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Good breeding’s impor 
tance is recognized by  
virtually every hunter 

who’s ever enjoyed the perfor-
mance of a fine gun dog. Inherited 
potential goes hand in hand with 
good training in producing hunt-
ing dogs that do their thing in an 
effective and pleasing manner.

Although most sportsmen 
are not immersed in any study 
of inheritance or versed in the 
techniques of breeding dogs, they 
do find pedigrees of interest and 
are curious about why some dogs 
turn out well while others aren’t 
worth feeding

What’s more, they are often 
disappointed when, after acquir-
ing a pup out of championship 
breeding, the potential “world 
beater” (or “best in the county”, at 
least) years later is a dismal flop. 

If it’s any solace, professional 
breeders and trainers of gun dogs 
haven’t come up with cut and 
dried answers either. But some 
observations and opinions may be 
of value to their clients, whether 
sportsmen more casually involved 
with hunting dogs are contemplat-
ing purchase of a pup or won-
dering “what happened?” in the 
case of a dud whose background 
credentials were impeccable.

The late Er M. Shelley’s dog 
training experience was varied 

and extensive. He trained bird 
dogs in Mississippi for decades, 
late in life had a fling at spaniel 
and retriever training and prior 
to and after World War I trained 
and hunted hounds and Airedales 
on lions in Africa, on his own and 
as part of the entourage of the 
famous Paul Rainey, wealthy and 
world famous sportsman. Among 
“Mr. Shelley’s” pupils or proteges 
were Clyde Morton, Field Trial 
Hall of Fame bird dog trainer and 
Cliff Wallace, one of two men to 
win National Championships 
with both retrievers and Springer 
Spaniels; both now deceased.

In his book, “Bird Dog Train-
ing Today and Tomorrow” (which 
is almost as much a collector’s 
item as his “Hunting Big Game 
With Dogs In Africa”) Shelley had 
this to say:

“The amateur should bear in 
mind that all dogs are not good 
ones. Every trainer turns down 
a certain number of dogs turned 
over to him, as undesirable. Some 
of the ones they keep and train are 
not a success, so that an amateur 
should not become discouraged 
with one or two attempts.”

“Most litters will run from five 
or six to nine pups The breeding 
maybe of the best; both sire and 
dam may be champions in their 
own right; but you will invariably 
find that while one or two of the 

litter may develop into outstand-
ing performers, the rest will turn 
out to be of only mediocre ability, 
and some may not be even a fair 
average.”

“Because this is so, when you 
acquire a dog and begin to train 
him, you do not know whether 
you have a real prospect or not. 
The dog may just not have it in 
him, and if that is the case, it is 
not worth while to spend time or 
money in an effort to train him for 
your purposes.

“Of course, it is true that some 
dogs are slow in developing. I do 
not mean that a dog which shows 
none of the traits which hunt-
ing dog should possess will ever 
amount to much, but there are 
dogs who are not much better than 
average for the first three years or 
so, and will then show qualities 
that were latent, and turn out to 
be superlative performers. But a 
dog must show that he has some-
thing to start with or he will never 
amount to a great deal.”

 Unlike the television pundits 
who can barely wait for a political 
candidate to finish speaking before 
they jump in to tell viewers what 
they think the speaker said, “this 
commentator is confident you are  
able to read and draw your own 
conclusions.” But I will take the 
liberty of observing that if you 
are looking for a “sure thing” 
when buying a gun dog, spend 
some extra up front money for a 
started or well-trained adult dog 
demonstrably able to meet your 
requirements.

Jack Harper, a Field Trial Hall 
Of Fame trainer and breeder, 
retired but still alive and alert in 
Mississippi, offers this slant on the 
relative importance of a pup’s sire 
and dam in his book “Bird Dogs 
and Field Trials” in this excerpt: 

Trying To Reason Why
By David Duffey

Duffey’s Domain
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“Generally it is considered that the 
sire and dam of a pup will have 
equal influence on what that pup 
will turn out to be. Of course one 
pup might get most of it’s genes 
from the dam’s side and another 
pup from the litter get most of 
its genes from the sire’s side, but 
I’m speaking of the litter on the 
average.”

“Some people think the dam 
has the most influence and I’m 
one of them. The sire’s influence 
is  over the moment the sperm 
and the ova unite. But the bitch’s 
influence continues right on until 
the pups are weaned, and dog 
psychologists say that a pup’s 
character as well as its attitude 
and skeletal form are largely de-
termined by what happens to it in 
the first two months life.”

“The dam has everything to do 
with the pup’s fetal development 
into strong well-formed whelps, 
and afterward to the feeding, 
fondling, and nursing them, and 
setting proper precepts for them 
to mold their attitudes by.”

“If she is a nervous, timid, 
flighty bitch with a poor appetite, 
the puppies may not be sturdy 
at birth and after their eyes are 
opened they are little mimics and 
are influenced by everything they 
see, feel or hear. “

“If she is excitable, skittish, 
timid or nervous they will think 
they should be that way also and 
begin to act like their mother. If, 
on the other hand, she is calm 
considerate, kind and affectionate 
to them, eats well and is friendly 
toward their master, the pups will 
think that is the way to act and will 
behave like their mother.”

“That is why I say that the 
bitch will have more to do with 
what the pups turn out to be than 

the sire does. The reason many 
people say the sire is of the most 
importance is that a good sire may 
sire a hundred litters while a good 
bitch will produce only five or six, 
therefore the impact of the sire on 
the breed will of course be greater 
than that of the individual dam.”

Mathematicians and geneti-
cists may quibble about what 
sophisticates are fond of call-
ing simplistic statements. But I 
find Harper’s theory reasonable. 
Scientists will argue that equal 
numbers of genes are inherited 
from each parent. But students of 
animal breeding are also aware of 
something called prepotency, the 
ability of one parent to impress its’ 
hereditary characteristics on its 
off-spring; clones which resemble 
in almost every way one parent 
or the other are a popular source 
of discussion and neither sex has 
a mortal lock on stamping their 
likenesses on their progeny. 

Another reason for the perhaps 
mistaken over-emphasis on the 
sire in dog breeding is that more 
championship titles go to males. 
Being in heat, whelping and nurs-
ing puppies cuts down the oppor-
tunities bitches have to compete 
in the trials, where breeding stock 
is tested for field performance. 
Since so few of the fine brood 
bitches have an extensive record 
of achievement, an evaluation of 
her temperament, as Harper sug-
gests is more important. Than, if 
she is closely related (daughter, 
littermate, mother) to recognized 
champions or outstanding gun 
dogs, she should be even a better 
bet to produce the kind of pups 
with which both amateurs and 
pros can do well.

An ancient admonition also 
holds true in dog breeding, al-
though the reference is to humans. 
Young men who sought strong, 

intelligent and good looking chil-
dren were advised, “Marry not the 
only fair maid in the clan.”

So take a look at closely related 
dogs when considering the breed-
ing stock that has produced that 
“pig in a poke” pup you might 
acquire. Family resemblances are 
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strong. A bright pretty girl, with 
a bunch of wicked witch sisters 
and an ugly mother, isn’t as likely 
to produce desirable off-spring 
as those with equally charming 
siblings and parents.

 In dog breeding, “sports” 
crop out from time to time that 
reflect hidden genes carried along 
through many generations. In 
a sound family of canines, this 
can be as much an aberration as 
the “lonely petunia in the onion 
patch”  but might represent bet-
ter breeding potential because of 
the proven potential of sire, dam, 
littermates, uncles, aunts and 
cousins. 

Most dog breeders are greatly 
taken with mating their bitches 
to champions when seeking out 
a good “top line” on puppy pedi-
grees. That’s reasonable and a 
sound practice. “Like produces 
like” is a well established truism.

But another aphorism always 
sticks in my mind, “the proof is in 
the pudding.” It seems reasonable 
to me that, if possible, the most 
sensible breeding to undertake 
would be to the male which pro-
duced that esteemed champion. 
That sire has proven what he can 

produce,  regardless of his bril-
liance or lack thereof in the field. 
The champion, (sparingly studded 
until he has established a winning 
record or retired) when it comes to 
stamping progeny with his highly 
desirable qualities, is as much 
a gamble as any of the puppies 
picked from a well-bred litter.

But then, I have no credentials 
as a producer of champion dogs. 
I’ve been lucky in that the many 
pups I selected and the few litters 
I’ve bred for the most part turned 
out to be decent hunting dogs, 
pleasing to me and apparently 
satisfactory to clients. Breeding 
and selection of dogs and horses 
is a very chancy undertaking be-
cause, of our domestic animals, 
they alone are “manufactured” 
to be trained in the active service 
of their owners, not primarily as 
producers of meat, milk, eggs and 
so on.

Some experts would have you 
believe otherwise. That’s why 
some self-effacing comments by 
a premier race horse breeder, en-
tirely applicable to hunting and 
field trial dogs, is so honest and 
refreshing. When asked to share 
his knowledge of thoroughbred 
breeding and explain how he hap-

pened to breed the famous Native 
Dancer, Alfred G. Vanderbilt was 
quoted thusly: 

“All I know about breeding 
can be said in a minute or two. 
If you breed a mare of ability to 
a stallion of ability, you’ve got a 
better chance of getting a horse of 
ability than if you don’t. Breeding 
is probabilities, not predictabili-
ties, and certainly not certainties. 
The fact that a good horse pops up 
once in a while from pretty strange 
parents keeps a lot of mediocre 
stock in production that doesn’t 
belong. That’s all I know about 
breeding.”

“But I gave the mating of Gei-
sha of Polynesian a great deal of 
thought, a great deal of study and 
the somewhat nebulous value of 
20 years of breeding experience 
and,  lo and behold, here comes 
Native Dancer! Of course, I also 
gave the same amount of thought, 
study and experience to a lot of 
other horses that couldn’t get out 
of their own way.” 

Dave Duffey hails from Bowler 
Wis.
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Prepare For Outdoor 
Emergencies

No one expects to  
be involved in a  
life or death situa-

tion while they are calling gob-
blers during turkey season, 
enjoying a day of boating or 
angling in a mountain stream. 
Preparation ahead of time 
ensures that if an emergency 
does occur, it does not result in 
a fatality. The Georgia Depart-
ment of Natural Resources, 
Wildlife Resources Division 
(WRD) encourages outdoor 
recreationists review safety 
precautions and pack a sur-
vival kit before venturing into 
the great outdoors. Sportsmen 
and women are able to access 
a phone line that is available in 
case of an emergency. *DNR, 
or STAR-D-N-R, from a cell 
phone. This number provides 
a quick way to contact state 
personnel trained to handle 
crisis situations. “Knowing 
safety practices and carrying 
a survival kit is an easy way 
to make sure that minor emer-
gencies don’t become major 
situations,” says WRD Chief 
of Law Enforcement Col. Walt 
Taylor. “With the prolifera-
tion of cell phones the *DNR 
phone line is another backup 
for sportsmen and women to 

remember in case of an emer-
gency.” While *DNR is an easy 
link to WRD personnel, it is 
not an information line. This 
number should be used only 
in the event of an extreme 
emergency. An example of 
an extreme emergency is one 
where a life is at risk, such 
as a lost child or a hunting 
accident. A non-emergency 
example would be a boat with 
engine trouble that needs a 
tow. The first and foremost 
safety tip is to inform some-
one of where you are going 
and when you will be back. 
Always dress in layers, includ-
ing a waterproof item and 
one that pulls moisture away 
from the body. A survival kit 
can be prepared ahead of time 
making it easily accessible for 
a trip outdoors. A survival kit 
should include the following 
items: 

A first aid kit  

Water 

Flashlight and extra bat-
teries 

Matches or a lighter 

Compass 

 Map of the area  

Food - enough for two 
days 

Pocket Knife 

Plastic Whistle 

Fish hooks and fishing 
line 

S u n g l a s s e s ,  h a t  a n d 
gloves 

Soap 

Cell phone 

Water purification tablets 

Medication - if you take 
any on a daily basis or have 
any allergies If you plan on 
enjoying a day on a boat, make 
sure that a personal flotation 
device is available for every 
person on board and make 
sure that they are wear them. 
Ensure that a fire extinguisher, 
oars or paddles, a small tool 
kit, flares, a bailing bucket, 
an anchor and a rope also is 
available. Plan ahead to avoid 
an emergency in the future. 
Remember *DNR in case of an 
emergency. For more informa-
tion contact a WRD Regional 
office or call (770) 918-6416. 

Health
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The 2009 National Cocker 
Championship was held at 
Dyson Orchard in Clinton Cor-
ners, New York. The orchard 
has been inactive for a number 
of years, perched on top of one 
of the highpoints in Duchess 
County the picturesque 200 + 
acres that surround the orchard 
has been left fallow and has 
developed into a true test for 
this hardy, close working and 
diligent Spaniel. The Champi-
onship being the culmination of 
11⁄2 to 2 years of pre-planning 
and hard work by a very well 
organized group of Spaniel 
enthusiasts was everything the 
owners, handlers and specta-
tors could ask for. The cover 
was native grasses, interspersed 
with orchard grass, golden rod, 
wild raspberry and multifloral 
rose bushes. The terrain was an 
undulating side hill with drain-
age ditches in varied locations 
throughout the course for the 
first and second series. There 
were 60 dogs entered with 58 
starters on a very brisk morn-

ing with temperatures in the 
high 20’s and the promise of 
warmer temperatures with a 
50% chance of more rain in the 
late afternoon. A few handlers 
and dogs demonstrated the 
National adrenaline hype and 
were done in by the day’s chal-
lenges. The first series finished 
at around 2:00PM. The second 
series began shortly afterwards 
with 48 dogs remaining after 
the challenge of the side hill 
retrieves and difficult cover. 
The first day concluded around 
4:00PM as cloudy skies and 
darkness made it impossible to 
continue. The second series had 
approximately a third of the 
dogs yet to be run and would 
start at 8:00AM sharp on Friday. 
The rains came as we were leav-
ing the grounds.

Friday began on time and 
the second series finished at 
approximately 10:15AM. After 
a short break for call backs, the 
third series started with 26 dogs 
still in the hunt. The third series 

course was in the old orchard, 
the north winds kicked up and 
caused scenting conditions to 
vary because of the trees and 
terrain. The renewed adrena-
line you might expect with a 
cover and location change to 
the orchard was too much for 
some of the handlers and dogs. 
The pheasants that managed 
to fly quickly above the trees 
were soon aided by the 20mph 
winds. The gunners were be-
ing tested as well. The fine gun 
team that was put together by 
Captain John Castellani arose 
to the occasion to the approval 
of all the contestants with many 
good retrieves. I believe only 
three dogs eliminated them-
selves in the third series, the re-
maining 23 dogs were called for 
the fourth at around 1:00PM. 
The winds moderated slightly 
as the temperatures moved into 
the lower 50’s. The familiariza-
tion of the course was evident 
in the dogs and handlers, with 
many redeeming performances 
by multiple dogs. The judges 
were going to have their work 
ahead in selecting those chosen 
to move on the fifth and final 
land series tomorrow.

The fourth series finished at 
3:20PM, which gave the judges 
some time before the evenings’ 
festivities to make call backs.

It was later announced that 
there were 16 dogs called back 
for the fifth series and we were 
to start out the morning at new 
grounds. The fifth series and 
water test was going to take 
place at Verbank Hunting and 
Fishing Club in Verbank, NY. 
The promise of “ideal” Cocker 

Spaniel Field Trials

2009 National Cocker 
Championship

November 5-7, 2009 – Clinton 
Corners, NY

By: Tom Meyer
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cover was going to take place 
in the tree lines and hedgerows 
of this old established private 
hunting club established in 
the 30’s. Well, no one was 
disappointed least of all the 
dogs. Terry Oliver, the grounds 
Chairman, and his crew were to 
be commended in their choices 
and hard work for presenting 
the opportunity with the proper 
cover to show-off this diligent, 
hard working Spaniel and to al-
low a National Championship 
out come. The weather condi-
tions for the final day couldn’t 
have been any better, tempera-
tures in the 30’s & 40’s, 5 to 10 
mph winds and blue sky. The 
anticipation and excitement 
was apparent from the moment 
I arrived in the parking lot. The 
planned 9:00AM start was fast 
approaching. The handlers 
meeting was at 8:45AM with an 
explanation of the course and 
with the judges instructions to 
the gunners, handlers, gallery 
and marshals.

All headed for the woods 
at 9:00AM, the course was a 
challenge and it was perfect 
for most, unfortunately three 
dogs eliminated themselves. 
The course allowed for two full 
passes before all 16 dogs had 
run. A little over two hours and 
the land work was done for the 
2009 Championship. I viewed 
all the dogs and had seen very 
good bird work by many of 
them, some the entire trial. My 
thought at that point was the 
Judges had a tough job ahead.

Thirteen dogs remained for 

the water so we all relocated 
at the pond area for what was 
going to be disappointment for 
a few handlers as their dogs 
failed. The water set-up looked 
as though it could be a simple 
40 yd. retrieve starting on the 
bank with a few goldenrods and 
weeds to sit in and a pheasant 
thrown high from a winger. It 
must have been more than that 
as four dogs failed at the water 
and if I had a guess a couple 
of the four were in contention 
for a placement. There seemed 
to be a lot of head shaking and 
hand wringing by contestants 
and judges. The drive back to 
Dyson Orchard for the place-
ments took some time but it 
gave the Judges the opportu-
nity to determine the winner. 
I had seen some outstanding 
performances for many of the 
dogs through the last three days 
and I knew the decision was not 
going to be easy. In the many 
years I have been involved in 
judging, gunning and just plain 
watching how far the evolution 
of these Cockers and their han-
dlers have progressed, I would 
say this years winner should be 
very proud.

The Committee for the 2009 
National Cocker Championship 
is to be congratulated in all its 
hard work and organization in 
again putting on a Champion-
ship to be remembered.

Barbara Haupt as the Chair-
person was absolutely on top of 
it all and her committee of Rumi 
Schroeder, Field Trial Secretary, 
Noel Cacchio, Marilyn & Mike 
Gilpin, Shelley Huenergardt, 
Dick Dixon, Cary Haupt and 

Terry Oliver followed Barbara’s 
lead.

With much anticipation the 
winners were announced:
1st Place 2009 National Cock-
er Champion
Trendsetters Black Beauty SH 
“Lucy”
Owners: Sheryl and Jim Mayo
Handler: Sheryl Mayo
Also best dog handled by an 
Amateur

2nd Place
NFC FC Chyknell Megan 
“Megan”
Owner: A.R. Ginn
Handler: A.R. Ginn

3rd Place
FC Fallen Wing’s Elvis SH 
“Elvis”
Owners: Mike and Rumi 
Schroeder
Handler: Jim Keller

4th Place
Brown Betty “Betty”
Owner: Harold Bixby
Handler: Paul McGagh

Certificate of Merit
FC Isle of Man Aurora 
“Bones”
Owner: Rosemary Altea
Handler: Fred Bradley

Guns Award
Trendsetters Black Beauty 
“Lucy”
Owners: Sheryl and Jim Mayo
Handler: Sheryl Mayo
Photos by Shannon W. Woo-
ten
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Waging War Against Fleas 
and Lice

Fleas are among the lead-
ing causes of skin disorders in 
dogs and are carriers of other 
diseases. For example, the 
flea serves as the intermedi-
ate host for some species of 
tapeworm. The flea becomes 
infected after eating the eggs 
of the tapeworm. The flea 
is then ingested by the dog 
during grooming and the 
tapeworm is released into the 
dog’s intestine.

Flea bite allergy is the 
most common allergy af-
fecting dogs. It occurs when 
the animal is exposed to flea 
saliva as the flea bites. The 
saliva acts as an allergen and 
can cause intense itching, hair 
loss and skin infections.

Fleas are brown, wingless 
insects, about one-eighth 
inch long, that can jump and 

crawl rapidly from one host 
to another. In climates with 
long, cool seasons, they are 
most common during the 
summer months, but can exist 
indoors throughout the year. 
In warmer climates they pres-
ent a year-round problem.

Keeping the environment 
flea-free involves dealing 
with all stages of the flea 
life cycle. Fleas live on host 
animals and move readily 
from dog to dog, to man, or 
from man to dog or to other 
animals. Eggs are laid loose 
in the animal’s hair and fall 
off soon afterwards and are 
usually hatched in four to 
seven days. Animals passing 
through an infested area may 
pick up these newly hatched 
and developing fleas.

After a variable period of 
time, the larva enters the pup 
a stage as it spins a cocoon in 
which it changes to an adult 
flea. This process can take 
as short as seven days or as 
long as one year. Animals 
returning to old haunts may 
therefore become infested 
with fleas that have been in 
the cocoon stage for several 
months.

Fleas are diagnosed by 
finding either the parasites 
themselves or black specks 
called “flea dirt” on the ani-
mal’s hair coat. Grooming is 
an excellent time to check for 
“flea dirt.”

Dog owners often ask if 
adding supplements such as 
brewers’ yeast or garlic pills 
to the dog’s diet will solve 
the flea problem. No avail-
able research indicates that 
the control of fleas is affected 
by these additives or by diet 
modification.

Flea collars are usually 
only a partial solution. They 
will kill fleas that invade the 
front end of the dog, but the 
flea’s favorite haunts on the 
hindquarters and around the 
base of the tail may be beyond 
the reach of the collar’s lethal 
effects if the dog is large.

Some products are in-
sect growth regulators. They 
break the life cycle of the flea 
by preventing flea eggs and 
larvae from hatching. This re-

Fleas & Lice
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duces the population of new 
fleas and allows you to focus 
on eliminating the adult flea 
population.

Another treatment is a so-
lution applied once a month 
to a single spot on the dog’s 
skin or two areas on large 
dogs. The active ingredients 
travel across the fat cells of 
the skin, covering the entire 
animal and killing adult fleas 
on contact. However, this of-
fers no protection for dogs 
who suffer allergies from flea 
bites.

 Other flea-control prod-
ucts are also available to help 
eliminate fleas. Many of these 
products now provide both 
flea and tick control. Differ-
ent circumstances require 
different treatments. Your 
veterinarian will help you 
determine which product or 
combination of products will 
be the most effective in your 
area.

Even with a product that 
works for you, fleas are per-
sistent. You must always be 
alert to the environment and 
the condition of your animals 
to stop the resurgence of these 
pests.

Lice 
Lice are wingless, flat par-

asites classified by their feed-
ing habits as either biting or 
sucking. Although they are 
different in eating habits and 
appearance, their life cycles 

are similar and take from 14 
to 21 days to complete. They 
lay their eggs (nits) on the 
hair of the host. They are gen-
erally not common on healthy 
animals.

Serious infection usually 
occurs on poorly nourished 
and poorly managed dogs, 
adding to their debilitation.

Sucking lice injure their 
host by drawing blood and 
creating anemia. This blood 
loss is especially dangerous 
to pups and lactating bitches. 
The bites may be very irritat-
ing to the dog’s skin, leading 
to self-injury and perhaps 
temperament changes.

Biting lice feed by chew-
ing on dry skin, scales and 
scabs. This can cause skin 
irritations, often preventing 
sleep and causing diarrhea 
and appetite loss. However, 
since lice infestation is usu-
ally seen in poorly managed 
kennels, the diarrhea and 
appetite loss may be due to 
stress or other factors.

Your veterinarian can ad-
vise you as to the appropriate 
spray or dip to control the in-
festation. Lice-infested dogs 
should be kept isolated. Keep 
separate grooming equip-
ment for dogs that have lice.
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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 

Counting Pheasants

Pheasants



29
Ads starting from $160/Yr

© Bird Dog & Retriever News, 563 17th Ave NW, New Brighton, MN 55112 612-868-9169 Cell

December 2009/January 2010                    We average over a million hits a month on the net.                                   www.Bdarn.com

a couple of days ago, I no-
ticed a hen along Highway 
151 in Jones County with 
four or five little meadow-
lark sized heads bobbing in 
the grass beside her; in all 
likelihood a second or third 
nesting attempt.

The first week of August 
is the target week for the 
200 routes. DNR wildlife 
workers and conserva-
tion officers start at dawn. 
Heavy dew, calm winds 
and clear skies are the pre-
ferred weather conditions. 
They pull pheasants out 
of the wet fields and on 
to the sunny gravel roads 
to dry their feathers. The 
rural gravel stretches usu-
ally mean fewer vehicles, 
too. An oncoming car can 
push birds back into the 
ditches, messing up the 
count for the next couple 
of miles. Surveyors cruise 
down the road at about 15 
miles an hour, marking off 
the number of birds they 
see, size of the birds and 
brood sizes. Frequently, a 
mowed hayfield will show 
off a few more. Farm lanes 
and crossroads sometimes 
yield a bird or two.

The goal is consistency. 
There is no dream of count-
ing every pheasant in the 
county. As the routes are 

run with the same meth-
ods and under the same 
conditions, trends develop 
from year to year. “We 
see the influence of cold, 
wet Springs,” says Little. 
“When CRP (the 1980s 
land-idling Conservation 
Reserve Program) came in, 
we saw pretty substantial 
changes.” That popular 
conservation program sent 
pheasant numbers up-
ward, with the substantial 
habitat provided on the 
idle acres. Populations of 
other wildlife species also 
rebounded.

With CRP restricted in 
the last farm bill, 800,000 
Iowa acres returned to 
cropland. And the results 
showed during hunting 
season. Mild winters and 
adequate spring weather 
pushed back the inevitable. 
In 1999, though, the ham-
mer fell. “Last year we 
predicted a downturn,” 
explains Little. “We pre-
dicted the pheasant harvest 
would dip below a million 
to about 900,000 birds. And 
we came in right below 
900,000.”

We could see the results 
on a local scale. “The birds 
were definitely related 
to any grassland or CRP 
ground that we had,” not-

ed Davis. “Any hayfields 
or CRP adjacent to the 
road seemed to hold birds. 
Small brushy creeks and 
draws seemed to be good 
spots, too.”

Putting his chart away, 
we headed home. Another 
10 or 12 uncountable birds 
ducked off the road edge 
as we cruised by. Maybe 
things are looking up this 
year….at least on one route, 
on one day.


