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 The ruffed grouse (Bonasa 
umbellus), a medium-sized, 
non-migratory bird found 
throughout the mountains of 
Appalachia, has an interesting 
history in Kentucky.

    No one knows 
for sure how widely 
distributed grouse 
were during the pre-
settlement era when 
old-growth forests 
covered an estimat-
ed 90 percent of the 
state.

    It’s been well-
documented that as 
Kentucky’s big tim-
ber was cut, grouse 
sightings in the re-
gion increased. In 
recent decades, the 
reverse has been true 
-- grouse population 
densities have se-
verely declined as 
Appalachia’s forests 
matured.

    “Historically, 
grouse populations 

have most likely gone up and 
down with forest condition,” 
said Dan Figert, assistant di-
rector of wildlife for the Ken-
tucky Department of Fish and 
Wildlife Resources, and former 

small game program coordina-
tor. “In mature forests, grouse 

survive, but they don’t thrive. 
They are really an early succes-
sional species. They do best in 
forests with several different 
age classes of trees.”

    After 1930, when most of 
the Cumberland Plateau had 
been timbered, grouse numbers 
increased, offering good hunt-
ing for several decades begin-
ning in the 1940s.

    In the March 1950 issue 
of Happy Hunting Ground 
magazine, Frederick C. Hardy, 
Federal Air Project Leader, re-
ported that “cutting the climax 
forest, which helped spell doom 
for deer and turkey, actually im-
proved grouse habitat. Grouse 

populations are being 
studied by drumming 
counts and flushing 
counts. Drumming sites 
were almost without ex-
ception located on up-
lands, in second-growth 
hardwoods, as are a 
majority of nests.”

    The grouse is an 
omnivorous bird that 
spends most of its time 
on the ground, eating 
buds, leaves, berries, 
seeds and insects.

    It requires second 
growth forests for food, 
cover and nest sites.

    Males attract fe-
males by drumming or 
rapidly flapping their 
wings. Hens typically 
lay 10 to 14 eggs, which 
hatch in 23 days. Chicks, 

which stay with hens until late 
September, are fully grown in 
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