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Line up half a dozen or more hunters abreast. Place a few “blockers” at the far end of the field, and walk toward them. Pheasants will run ahead of the marching wall of hunters until they come to the blockers. Then they’ll flush, and all hell breaks loose.

That’s the time-honored Texas way of pheasant hunting on the vast, flat High Plains. It’s effective and social, much like big field shoots on the opening day of dove season. Lots of buddies and, in good years, lots of shooting. I’ve hunted that way myself.

Honestly, though, I’d just as soon sit in the truck, sip coffee, and catch the latest commodity prices on the radio. If I need to blast away, I head for the skeet field. If I were most concerned with pounds of meat per calorie expended, I’d head to the supermarket.

When I hunt, I hunt with a dog.

I know; I know.  Pheasants won’t hold for a pointing dog. Out on the featureless High Plains, they’ll just run away from a flushing dog. It’s far easier to just round up some buddies and form a skirmish line. 

A more accurate version of that statement would be that pheasants often won’t hold like bobwhites. But that’s not to say an experienced, well-trained pointing dog can’t work them effectively.  Likewise, pheasants will run away from an inexperienced flushing dog, but a veteran will snort out and flush a good number within shotgun range.

To be honest, even when hunting with excellent dogs, you probably won’t see as many birds as you will when driving pheasants ahead of a wall of hunters. But with a dog, you’ll get just as many good shots, and you’ll recover nearly all of your downed birds. Even when skirmish line hunters search diligently, they leave way too many cripples in the field. 

Pheasants are far and away the toughest of all upland game birds. Drives produce a lot of straight-away flushes on the outer edge of shotgun range. You’re looking at a lot of distance and heavy feathers. Even using copper-plated number 5 or number 6 shot, you’ll rarely drop a cock cleanly. He may drop like a brick, but even if you mark well and hurry to the spot of the fall, you’re likely to find nothing but feathers and a few drops of blood. Your bird has run off to die a lingering death. 

A few years ago, several friends and I were hunting with an excellent guide in the northern Panhandle, near Pampa. Although we’d been driving birds, we also had three fine retrievers working just ahead – the best of both worlds. We were getting lots of shots and the dogs brought all of our birds to hand, including several cripples that ran like deer.

On the second afternoon, we stopped at a small pasture and decided to leave the dogs in the trailer. They were pretty bunged up, and we were about to call it a day. Besides, this was a small patch of CRP land surrounded by cotton fields, so we didn’t expect to have problems finding downed birds.

We started our drive and promptly flushed a nice covey of bobwhites. We dropped several and couldn’t find any of them. Then someone knocked down a pheasant. We couldn’t find it. Then, while searching, we flushed more quail, dropped a few, and couldn’t find even one. 

The guide went back to the truck and fetched the fetchers. Twenty minutes later, we’d pocketed all of our birds plus a few more the dogs put up.

Very few Texas hunters keep dedicated pheasant dogs. One of the pleasures of pheasant season is that, in the course of a day, you might flush bobwhites and blue quail in addition to pheasants, or you can hunt waterfowl in the morning and pheasants and quail in the afternoon.

In general, if you prefer to hunt with a pointing dog, the versatile breeds such as the German shorthaired pointer, Brittany, German wirehaired pointer, and Vizsla are better bets than pointers and setters. The bobtails tend to more biddable and hunt at a moderate pace and range. Most will readily drop their noses to track ground scent, and they’re more apt to have the patience to track and catch a strong cripple. 

Without a doubt some pointers and setters make excellent pheasant dogs, but good luck finding one in Texas. Most of our long tails run big and are less likely to trail running birds. Even if the occasional pheasant holds for your big-running bobwhite dog, it won’t wait around while you huff a quarter of a mile to get there.

Whatever the breed, keep your pointing dog close and work as a team. If you’re hunting with a buddy, take turns serving as blocker while the dog works promising cover.  Don’t cast your pointing dog out into a huge, featureless grain field or CRP pasture. Sure, there are pheasants there, but your dog won’t have a prayer of pinning one.

Instead, look for draws, brushy drainages, and strips of cover that will tend to hold birds or at least restrict their movement. Hunt from the widest point to the narrowest. Even if the pheasant never holds, you’ll be in position to shoot when it runs out of cover and has to flush. 

Likely, the dog will alternately point and trail until the bird either holds or flushes. If the dog is obviously working scent in broken cover, you may have to hustle ahead and serve as a blocker. We’re not talking classic pointing dog work here, but it can be very effective. Sure, you’ll be leaving a bunch of birds out in the open fields, but you’ll have a much better chance of getting a decent shot if you keep your pointing dog in tighter cover.

Most good retrievers will get out in front of the gun and work upland game. Breed doesn’t matter. You’ll see mostly labs in the field, but Chesapeakes and goldens will work pheasants just fine. 

And, of course the field spaniels such as the English cocker (not to be confused with the pathetic, neurotic American version) and the springer spaniel are readymade for pheasants and will do journeyman work on waterfowl under mild conditions. 

Although flushing dogs should put birds up within shotgun range, you may have to hustle to get a decent shot. Don’t expect a good dog with a snoot full of bird to hold back while you saunter along without breaking a sweat. 

Ideally, flushing dogs should quarter back and fourth before the gun in a windshield wiper pattern so as to cover ground thoroughly. Some dogs do this naturally – spaniels more than retrievers – but under actual hunting conditions, the best dogs simply use the wind and adjust their patterns to scenting conditions and cover, looping out and back, sometimes trapping birds between themselves and the hunter. There’s no perfect method and no substitute for experience. The good ones figure out what works for them.

Which type is best? 

If you’re an upland bird specialist and plan to spend most of your fall and winter hunting quail, then I’d recommend one of the versatile pointing breeds. If you’re a waterfowl nut who occasionally hits the uplands for pheasants then, of course, one of the retriever breeds make sense.

Or, you can use the pheasant’s wily ways to justify owning both a flusher/retriever and a pointing dog. 

That’s reason enough to take up pheasant hunting. 
