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We went through a mental 
checklist. It obviously wasn’t a 
duck. There weren’t any pheas-
ants in that country. Certainly 
wasn’t a rabbit. Sonofagun, it had 
to be ... a ruffed grouse!

We continued to explore 
the wooded valley and we were 
pleasantly surprised to flush 
several more grouse that after-
noon. This defies conventional 
logic, but in what many consider 
the quintessential prairie state, 
North Dakota, I got hooked on 
hunting ruffed grouse 25 sea-
sons have come and gone since 
then. Sam hunted with me until 
a few days before she died at 
age 14, and her successor, a 
chocolate Lab, learned her trade 
in North Dakota aspens and 
when I transferred in my job, 
she transferred her skills to the 
mountains western Montana. 
Candy, a two‑year‑old black Lab, 
is my current partner.

Over the years, I’ve had many 
adventures with my Labs as 
we’ve explored the hills and the 
aspens in search of ruffed grouse. 
Sometimes we’ve come home 
with grouse, our absolute favor-
ite game bird on the dining room 
table. Then, there are days when 
all I bring home are excuses and 
stories. 

The valley where we first 
found grouse continued to be 
a favor grouse covert for many 
years. Along the creek, aspens 
and alders thick as hair on a 
dog and walking through it was 
nearly impossible. But grouse 
were often there so we walked 
it. Kevin and I were struggling 
through the brush, one day, when 

a grouse flushed. The trees had 
shed their leaves and the bird 
headed, in plain sight, across a 
clearing. 1 raised my gun and 
swung on the bird for the perfect 
shot. As I pulled the trigger, the 
end of the gun barrel hit a tree 
and my swing stopped. The shot 
pattern ripped a divot of bark 
from a tree. The bird kept flying. 

Actually, when I think about 
it, there are many trees scattered 
across two states with broken 
branches, shattered trunks, and 
scarred bark marking where 
it sacrificed itself for a ruffed 
grouse.

Alix was in her third season 
and still learning her trade. 
We spent he morning hunting 
ducks and then stopped to hunt 
grouse on the way home. Alix 
moved into an aspen stand and 
suddenly there were birds flush-
ing. It sounded like a squadron 
of B‑17s I taking off. Then I aw 
wild turkeys emerging from 
the trees. Finally, birds stopped 
flushing and Alix came back to 
me, red‑eyed and foaming at the 
mouth. Did you see those birds?” 
her face asked. “They were big 
as bombers!” She was trembling 
with excitement. I thought she’d 
never be the same after that 
encounter.

Later that fall, we were hunt-
ing on Thanksgiving weekend. 
Snow had fallen earlier but 
melted. Kevin, now out of col-
lege, was home for the weekend, 
and we took advantage of this 
opportunity to go Grouse hunt-
ing. It was cloudy, daylight was 
fading and we had temporar-
ily lost our bearings. Finally, I 

figured out where we were and 
we started trudging back to the 
truck through the gathering 
darkness. By the trail, snowshoe 
hares were ‘hiding’ from us. The 
bunnies had completed their fall 
changeover to pure white winter 
fur, but relied on sitting perfectly 
still to make themselves invis-
ible. They virtually glowed in 
the dark.

Habitat that produces ruffed 
grouse is also prime habitat for 
big game. Over the years, chas-
ing moose out of the aspens has 
gotten almost routine, if seeing 
half a ton of long‑legged moose 
go crashing through the trees can 
ever be routine.

White‑tailed deer frequently 
appear during our grouse hunts. 
Usually, the encounters produce 
the sight of a deer’s tail raised 
high as it disappears into heavy 
brush.

On one hunt, I found myself 
face to face with one of the big-
gest whitetail bucks I’ve ever 
seen. A mysterious encounter 
was when I could hear a deer 
moving away in the brush. The 
brush didn’t seem thick enough 
to cover the deer, but somehow 
the deer slipped away unseen 
until it decided it was safe and 
then I just got a glimpse as it 
exploded up a draw. I’d bet that 
deer also carried a good set of 
antlers. I often wondered where 
those big bucks went when the 
deer season opened.

O n e  d a y,  a  f o r k h o r n 
white‑tailed buck popped out 
of the hillside brush patch that 
Sam was working. The deer ran 


