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Iowa pheasant hunters  
harvested more than  
one million birds annu-

ally 33 times since 1962. Since 
2000, that’s happened only 
twice. In the upcoming season, 
the projected harvest of 150,000 
to 200,000 is expected to set an-
other record low.  With its title 
of Pheasant Capital of North 
America gone for more than a 
decade, Iowa seems destined to 
be an afterthought in pheasant 
hunting circles. 

 
How has the once grand tradi-
tion of hundreds of thousands 
of hunters heading to the Iowa 
countryside each autumn be-
come nearly nonexistent? 

 
P h e a s a n t s  A r -
r i v e ,  T h r i v e  i n  I o w a 
Wild pheasants were brought 
over from China by Owen Den-
ny in 1882 to establish a popu-
lation in Oregon’s Willamette 
Valley.  That initial stocking and 
other imports from China are 
the sources for current day ring-
necks across the U.S.  Iowa’s 
wild population came through 
an accidental release of the Or-
egon birds’ descendants.  

 
An early 1900s wind storm 
turned loose 2,000 wild pheas-
ants from William Benton’s 
Cedar Falls game farm to Io-
wa’s patchwork of small grain, 
hay and corn fields and pas-
tures. They thrived, eventu-
ally prompting crop damage 
complaints.  

 
By 1913, the Iowa Conservation 
Commission, the forerunner of 
the Department of Natural Re-
sources, was stocking hatchery 
raised pheasants’ anticipating 
creation a hunting season. Re-
sults, though, were mixed. 

 
In 1924-25, the Commission 
began to trap and relocate wild 
birds and eggs to southern 
Iowa. 

 
Iowa’s first pheasant season 
was October 20-22, 1925 in Ko-
ssuth, Humboldt, Winnebago, 
Hancock, Wright, Cerro Gordo, 
Franklin, Mitchell, Floyd, But-
ler, Grundy, Black Hawk and 
Bremer counties. The season 
opened one-half hour before 
sunrise and ended at noon with 
a bag limit of three cocks.  

 
“It appears that the first coun-
ties opened to pheasant hunt-
ing were also those where 
complaints of pheasants caused 
crop damage were common,” 
said Todd Bogenschutz, upland 
wildlife biologist for the Iowa 
DNR. 

 
In 1932, state game farms closed, 
but reopened in 1938 after sev-
eral poor weather years. Better 
weather in the ‘40s helped bird 
populations recover.  By 1945, 
most of northern Iowa was 
open to hunting. Through the 
1940s and ’50s, it became appar-
ent that pen-raised pheasants 
were not contributing to wild 
bird numbers. Yet, by 1965, 
pheasant hunters spread across 
Iowa, save for a few southeast-
ern counties. 

 
Populations Ebb and Flow 
Northwest, north-central and 
central Iowa held the most 
pheasants through the 1950s. 
However, since the 1960s, 
changes in agriculture led to a 
decline in pheasant numbers. 
By the early 1970s, southern 
Iowa had become the premier 
pheasant range. The last state 
game farm was closed in 1973 
and entire state was opened to 
hunting in 1976.

 
Pheasant populations in the 
northern and central regions 
rebounded with establishment 
of the federal Conservation Re-
serve Program (CRP) between 
1985 and 1996. Counts rose in 
the southern counties, initially, 
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