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dogs can lose self-control when they 
know they are near birds they cannot 
pin down with scent. Under these 
circumstances, even veteran dogs 
can go bonkers.

Hunters have their problems, 
too. When a rooster gets up in a 
wind, it will quickly hit speeds most 
pheasant hunters are not used to. It 
can be hard to swing a shotgun fast 
enough to catch up with a wind-
blown cock. When I hunt in high 
winds, I constantly coach myself to 
get the gun ahead of the next bird to 
jump. Then up will come a rooster 
with flames trailing from its feath-
ers, and I will punch two holes in the 
airspace he has just vacated.

In the Dakotas, I’ve hunted in 
winds so fast that it wasn’t possible 
to swing a gun quickly enough to hit 
a pheasant flying directly overhead. 
It has happened several times. In 
each case, birds got up far away and 
came right at me. I couldn’t shoot 
until I could see which were hens 
and which were roosters. But by the 
time I could see the bird’s profile 
well enough to identify the cocks, 
they had sped right past me and I 
didn’t get a shot off. Well, I would 
have missed anyway!

Wind will make pheasants spooky. 
A friend recently had an opening 
weekend hunt ruined in Iowa because 
atypically high winds shattered the 
nerves of the birds. That doesn’t hap-
pen in a region that gets a lot of wind, 
like the Dakotas. But pheasants that 
live where they don’t get used to wind 
become skittish when it blows hard 
for a day or two.

Pheasants have extraordinarily 
sensitive hearing, and they rely on it 
to keep predators at a safe distance. 
After all, a pheasant hunkered down 
in dense weeds can’t see even a foot 
ahead of its beak, so the sense of 
hearing is the key to keeping safe. I 
think wind makes pheasants nervous 
because they’ve been deprived of 
their main way of keeping safe. They 
get anxious. They lose faith in sitting 

tight or sneaking, so when they hear 
you coming, they are more likely to 
run.

You can adjust in three ways. 
First, make every effort to hunt si-
lently. Use hand signals instead of 
curses to control your dog. Avoid 
any unnecessary chatter. Second, 
hunt the wind-sheltered areas. Low-
lying cover such as in deep ditches or 
riverbeds will attract birds, because 
the wind does not assault such places 
nearly as hard. If the wind is from the 
west, north-south-running ditches or 
creekbeds will offer the best protec-
tion to pheasants. A secretive hunter 
once told me he did well in windy 
weather by hunting the extreme 
downwind edge of standing corn. 
I got excited, thinking how useful 
that tip would be. Then he added 
that there was more to his technique 
than that, but he had already told me 
more than he wanted to!

Finally, when it blows hard, hunt 
into the wind. If you hunt upwind all 
day, moving constantly in the same 
direction, you will end up with a 
mighty long walk back to the car, so 
compromises must be made. In any 
hunting country, some spots will be 
more promising than others. Work 
the most promising spots upwind, 
coming downwind through cover you 
don’t expect to hold as many birds.

You can get closer to pheasants 
when working against the wind be-
cause they can’t hear you coming as 
well. Forcing the birds into the wind 
also puts them at a disadvantage on 
the flush. They will have to either 
buck the wind as they fly away from 
you or turn and come by you in order 
to fly with the wind. If you must hunt 
crosswise to the wind, it is smart to 
put the best shooter on the downwind 
side, where the roosters typically go.

SNOW
Snow can help or hurt pheas-

ant hunters. I’m convinced that 
pheasants realize they are easily 
seen when running in snowy cover, 
which just makes them skittish. Old, 

packed snow is noisy, so birds hear 
you coming from a long way off.

A fresh snow often encourages 
birds to sit tight. In very cold weather 
after a good snow, you can find birds 
literally buried under the mantle of 
snow like winter grouse. When you 
step into a winter concentration of 
roosters hiding under the snow, you’d 
better have a sound heart. A great area 
to find pheasants buried under a fresh 
snow is in a cattail marsh.

Dogless hunters get a thrill from 
trailing pheasants in fresh snow. It is 
not necessarily easy or productive 
to trail pheasants in snow, for a few 
hens can lay down a lot of tracks in 
a short time, but we all hunt better 
when we at least know by fresh 
tracks that there are birds nearby. 
Roosters often leave distinctive drag 
marks as their long tails crease the 
snow. Fresh snow also eliminates 
cripple losses. By watching for the 
tracks of other hunters, you can save 
yourself the futility of hunting right 
behind another party.

A friend used to wait until the 
late season to hunt pheasants in 
South Dakota. Long after the crowds 
had dissipated, he got great shooting 
in public hunting areas. But Greg 
hunted only if there was a lot of 
snow. If it hadn’t snowed enough 
to concentrate the pheasants in the 
weeds, he stayed home.

I’m not overly enthusiastic about 
snow. As a hunter who works with 
dogs, I feel that snow doesn’t help 
me trail birds. Snow slows me down, 
makes me work harder, and does 
nothing to increase my comfort. In 
some conditions, snow causes painful 
ice balls to build up on the dog’s feet. 
At best, snow is a mixed blessing.
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