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lions of smashed army worm 
carcasses. According to biolo-
gists, the downside for grouse 
fattening on army worms is 
that the denuded trees leave 
them more vulnerable to their 
archenernies: the great horned 
owl and the goshawk. Worms 
proliferate to plaguelike num-
bers on aspen, grouse feed 
on worms (expanding their 
numbers), and we get the good 
years. Then hawks and owls 
move in and fatten on the abun-
dant grouse, whose numbers 
begin to tumble, and the cycle 
turns down. In the lean years, 
grouse hunter numbers follow 
and tumble accordingly.

Many grouse hunters be-
lieve that a predator-prey re-
lationship causes the ebb and 
flow of the ruffed grouse popu-
lation. In short when snowshoe 
hares become scarce, great 
horned owls, northern north-
ern or goshawks, and other 
avian predators exploit the 
next available food source, 
which happens to be the ruffed 
grouse. Some hunters are sure 
hawks and owls are gobbling 
up “their birds” that they shoot 
avian predators whenever they 
get the chance. Charles Nor-
ris dressed the hawk and owl 
problem in his Eastern Upland 
Shooting and his solution was 
simple: shoot all predators on 
sight. He wrote, “Only a season 
or two ago I had the satisfaction 
of killing one of these hawks (a 
goshawk), which flushed from 
a newly fallen grouse.... This 
bird should be destroyed at 
every opportunity.” Leopold, 
in his early years, also thought 

that predators depressed game 
populations. He thought wolves 
in Arizona were harming the 
deer population and that no 
wolves would mean a hunter’s 
paradise, a view he later re-
canted in his essay “Thinking 
Like a Mountain.” He wrote, 
“In those days we had never 
heard of passing up the chance 
to kill a wolf” Leopold stated 
that he was young and “full of 
triggeritch.” After he and half a 
dozen colleagues pumped lead 
into a wolf pack, they watched 
one old wolf die, witnessing the 
“fierce green fire dying in her 
eyes.” From that day forward, 
he “sensed that neither the wolf 
nor the mountain agreed with 
such a view” toward preda-
tors

Once on a hunt the guy 
with me wanted to blast a great 
horned owl out of an oak tree 
before I talked him out of it. 
This same guy plugged a por-
cupine on another hunt, put-
ting five rounds into its body 
before it dropped from the tree 
it was debarking and hit the 
ground with a thud. Nearly 
as stunned as the porcupine, I 
kept my mouth shut that time 
and haven’t hunted with him 
since. Then one of my dogs got 
quilled, and it happened again 
a month later. After putting 
the dog in a headlock, yanking 
out several dozen quills, and 
spurting blood all over myself 
and the decking of the back 
porch, I at least understood his 
antiporcupine venom.

Another time a goshawk 
dove on a grouse we had just 
flushed, flaring when I fired at 

the fleeing grouse. I have no 
desire to go hawk or owl gun-
ning and can’t imagine country 
without these grouse predators, 
just like I can’t imagine the 
north woods without the wolf. 
Like Leopold, I think there’s a 
place in our world for nonhu-
man predators and they have 
as much right to life as me. In 
fact, they may have more right 
to grouse than we do since hu-
mans have a much wider range 
of food sources and choices.

Leopold, in his essay “The 
Farmer as a Conservationist,” 
suggested that the cycle was 
the result of poor land man-
agement by humans. “Were 
grouse and rabbits always and 
everywhere cycle” I used to 
think so, but now I doubt it. I 
suspect the cycles are a disorder 
of animal populations, in some 
way spread by awkward land-
use.” Leopold didn’t blame 
predators, parasites, or toxins; 
he blamed man, suggesting that 
somehow we have upset the 
natural balance so that animal 
populations never stabilize. 
They teeter back and forth 
between increase and decrease 
because we’ve monkeyed so 
much with the landscape and 
their lives.

Most of the research on 
grouse claims that hunting 
pressure has little if any effect 
on grouse populations and that 
killing a million birds, as the 
Minnesota DNR estimated its 
state did in 2000, doesn’t harm 
the overall population. Biolo-
gists call human hunting “an-
cillary predation.” A century 
ago man killed few grouse and 


