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Yes, myths. For decades, 
we’ve been hearing the 
same of same of about 

grouse hunting. Sometimes it’s 
true— but sometimes anything 
is true in grouse hunting. Hey, if 
you hunted an airport runway 
hard enough, you might even-
tually flush a grouse from it.

Okay, maybe not. But if you’re 
in grouse country, grouse can 
literally be anywhere. Yeah, 
the old rule about how grouse 
prefer forearm-sized (diameter) 
“popples” is true. Yes, they like 
overgrown apple orchards. But 
if you’re not hunting an area 
that has this stuff, then what? 
Are you just SOL?

Here are some grouse hunting 
myths—or conventional wis-
dom—debunked.

GROUSE (AND 
WOODCOCK) 

PREFER A CERTAIN 
TYPE OF COVER

Bull. Grouse and woodcock 
do not prefer one certain type 
of cover, habitat, whatever you 
want to call it, to the exclusion 
of others. Else how do you ex-
plain seeing grouse walk out 
of an overgrown pine swamp 
onto a road? How do you ex-
plain flushing woodcock in ma-
ture hardwoods?

We’ve done it. You probably 
have more examples.

Grouse aren’t ONLY in fore-
arm-sized popples. Grouse 
don’t ONLY like rock walls, 
apple trees and thornapples in 
old farms. C’mon—these forest 
chickens are adaptable critters. 
(If you’re somehow offended 
at that “forest chickens” term, 
don’t be: That’s what they are! 
Plus, they have a relative... 
maybe you’ve heard of it: the 
prairie chicken.)

You can find forest chickens 
anywhere—literally—you have 
the trifecta of grouse necessi-
ties: gravel (number one), cover 
from predators (number two) 
and food (number three).

The name of the game is find-
ing, in the particular area you 
happen to be hunting, where 
there’s more grouse than in 
other areas. Then figuring out 
whether there’s a “pattern”—
information you can apply to 

other areas—or if what you 
found is particular to that 
area, or if it’s just random 
dumb luck. (Luck happens ... 
we’ll take it!)

The flip side of this is that 
if you’re in the classic “ideal 
grouse cover” that’s dis-
cussed ad nauseum in hunt-
ing books and magazine 
articles, you might find a 
single grouse or a couple of 
grouse, but you won’t neces-
sarily find the most grouse 
that are in that vicinity. Same 
for woodies: You can stomp 
around soggy alders all you 
want—sometimes they’ll be 
there, sometimes not.

We’ll leave you with these 
words from p. 51 of Dennis 
Walrod’s Grouse-Hunter’s 
Guide, arguably the best 
semi-recent book on grouse 
hunting (published in 1985): 
“Reams of data have revealed 
that ruffed grouse have some 
very specific food and shelter 
preferences, and that their be-
havior under certain circum-
stances is highly predictable. 
On the other hand, there are 
many exceptions.... You find 
grouse where they happen to 
be.”Yep.

GROUSE PREFER 
CERTAIN FOODS
Why is food the number-

three factor in our grouse 
trifecta of factors? Because a 
grouse will eat literally any-
thing it can put its beak on. 
We’re sure we haven’t come 
close to seeing it all, but 
we’ve seen some surprising 
stuff in crops—like:

Grouse passing up berries 
for leaves;

Slugs (what self-respecting 
animal would eat a slug?!) 
even with berries and leaves 
available everywhere;

Substantially different 
items in crops from birds 
shot near each other.

We’ve found a widely vary-
ing relationship between 
what foods are available in 
a habitat/cover-type and 
the number of birds there. 
Obviously there has to be 
food, but earlier in the season 
that food can be almost any-
thing—which is why food is 

number three on the trifecta 
list. But as winter comes on 
and grouse’s food choices nar-
row, it becomes much more of 
a determining factor.

You might disagree about the 
importance of food relative to 
other factors, which is fine. But 
if you do we’re betting it’s be-
cause the number-one (gravel) 
and number-two (cover) fac-
tors are relatively constant 
where you hunt.

If you disagree because 
you’re a biologist or read a bi-
ologist’s study about preferred 
grouse foods—well, we’re 
hunters. We read that stuff too, 
but ultimately, we have to go 
with what we observe first-
hand.

T h i n k 
a b o u t 
it this 
way: You 
m i g h t 
love a 
g o o d 
steak or 
sushi or 
Tex-Mex 
or what-
ever, but 
we bet 
that if 
y o u ’ r e 
h u n g r y, 
y o u ’ r e 
going to 
eat what-
e v e r ’ s 
available. 
E x c e p t 
m a y b e 
slugs.

SMALL-GAUGE 
GUNS ARE BEST

People use small-gauge 
guns when grouse hunting 
because these guns weigh 
less, and grouse hunting can 
require a lot of walking and 
busting through insane cov-
er. In other words, it makes 
sense to have a lighter gun. 
But small-gauge guns weigh 
less because they’re smaller—
thus the shells they take are 
smaller, contain fewer pellets 
and therefore put fewer pellets 
in the air compared to larger-
bore guns.

So, let’s see: You’re hunting 
the most wily game bird in 
North America. It scares the 
crap out of you when it flush-
es, and your first shot (unless 
you’re seasoned) is when the 

bird is 10 feet away and at the 
next shot the bird can be 25 or 
30 yards away. Most of the time 
all kinds of brush and trees are 
between you and the bird.

So, does it make sense to put 
as many pellets in the air as you 
can, or not? About 346 pellets 
will be in a 20ga hunting load 
(1 ounce) of 7.5s. Bump up to a 
12ga load (l 1/8-ounces, also a 2 
¾ shell) and you get 389 pellets. 
That’s 20 to 40 more chances to 
bring down that bird.

This is why Brendan typical-
ly hunts with a 12ga AYA SxS. 
Jay hunts with a 20 ga Brown-
ing Citori O/U. Why the 20 ga? 
“Because I like it better than 
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my 16 and I haven’t found the 
right 12 yet,” he says.

Obviously, he’s not looking 
hard enough . . . though the 
trend has been toward lighter-
gauge upland guns. Maybe we 
can change that trend.

Oh yeah: Brendan puts more 
birds on the ground than Jay. 
Surprised?

A FEW MORE, 
DEBUNKED

Grouse Usually are Loners…
... except for the early-fall 

brood dispersal, when fam-
ily groups are together, and 
winter, when they can group 
up again. That’s been writ-
ten many times. Our opinion: 
Maybe. Might depend where 
you hunt. Where we hunt, 
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