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two hundred years ago 
even fewer. Yet how can 
our added hunting pres-
sure our dogs, vehicles, 
beep collars, and ballisti-
cally super shotguns -not 
have a negligible effect on 
grouse populations? Some 
studies found that similar 
habitat, one section open 
to hunting and the other 
closed to hunting, showed 
little difference in overall 
population. In fact, the 
hunted section in such a 
study in Pennsylvania re-
ported higher populations 
than the nonhunted sec-
tion. Game organizations, 
guides, and the hunting 
industry in general like to 
cite these studies, but my 
common sense tells me 
to leave a bird or two in 
the lean years. Each and 
every dead grouse subtracts 
something-if nothing else the 
energy of its presence- from the 
landscape.

In the end, the Cycle isn’t 
so bad. Besides, there’s not 
much we can do about it. In 
a way I enjoy the down years 
since fewer hunters take to 
the Woods, and I don’t have 
to wonder if there will be a car 
or truck parked in “my spot.” 
According to DNR statistics, 
about 200,000 Wisconsin grouse 
hunters take to the woods each 
year, which means about one in 
twenty-five Wisconsinites hunts 
grouse. When the cycle bottoms 
out and it starts to seem like 
grouse should be placed on 
the Endangered Species List, 
close to 190,000 of these hunt-

ers give up and turn to other 
pursuits: waterfowling, home 
improvements, repairing deer 
stands, NASCAR, the Packers. 
The woods empty out, at least 
until the gun deer season ap-
proaches, and that gives me 
more room in which to roam 
about.

The lean years of the Cycle 
probably benefit woodcock as 
well since the majority of Wis-
consin grouse hunters shoot 
woodcock incidentally, their 
seasons and habitat overlap-
ping. If a grouse drought sends 
hunters to other pursuits, then 
fewer woodcock will serve as 
feathered targets, and, unlike 
grouse, all research points to 
lack of suitable habitat as the 
primary reason for the alarming 

decline in wood-
c o c k  n u m b e r s 
each year.

When I  got 
s e r i o u s  a b o u t 
grouse hunting 
and bought my 
first pointing dog, 
I was too green 
to realize that the 
Cycle had plum-
meted to its base-
ment bottom. We 
would go out all 
day and see six 
or eight birds, one 
an hour, and I was 
pleased; when the 
Cycle swung up-
ward and peaked, 
we put up that 
many birds in for-
ty acres, which 
made me feel like 
the wealthiest 

man in the county.

The bottom of the cycle, that 
purgatory for grouse hunters, 
brings forth a hunger for more 
birds, for better times, which 
makes the top of the Cycle 
that much sweeter. Some truth 
remains in the old cliche’ that 
absence makes the heart grow 
fonder, but then again, who 
am I kidding? Grouse hunters 
would like to live forever at the 
top of the Cycle in an endless 
autumn of untold birds.
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