EAST TEXAS WOODCOCK
by
Henry Chappell

Most years, in January, the first Friday afternoon after the end of deer season, my German shorthaired pointer’s beeper collar will go off in a thicket in the East Texas Pineywoods, telling me she has stopped.

Usually, I’m easing along a fire break or logging road, doing my best to stay out of the briars. I’ll wait a few seconds before plunging into the brambles. Perhaps she has stopped to take care of business or, out of sight back in the tangles of briars and vines, she’s messing with rabbit scent or she’s stopped to consider a hog or deer.

If the beeping continues, I’ll look for a opening in the wall of vines and young pine trees, then give up and plow ahead in the direction of the beeping.

Chances are, I’ll spend five minutes or so flailing around, cussing, all the while reassuring my dog that I’m heading her way, while noting that I’ve gotten no closer.

Of course the beeping sounds increasingly urgent. 

Eventually, I’ll give up trying to avoid bloodshed and charge straight toward her, hoping that warm trickle on my jaw is sweat. 

Directly, I’ll see a patch of white, then make out hindquarters and bobtail. She’ll be quivering when she rolls her eyes up at me.

Still, I won’t quite believe her.

Then a few more steps, a rustle and twitter, and a dark form vaults out of the tangles and darts through openings in the canopy like a bat or insect. 

If I manage to get the gun mounted and keep my cheek against the stock, my dog will bound away into the briars and return with my first woodcock of the year. I’ll take the limp, warm bird from her, stroke the cinnamon breast, throat and belly, the black bars across the head, perhaps wipe bits of moist loam from the long, prehensile bill, and consider the large dark eyes that watched so diligently for predators(including me. 

Then I’ll believe. 

In New England and the Upper Midwest where fine, lightweight shotguns and pointing dog blood lines are tuned for tight cover and a bird that flushes straight up through the aspens and alders and darts and disappears like a shadow, generations of outdoor writers have created a fine body of sentimental woodcock literature. 

Perhaps the brevity of their woodcock-hunting season increases its intensity. 

As autumn progresses and the birds migrate from their primary breeding range – the upper Midwest and Southern Canada eastward to New England and New Brunswick – bird hunters along the Central and Atlantic flyways await the arrival of the “the flights.” 

The birds travel at night, flying just above the tree tops, 15 or 20 miles per hour. They must stay ahead of severe weather or starve; they can’t probe frozen ground. Depending on weather and favorable winds, woodcock hunters in Missouri, Kentucky, and West Virginia may have only a few days – or a few hours – of good hunting. 

Depending on the weather, migrating woodcock begin lighting in East Texas’s creek bottoms and pine plantations in late October or early November. The winter population usually peaks in January. Most travel the Central flyway from the Great Lakes states and arrive unnoticed by hunters, even natives. 

The Pineywoods hold most of Texas’s woodcock unless freezing weather pushes the birds farther south to the Gulf Coastal Marshes. The Post Oak Savannah region gets most of the rest, although hunters take a few birds in the Blackland Prairie Region near Dallas. 

Although biologists have long believed that woodcock court, nest, and raise their broods almost exclusively in the North, a growing body of evidence suggests that a significant number of our birds are Texas-born. 

According to Monte Whiting, a serious woodcock hunter and retired professor of wildlife management at Stephen F. Austin State University, East Texas boasts a significant breeding population. 

“Courtship usually begins in January and we have full clutches on the ground in February,” he says. “I believe we’ve had a shift in breeding area in the past 30 to 40 years. The northern habitat is not as ideal as it once was, whereas in the South it’s much better due to logging practices.” 

These findings have implications far beyond academia. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and Texas Parks and Wildlife Department ended February hunting because of the likelihood of local nesting.

The woodcock’s courtship “sky dance” is one of the most striking displays in the avian world. Late afternoon, the male flies from his daytime resting cover to the edge of a forest opening such as a road or clearing amid mature timber. Just after sundown, he moves into the opening, and begins his courtship with a series of nasal “peents” often compared to the sound of a finger running over the teeth of a comb. Next comes an ever-narrowing corkscrew flight towering to an apex as high as 350 feet, then a fluttering, vertical descent accompanied by a liquid chirping song.

Woodcock aren’t prolific compared to quail and doves. After courtship and copulation, the hen lays three or four cinnamon- and brown-spotted eggs in a low, moist spot, often in a recently logged or burned area growing back in briars and pine. 

The precocial chicks hatch after 23 days and begin feeding themselves almost immediately. Perfect camouflage hides the young birds from predators. Hens are so reluctant to leave their broods that they can easily be captured with a hand net. 

Biologists sometimes rely on pointing dogs to locate woodcock broods, and have observed hens resorting to exaggerated, labored flight to lure dogs away from chicks. The young woodcock fly after about four weeks.

Woodcock spend their days in young pine plantations grown up in briars and other low growth that provides overhead protection from avian predators and open ground for feeding and easy movement. 

At night, the birds fly to fallow fields, new clear-cuts, roadside ditches, and other moist, open areas where they feed through the night, probing with their prehensile bills, consuming as much as half their weight in earthworms and other invertebrates. At dawn, they fly back to their thickets. You could easily live out your life in East Texas and never see a woodcock. 

If you want to flush as many woodcock as possible, hit the thickets. Think head-high pines and briars. You’ll know you’re there when you’re festooned on a wicked morass of barbed vines and you can’t find your backside with both hands, let alone your dog. 

On the other hand, if you want to actually shoot a few birds, then stay out of the thickets. 

I shredded several pairs of brush pants before Monte took me hunting and pointed out that you can’t shoot if you and your shotgun are hung in the briars and that it’s better to have decent shots at three birds than one shot at a dozen birds. 

I took my first and only five-bird limit of woodcock several years ago during a two-hour hunt with Monte and Temple Inland biologist Don Dietz [now with the Campbell Group]. We moved between 30 and 40 woodcock, all in the open woods, and made it back to the truck without a scratch. I took note.

Jeff Reid, a U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biologist in Lufkin, recommends hunting along the edges of recently thinned or cut areas. “Near the end of legal shooting hours, the birds come right to the edges. Those thick spots are full of birds, but I don’t even let my dogs go in there,” Reid says. “If someone were coming to East Texas to hunt woodcock for the first time, I’d tell them to walk the old woods roads and fire breaks. The dogs will cover more ground and they’ll pick up birds here and there.” 

Reid also concentrates on recently burned areas. “Prescribed burning creates a mosaic pattern – not everything burns. You’ll look out there and see a big clump of sweet gum or baccharis, or something covered in vines. Usually when you check it, the dog goes on point.”

During dry years, woodcock seem to favor open forest. Monte suspects that the ground in the thickets and clear-cuts becomes too dry and hard for the birds to probe, so they turn to the moisture-holding duff on the floor of the mature woods. 

Contrary to conventional wisdom, woodcock don’t always feed by probing. From his deer stand, in the big woods, Monte has often watched woodcock scratching in the duff like a wood thrush.

Even there, woodcock require overhead protection. “Look for lots of blackberry, southern wax myrtle, eastern baccharis, and sandy loam soil,” Whiting says. “Scenting conditions are critical. Early and late are best. You can just about forget it on a hot, dry afternoon.” 

Yet sometimes birds just aren’t in the open – the middle of most days, for example. If you want them, you’ll have to plow through the briars. Personally, I prefer lunch and a nap. 

But if you’re determined to hit the thickets, forget those lightweight brush pants favored by warm-weather quail hunters. Stick with heavy canvas or Cordura. Wear a stout chamois or canvas shirt. You’ll sweat more but bleed less. Buckskin gloves help, but you still may end up looking like you’ve been picking blackberries – at night, after a few too many.  Wear a hunter orange vest and cap. Don’t even think about heading into the briars without eye protection.

Short, light guns are the standard tools. Straight cylinder or skeet bore in the heavy cover; improved cylinder in the big woods. An ounce of number eight shot will do the job. If you reload or are willing to pay for skeet loads, consider packing a few rounds loaded with number nine shot for the really thick stuff. 

The ideal woodcock dog quarters close and adjusts his range to match conditions. In the big woods, he’ll range out to 60 or 80 yards, then tighten up in heavier cover. 

Most good quail dogs make decent woodcock dogs so long as they mind, check in often, can be directed to promising cover, and retrieve, or at least locate downed birds.

Hang a small bell from the dog’s color or, better, yet, use a beeper collar. Otherwise, you’ll be oblivious when your dog goes on point.

When the weather cooperates, the hunting in the Pineywoods can be as good – if not as easy – as in regions with venerable woodcock hunting traditions. Yet, here in Texas, a harvest of a few thousand birds constitutes a big season. Some years, wing surveys are so sparse that meaningful counts are impossible. 

Other than my hunting partners, I’ve never met another woodcock hunter in the woods.

But the birds are there. And come January, I’ll be there too.

