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As a couple of  
birds slipped  
into the road 

side grass and out of sight, 
Dallas Davis stopped his 
vehicle to get a closer look. 
Davis, conservation officer 
for Iowa and Keokuk coun-
ties, was in the last mile of 
his 30-mile roadside pheas-
ant count near Sigourney. 
Each August, I usually ride 
along on a route near Tip-
ton. This summer, though, 
I thought I would get a 
feel for bird counts closer 
to the so-called ‘Pheasant 
Belt’ that roughly parallels 
Interstate 80 from about 
Iowa City through west 
central Iowa.

Up to now, it had been 
rather slow. We couldn’t 
include the 18 or 20 we 
saw on the roadside just 
before the start of his route. 
Maybe the couple birds we 
saw were part of a brood 
that would pull up the 
count. Scuffing the gravel 

to make some noise, Davis 
approached the road shoul-
der. Suddenly, the ditch was 
alive. Half-grown pheas-
ants and hens exploded out 
of the early morning cover 
like feathered fireworks. 
As they fanned up and 
away, wingbeats just to 
the left gave away another 
bunch.

Davis tallied 30 birds 
and we rode out the last 
few hundred yards of the 
route with no more ‘inter-
ruptions.’ “It was up a little 
over last year,” noted the 
DNR officer, totaling the 
upland game chart he kept 
beside him. “Last year, I 
counted 70. This year, we 
saw 82 pheasants. I show 
13 adult birds. The rest 
were chicks--most of them 
crow-sized. I would say 
that means there was bet-
ter initial nesting success 
around here.”

By itself, the count means 
little. When folded into the 
statewide mix, though, 

it helps develop Iowa’s 
much-anticipated fall 
pheasant forecast. “We run 
about 200 routes a year,” 
explains DNR Wildlife 
Research Supervisor Terry 
Little. “That helps with 
comparison going back 
to 1963. It’s not just the 
total number of pheasants 
per route. We also look at 
brood size; hens with and 
without broods; even the 
age of those broods.”

On the Keokuk County 
route, for instance, almost 
all chicks were ‘sub-adult’ 
sized. I could even see the 
red cheek patches develop-
ing on young roosters as 
one brood flushed.

Again, by itself this is an 
isolated instance. Howev-
er, if more routes bear out 
the findings, they would 
indicate a pretty good early 
hatch. Pheasant broods 
are susceptible to ill-timed 
spring rains. In 1999, sev-
eral areas of the state had 
poor reproduction because 
of cold spring deluges that 
flooded nests or left young 
chicks dying from expo-
sure.

Pheasants will renest, but 
later broods tend to have 
fewer chicks, and conse-
quently, fewer adult pheas-
ants come opening day. Just 
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