 
has spent more than $600,000 
on habitat projects on 135,000 
Wisconsin acres since 1985. 
Most of these projects are on 
public forest land. Log onto 
ruffedgrousesociety.org, mouse 
over “membership info,” then 
click on “events and banquets.” 
Download the pdf of any Wis-
consin banquet program. The 
map on page 4 shows projects 
in each county. Get details from 
forest administrators.

Boots on the ground
Maps in hand, you are ready 

to hit the coverts. When hunting 
an aspen forest for the first time, 
look for anything that breaks up 
the solid aspen cover, especially 
thickets of alder, dogwood, ha-
zel, or other low brush. In dry 
weather, stick to habitat with 
some water. Creek bottoms, alder 
thickets, small pocket swamps, 
and the like are worth hunting.

Pick a small creek that has al-
der to hide birds along its banks 
and aspen on the high ground. 
Walk upstream on one bank and 
back downstream on the other. 
To hunt small patches of alder 

or small swamps, walk around 
them just inside the edge. Grouse 
normally fly from lighter cover 
into heavier stuff, so you’ll have 
easier shots walking counter-
clockwise if you’re right-handed, 
clockwise if you’re a lefty.

In wet weather, or any time 
there has been sufficient rain, 
you’ll find birds in dogwood 
and hazel thickets. These are 
scattered throughout most as-
pen forests. When you find low, 
brushy cover in an aspen forest, 
always hunt it thoroughly. If it’s 
a small thicket, walk around it 
the same way you would an 
alder thicket.

Grouse are tough enough 
to hit in deciduous woods. Al-
though they use conifer cover, 
avoid big stands unless you 
hunt with a trusted partner. In 
that case, one hunter should 
walk the outside of conifer 
cover while the other punches 
through it or sends the dog in.”

Don’t overlook tiny patches 
of low spruce, cedar, or balsam, 
though. They often hold grouse, 
and one hunter with a dog can 
often get a shot. Two hunters 
can often outflank grouse in 
small conifer patches.

Whatever new cover you 
hunt this season, keep a log of 
flushes and cover types. Next 
season, you’ll be familiar with 
the cover, and it should hold 
more birds.

http://consincountyforests.com
http://ruffedgrousesociety.org
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