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September was a busy month in this 
neck of the Northern Plains for 
those people who enjoy what North 

Dakota has to offer in fall.
The month kicked off with dove season, 

followed by the Hungarian partridge, sharp-
tailed grouse and ruffed grouse openers. Then 
there was the youth deer season opener, youth 
waterfowl season, early resident waterfowl sea-
son, regular waterfowl season and the two-day 
youth pheasant season.

And if we back up just a bit, the state’s 
bowhunting season for deer opened on August 
31, as well as the pronghorn bow season for 
those lucky enough to draw a license.

If you look at that lineup (which should 
also include some fall fishing) and ponder 
for just a minute the outdoor activities that 
became available in September alone, it’s 
easy to understand why so many people look 
forward to this time of year. It’s also easy to 
understand why so many people proudly call 
North Dakota home.

And we’re just getting started.
By the time you read this, the pronghorn 

gun season will have opened, followed by 
North Dakota’s pheasant season, which is 
arguably one of the most anticipated open-
ers in the state behind the deer gun season in 
November.

While many of these outdoor activities 
require varieties of equipment and as many 
differing strategies to fill game bags and 
livewells, they all have one thing in common. 
Habitat.

You’ve heard us here at the Game and Fish 
Department talk time and again about the 
importance of having quality wildlife habitat 
on the landscape.

Without adequate habitat on the landscape, 
for example, animals struggle to battle the 
harsh winter conditions that are often famil-
iar in North Dakota. Without good habitat, 
animals take much longer to rebound after 
months of snow and cold.

While we’re working on recovering wildlife 
habitat that has been lost across all of North 
Dakota, it’s not a quick process.

What’s encouraging is that it’s not only our 
wildlife biologists who understand the impor-
tance of quality habitat, but many hunters and 
some landowners as well.

Evidence of this is in the number of hunters 
who, thanks to a bill approved in the 2015 
legislative session, have donated their refunds 
after not being drawn in the Department’s 
deer lottery. That money, along with funds 
from those hunters who purchased bonus 
points rather than entering into the Depart-
ment’s resident deer gun, muzzleloader, prong-
horn and turkey season drawings, is earmarked 
for creating habitat that will benefit deer over 
time.

Of course, not only will the habitat be of 
value to deer, but to other wildlife as well. 
Kevin Kading, Department private land sec-
tion leader, takes a closer look at this program 
in this issue of North Dakota OUTDOORS.

While this program will create quality 
wildlife habitat on Private Land Open To 
Sportsmen acres in areas of the state, it’s not 
going to be a quick fix. But, as Kading said in 
the article, “It’s a start … and we have to start 
somewhere.”

With a big chunk of fall still before us 
and many opportunities at hand, I encourage 
everyone to venture outdoors and experience 
firsthand North Dakota’s great outdoors.

Terry Steinwand
Director
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A record 14,617 prospective hunters submitted 
applications to hunt bighorn sheep in western North 
Dakota in 2018. The Game and Fish Department 
allocated three licenses for the 2018 hunting season, 
two fewer than 2017. Photo by Ty Stockton. 
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By Ron Wilson 

QUESTIONS ABOUT SAKAKAWEA'S

SALMON PROGRAM
Chinook salmon were stocked in Lake Sakakawea in 1976, less than a decade 
after the reservoir filled, to inhabit the deep coldwater environment not used 

by other fish species. This nonnative species, like other fish in the Missouri 
River System, has ridden the ups and downs of low- and high-water years, 

times of abundant forage and times when prey was tougher to come by.

While salmon can’t 
reproduce naturally in 
North Dakota, they still go 
through the motions.
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It hardly seems that back-to-back years 
are nearly the same. The same goes for 
fishing for salmon in the state’s biggest 
reservoir.

With that in mind, North Dakota 
Game and Fish Department fisheries 
biologists Scott Gangl, Dave Fryda and 
Russ Kinzler, address some questions 
and concerns about Sakakawea’s salmon 
population.

Q:   We’re getting some feedback from 
people reporting that salmon fishing 
hasn’t been very good this year, though 
Game and Fish says the population is 
in good shape. What’s going on? Is it 
related to the high-water level or fish 
spreading out since there is more area 
of deeper water?

A:  Looking back a year or two, salmon 
fishing in 2017 was pretty good. 
Game and Fish Department fisher-
ies biologists also worked one of the 
strongest spawning runs and success-
ful egg collection efforts ever. Using 
the annual Great Planers Trout and 
Salmon Club derby as one metric in 
2017, the winning weight was the 9th 
largest in 29 years of the derby. Fish-
ing was also good in 2016, with every 
team in the derby catching fish and 
the winning weight was the largest in 
the history of the derby. 

 The high water and abundant cold-
water habitat in 2018 have certainly 
affected salmon fishing, especially 
in the downrigger bite during the 
summer in the lower portions of the 
reservoir. Salmon concentrate in the 
lower reservoir for one of two reasons. 
Like all salmon populations, sexually 
mature salmon in Lake Sakakawea 
instinctively migrate to the area of 
their natal origin to spawn. Salmon 
stocked in Sakakawea are raised in 
Garrison Dam National Fish Hatch-
ery in water that comes from the 
Garrison Dam powerhouse. They 
“imprint” to the chemical signals in 
water from that area and return to the 
area to spawn.

  The second reason salmon congre-
gate in the lower reservoir is due to 

the decreasing amount of coldwater 
habitat as summer progresses. At high 
lake levels, coldwater habitat is abun-
dant throughout a large portion of the 
reservoir and fish are not forced by 
thermal and oxygen constraints to the 
area where most of the angling effort 
occurs. In years of low lake levels and 
limited coldwater habitat, both the 
sexually mature and immature salmon 
are forced into the lower reservoir 
early in the summer, becoming much 
more concentrated and vulnerable to 
anglers.

  In 2011, which had similar lake eleva-
tions to this year, summer salmon 
fishing was poor for downrigger 
fishing, but decent later in the fall for 
long line and shore anglers. Addi-
tionally, spawning efforts that fall 
documented an abundance of salmon 
in the run.  

Q:   Are there so many rainbow smelt in the 
lake that the fish just aren’t biting?

A:  That is certainly another factor play-
ing into catchability. With abundant 
smelt and high lake levels, there is no 
reason salmon must be near the dam 
prior to spawning season. During 
the Department’s just-completed 
hydroacoustic survey in late August, 
smelt were abundant throughout the 
lower 80 miles of the reservoir.  

Q:   Is Game and Fish overestimating the 
salmon population in the lake?

A:  Department fisheries biologists don’t 
estimate the size of the salmon popu-
lation. Instead, they make predictions 
based on prior years stocking numbers, 
forage abundance, habitat conditions 
and the number of jacks (mature age-1 
male salmon) in the previous fall 
spawning run. These factors provide 
insight into what “should” be out there 
for salmon. However, biologists have 
no way of indexing accurately until 
the fall spawning run. In 2017, the 
spawning run was very strong with 
lots of jacks, and with favorable habitat 
and forage there “should” be a good 
population in the 2018 spawning run.  

Q:   Why doesn’t Game and Fish stock more 
salmon? What all goes into deciding 
how many salmon get stocked?

A:  The stocking decisions are based on 
forage and habitat conditions, as well 
as hatchery production capabilities. In 
recent years, we’ve stocked the maxi-
mum number of large-sized salmon 
smolts the hatchery can produce. The 
total coldwater production (salmon, 
rainbow and brown trout) have been 
maxing out the hatchery capabilities.

  We could stock more salmon by 
either reducing production of trout 
for other statewide needs, or by dras-
tically reducing the size of stocked 
salmon, and likely further compli-
cating survival through increased 
predation. Predation can have a major 
impact on stocked salmon survival, 
with predators ranging from gold-
eye to walleye also thriving during 
high water periods. We learned over 
the years that raising smolts to a 
larger size equates to better survival 
and have concentrated on stocking 
fish big enough to avoid predation. 
Stocking more salmon would require 
stocking smaller salmon, and many of 
those would be eaten by predators in 
short order.

  Growth of salmon can be density-
dependent, meaning the more you 
stock, the smaller they will be on 
average. Salmon size had been smaller 
in recent years, and that’s another fac-
tor taken into consideration when we 
determine how many to stock.    

Q:   Can’t Game and Fish get other areas of 
the lake to hold fishable salmon popula-
tions?

A:  Past stocking experiments at other 
locations up-reservoir have proven the 
salmon still return to the dam during 
the spawning run when they become 
sexually mature. Salmon evolved to 
swim thousands of miles throughout 
their life cycle. Lake Sakakawea is 
a small water body compared to the 
oceans in which the salmon evolved. 
They are highly mobile and moving 
50-100 miles is nothing to a salmon. 

October 2018 ND Outdoors 3 



They are going to reside where they 
find the most favorable habitat and 
forage conditions.  

Q:   There are so few bigger salmon. Does 
Game and Fish need to look elsewhere 
for better genetics?

A:  This is a question we’ve gotten quite 
a bit over the years, particularly when 
anglers see the larger salmon being 
caught at Ft. Peck in Montana and 
Lake Oahe in South Dakota. Inter-
estingly, for most of the last decade 
a large portion of salmon stocked in 
Lake Oahe and Ft. Peck originated 
from eggs collected in Lake Saka-
kawea. Salmon tend to get larger in 
those reservoirs due to their diet, but 
they are the same fish genetically.

Q:   Does what salmon eat dictate how big 
they get?

A:  Salmon get larger in Ft. Peck and 
Oahe largely due to their coldwater 
forage dominated by cisco instead of 
rainbow smelt. Cisco are larger, and 
salmon can more efficiently forage 
this species.

Q:   Why doesn’t Game and Fish try stock-
ing more forage species so that the 
salmon can grow larger? 

A:  Cisco (perhaps millions) are already 
present in Sakakawea and are part 
of the reservoir’s diverse forage base. 
However, smelt are the dominant 
coldwater forage and drive all aspects 
of the fishery. Smelt suppress cisco 
when both coexist, and with high 
smelt abundance we are seeing very 
low numbers of young-of-the-year 
cisco in recent years. When smelt 
abundance was very low in Sakakawea 
in the mid-2000s, some increases 
were seen in cisco abundance.

Q:   Are all these fish being caught today 
younger salmon? Did something hap-
pen to the older year-classes?

A:  All age classes of salmon have been 
smaller. It is not simply all young fish. 
There is some indication that we are 
seeing fewer age-3 fish in the run. 
However, all ages have been smaller.

Q:   Why not try a different species of 
salmon like Atlantic salmon? 

A:  South Dakota tried to experiment 
with Atlantic salmon, but found 
that there was no reliable source of 
eggs. Their experimental stocking 
was based on the idea that Atlantic 
salmon would utilize warmer water 
and different forage. On Oahe there 
was abundant warmwater forage (giz-
zard shad) during low water and poor 
smelt abundance. However, on Saka-
kawea when smelt abundance was low 
due to drought, so was warmwater 
forage and the last thing biologists 
wanted was more predators to feed on 
a limited forage. 

Q:   How about reconsidering stocking lake 
trout? 

A:  The multiple lake trout stockings 
never contributed much, or became 
established in the reservoir, most 
likely due to limited cisco forage. 
Cisco-dominated coldwater for-
age reservoirs like Ft. Peck produce 
good lake trout fisheries, but Lake 
Sakakawea lacks an abundant cisco 
population.    

Salmon anglers fish 
the east end of Lake 
Sakakawea.
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Q:   What about stocking rainbow trout in  
Sakakawea? 

A:  Rainbow trout have been stocked in Lake 
Sakakawea, but have failed to produce jus-
tifiable returns. Additionally, as mentioned 
earlier, the coldwater production facility at 
Garrison Dam National Fish Hatchery is 
maxed out and stocking rainbows in the 
reservoir would come at the expense of 
other trout needs in the state.

Q: Why doesn’t the Department stock salmon in 
Garrison Dam Tailrace anymore?

A:  Salmon were stocked directly into the 
Tailrace from 2006 to 2010. During that 
time the Sakakawea forage base and the 
salmon fishery were both in poor condition. 
Conversely, the forage base in Oahe and the 
Garrison Reach were in good condition.

  Each year fisheries biologists place small 
coded wire tags into salmon, and fin-clip 
them to indicate that they’ve been tagged, 
before they are stocked. The codes on the 
tags allow biologists to evaluate the return 
rate of individual stockings, as well as 
where the fish were stocked and returned. 
The short answer is those salmon that were 
directly stocked into the Tailrace did very 
poorly as far as returns to the angler, or to 
the Department during egg collecting. The 
good fishing experienced in the Tailrace 
some years was mainly from fish stocked in 
Sakakawea that went through the dam.

  In the seven years we would expect those 
2006 to 2010 stockings to show up, one in 
seven salmon caught in the Tailrace were 
from those stockings. Stocking salmon 
directly into the Tailrace was a poor invest-
ment in angler dollars, as they did not 
return to the fishery in numbers enough to 
justify continued direct stockings. 

  With excellent forage in Sakakawea, we are 
stocking the maximum number of salmon 
(at the large size currently stocked) that 
the hatchery can produce. Given the poor 
returns from Tailrace stocking, it would be 
a poor choice to take fish from Sakakawea 
and stock them in the Tailrace where they 
have not proven to do well.

RON WILSON is editor of North Dakota 
OUTDOORS. 

Game and Fish Department fisheries personnel (top) electro-fish a back bay in 
Lake Sakakawea for adult salmon. The fish are taken to the nearby hatchery 
where biologists collect eggs and milt. Smelt (bottom) are the dominant 
coldwater forage in Sakakawea.
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In 2015, following back-to-back 
deer gun seasons when fewer 
than 50,000 licenses were 
made available to hunters – 

something not seen in North Dakota in 
about 35 years – lawmakers made it pos-
sible for hunters to help improve wildlife 
habitat that would favor the state’s deer 
population.

In a bill that unanimously passed in 
both the House and Senate during the 
2015 legislative season, unsuccessful 
applicants in North Dakota’s deer gun 
lottery could for the first time in 2016 
donate their refunds to the Game and 
Fish Department’s Private Land Open To 
Sportsmen program.

The focus of the proceeds, wildlife 
managers said, would not only be on 
improving deer habitat, but providing 
access to deer hunting habitat.

In 2017, legislators also unanimously 
approved another bill that allowed resi-
dent deer gun, muzzleloader, pronghorn 

and turkey hunters, who did not want to 
receive a hunting license issued by lottery, 
to purchase a bonus point beginning in 
2018 for a fee that is the same as the 
respective license.

Proceeds from those hunters choosing 
to buy bonus points are also allocated to 
the Department’s PLOTS program.

So far, hunters – unsuccessful lot-
tery applicants and those buying bonus 
points – have contributed about $282,000 
to the PLOTS program, according to 
Game and Fish Department records.

“In the past decade, where we’ve lost 
more than 808 linear miles of trees – the 
equivalent of traveling from Fargo to 
Williston and back – and thousands of 
acres of grass across the state, these dollars 
can help replace some of the deer habitat 
that’s been taken off the landscape,” said 
Kevin Kading, Department private land 
section leader. “We’re focusing primarily 
on developing good winter cover, like 
trees, and grasslands that provide cover 

during warmer months for adult does 
having fawns.”

Relative to the amount of deer habitat 
that’s been deleted from the landscape, 
Kading said the program isn’t an immedi-
ate panacea.

“It’s a start … and we have to start 
somewhere,” he said. “If the dollar 
amount grows, we can leverage these dol-
lars with other funds, such as the state’s 
Outdoor Heritage Fund and federal 
Pittman-Robertson funds to do bigger 
projects.”

Based on the amount of wildlife habi-
tat on the landscape and the uncertainties 
of North Dakota winters, building the 
state’s deer population to the point where 
Game and Fish could make available 
75,000 deer licenses annually to meet 
management plan goals, will take time.

“I think hunters are looking at their 
donations to the PLOTS program with 
the future in mind because deer hunt-
ing has such a storied tradition in North 

By Ron Wilson 

Program Improves
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Dakota,” Kading said. “These dona-
tions from unsuccessful applicants in the 
Department’s deer drawing, or money 
generated from hunters buying bonus 
points, will help build habitat and further 
the deer hunting tradition.”

 While it takes time for the funds to 
grow and be allocated to the PLOTS 
program, Kading said some of the money 
has been used to plant 1,400 acres of grass 
habitat, and and nearly 50,000 linear feet 
of trees and wildlife food plots in Emmons 
and Kidder counties.

“We wanted to let the program build 

dollar-wise before doing some projects 
because simply going out and planting a 
single row of trees isn’t going to help a lot,” 
Kading said.

Kading said it’s important to note that 
a lot of windbreaks and tree rows in the 
state have reached the end of their life-
spans and are not being replaced.

“Trees have a place in North Dakota, 

but we need to be aware of their place-
ment, so we don’t impact other wildlife 
species,” he said. “For example, fragment-
ing important grasslands with trees may 
negatively impact waterfowl or other 
grassland-nesting bird species.”

The habitat improvement projects com-
pleted thus far, and those in the future, are 
on PLOTS lands. And as those familiar 
with the program know, these lands offer 
walk-in access to hunters.

Kading said Game and Fish person-
nel are careful about picking sites to plant 
grass and trees.

“We are trying to place the new plant-
ings in areas that are near other wildlife 
habitat,” he said. “We want to tie into 
existing habitat bases that are already out 
there, instead of, say, creating a small piece 
of habitat in the middle of nothing.”

While some hunters don’t hunt on 
PLOTS lands and may judge the value 
of the program, Kading said improving 

habitat conditions on these acres is a win 
nonetheless.

“This habitat being planted on PLOTS 
lands benefits deer and other animals, and 
deer just don’t stay on PLOTS,” he said. 
“If you can help them get through winter 
and provide places for deer to have fawns 
in spring, hunters will benefit from this 
somewhere else in coming years.”

It should be noted that this program 
isn’t the Game and Fish Department’s first 
venture into creating wildlife habitat on 
PLOTS lands.

“PLOTS has developed thousands of 
acres of habitat with private landown-
ers over the years,” he said. “What we are 
talking about here is an additional bump 
in funding that is directly earmarked for 
creating deer habitat and access.”

RON WILSON is editor of North Dakota 
OUTDOORS.

OPEN TO HUNTING

An aerial view of a new tree 
planting on PLOTS land in 
Emmons County.
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TINY TAGS 
HELP VALIDATE

PADDLEFISH AGES

While nice weather 
greeted paddlefish 
snaggers on this day 
last spring, high flows 
in 2018 hindered 
snagging success.
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North Dakota Game and Fish Depart-
ment fisheries biologists released roughly 
2,500 paddlefish young in early September 
into the upper reaches of Lake Sakakawea, 
where food and habitat conditions are best 
suited for their survival.

While the 10- to 13-inch paddlefish will 
complement a population that relies mostly 
on natural reproduction, the recently released 
fish will more importantly serve as a reliable 
measuring stick when the fish reach sexual 
maturity years down the road.

“The primary benefit of releasing hatch-
ery raised paddlefish into Sakakawea is not 
meant to boost the population any significant 
amount, but to serve as age markers within 
the population,” said Dave Fryda, Depart-
ment Missouri River System supervisor in 
Riverdale. “While these 2,500 paddlefish will 
contribute to the fishery to some extent, that 
number is pretty small when you compare it 
to natural reproduction.”

The paddlefish were raised last summer in 
Garrison Dam National Fish Hatchery from 

eggs taken from adult fish netted in upper 
Sakakawea and the Garrison Tailrace. Before 
their release, coded wire tags were inserted 
into the end of the rostrums, or bills, of the 
young paddlefish.

Fryda said the metal tags, which are about 
1 millimeter in length, are hidden from the 
human eye, but are detected when a wand is 
waved over the rostrum of a harvested fish.

“The way we are able to recover tagged 
paddlefish is that about 90 percent of the fish 
harvested during the spring snagging season 
go through the cleaning station at the conflu-
ence of the Missouri and Yellowstone rivers 
near Williston,” Fryda said. “We have been 
able to wand virtually every fish that has gone 
through the cleaning station over the years.”

Game and Fish personnel have tagged 
young paddlefish periodically since the 1980s. 
Of late, fish were fitted with the tags in 2007 
and 2011 and released into the Missouri 
River System.

Biologists age paddlefish hatched in the 
wild by counting the growth rings in the 

TINY TAGS 
HELP VALIDATE

PADDLEFISH AGES
By Ron Wilson
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lower jaw bone after harvest. This method of 
aging is further validated when compared to 
the tagged fish.

“We know what their jaws look like for 
growth rings and then we can compare 
them to the tagged, known-age fish,” Fryda 
said. “We know exactly how old the tagged 
paddlefish are, so it is kind of a calibration 
method to verify what we believe the age is 
of wild fish.”

Knowing the age structure of paddlefish 
in the population, Fryda said, is important in 
managing the species. While paddlefish are 
long-lived, some live up to 50 years or more, 
their reproduction and recruitment into the 
population is sporadic.

“Paddlefish will have one big year-class 
maybe every 10 to 15 years, and we are reli-
ant on that year-class to support the bulk 
of the fishery for quite a few years before 
another year-class moves in,” Fryda said. 
“So, it is critical to know the age structure 
of these fish when determining safe harvest 
levels, so we know that harvested fish are 
being replaced by new recruits.”

Scott Gangl, Department fisheries 
management section leader, said the 1995 
paddlefish year-class has dominated the 
snagging harvest for the past decade. And 

fisheries biologists are starting to see some 
indications of a pretty good 2011 year-class, 
but it will be another two to three years to 
know the magnitude of that class as those 
fish mature.

The paddlefish harvest cap for North 
Dakota is 1,000 fish. It has remained at this 
mark since 2003. High flows in 2018 hin-
dered snagging success and the cap wasn’t 
reached for the first time since 2009.

Most years though, the harvest season 
has closed early because the cap was reached 
before the official season-closing date. 

The paddlefish targeted during the snag-
ging season beginning May 1 are sexually 
mature fish that are making their spawning 
run up the Yellowstone River. Because it 
takes years – 7-10 years for males and about 
15 years for females – for this species to 
reach sexual maturity, the fish tagged and 
released by biologists in 2018 will not be 
seen by snaggers until 2028 or later.

“These fish will be spending years, the 
majority of their lives, swimming around 
Sakakawea and feeding before they go on 
their first spawning run,” Fryda said.

RON WILSON is editor of North Dakota 
OUTDOORS.

M
IK

E 
AN

DE
RS

O
N

A young paddlefish (left) raised in 
Garrison Dam National Fish Hatchery 
before being released into Lake 
Sakakawea. A coded wire tag is inserted 
into the rostrum of a young paddlefish.
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Paddlefish Truths
• Paddlefish feed mostly on tiny animals called zooplankton. After their first year, paddlefish use 

filament-like gill rakers to filter zooplankton.
• Mature paddlefish migrate upstream out of Lake Sakakawea into the Yellowstone and 

Missouri rivers to spawn. After spawning, adults typically move back downstream into 
Sakakawea.

• When exposed to water, paddlefish eggs become sticky and adhere to gravel and 
cobble substrate. After hatching, young fish drift downstream, eventually reaching 
the headwaters of Lake Sakakawea where they spend their first few months.

• Studies have shown that young paddlefish grow faster when Sakakawea’s 
water levels are high and rising.

• Because of greater zooplankton abundance, older juvenile and adult fish 
also utilize the upper portions of Sakakawea. Apart from spawning 
migrations, paddlefish remain in Sakakawea.

• Tagging studies have shown that adult males spawn more 
frequently than adult females.

• The greatest threat to paddlefish is loss of habitat. 
Successful spawning and recruitment appear 
to be the primary limiting factors. 
Paddlefish need natural, free-
flowing rivers to reproduce 
effectively.

A coded wire tag is 
produced as a spool of 
wire. Individual tags are 
cut from the spool  
for injection. The cut tags 
are 1.1 mm long and 
have a numeric code 
etched along the wire.

Snaggers line the shore 
during the 2018 paddlefish 
snagging season. Jerry 
Weigel (below), Department 
fisheries production/
development section 
supervisor, releases 
paddlefish into Lake 
Sakakawea.

NORTHWEST MARINE TECHNOLOGY
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Rebecca Dura remembers her first hunting trip with star-
tling clarity. The upland game and waterfowl hunter grew 
up in a hunting family, raised by a mother who curled up 

with the dogs at her own mother’s feet between retrieves, and a 
father who taught his girls about duck anatomy as they cleaned 
the birds. But she never picked up a shotgun until she was an 
adult, because her father feared that the recoil would overpower 
her slight frame.

So when her future husband mentioned he was going duck 
hunting, she was curious and asked to join the hunting party. 
Dura wouldn’t take a shot with her grandmother’s shotgun until 
the next year. But her first hunting trip is etched into her senses 
all the same.

“It was one of those really bright, clear October days, very cold 
in the morning,” said Dura, pulling the memory out of the air 
like it happened yesterday. “It was very still. They started off into 
the cattails and I just kind of crouched there. And I kept hearing 
planes above me, but I couldn’t see any planes. I finally realized I 
was hearing teal come in overhead and I was hearing the wind in 
their wings. And I still love that about hunting – sitting there on 

a real quiet day, you can hear them coming.”
Decades later, that silence still brings her back. “It’s amazing 

how quiet it can be,” she said. “Most of the time there’s just so 
much background noise that it’s hard to realize that is not silent.”

The silence is part of the attraction for bowhunter Marty 
Egeland too. “Part of the reason I like bowhunting is it’s so 
quiet out there,” Egeland said. “With rifle hunting, it can be just 
pandemonium. Sometimes it seems like there’s people in orange 
everywhere.”

Egeland says he’s learned to appreciate the stillness the more 
he hunts. “A young hunter wants to get a lot of shooting in,” he 
said. “At this point, I just enjoy going out. It’s kind of calming. 
It’s relaxing. If I just want to get away from life a little bit and not 
worry about the list of things I have to do, I just sit in the tree in 
peace and solitude and just watch the squirrels.”

Egeland and Dura might not know it, but they’re practicing 
mindfulness – the art of using your senses to pay attention to the 
present moment.

And they’re not alone. Most hunters and anglers are skilled 
at monitoring their environment. Hunting the wind, noting fish 

Story and Photos by Alicia Underlee Nelson
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feeding habits and insect activity, tracking game, and making 
yourself still and alert to every sound all demonstrate sensory 
awareness. Using your senses outdoors benefits your health and 
well-being in ways that go well beyond the fish and game you 
take home.

“We all know how good being in nature can make us 
feel,” wrote Dr. Qing Li in the introduction to 
his book, “Forest Bathing.” “We have known 
it for millennia. The sounds of the forest, the 
scent of the trees, the sunlight playing through 
the leaves, the fresh, clean air – these things 
give us a sense of comfort. They ease our stress 
and worry, help us to relax and think more 
clearly. Being in nature can restore our mood, 
give us back our energy and vitality, refresh 
and rejuvenate us. We know this deep in our 
bones. It is like an intuition, or an instinct, a 
feeling that is sometimes hard to describe.”

Science is just beginning to understand and 
quantify what humans have instinctively known for thousands of 
years – that time spent in nature makes us feel good, both physi-
cally and emotionally. In Norway, Sweden and Denmark, locals 
embrace friluftsliv, or “free air life,” hiking, jogging and dining 
outdoors, commuting on foot in the summer and on skis in the 
winter and camping pretty much wherever they please.

In Japan, residents head to the forests to practice shinrin-yoku, 
hikes so immersive the practice is called “forest bathing,” a form 
of recreation that’s spread to Korea, Finland and the Pacific 
Northwest.

For the Native Americans of the Great Plains, including those 
who have lived for centuries on the land that would become 
North Dakota, a deep respect for the natural world and its cycles 
wasn’t just a philosophy – it guided hunts, ceremonies and every 
facet of day-to-day life.

Studies have shown that immersing yourself in nature 
reduces stress hormones and soothes the 
nervous system. It lowers blood pressure and 
cholesterol and helps you sleep better. Spend-
ing time outdoors can increase cardiovascular 
health (and muscle endurance when walking 
and carrying gear are involved), and strengthen 
the immune system. Being in nature has been 
shown to improve emotional outlook and 
increase energy and focus, providing some relief 
for those suffering from mood disorders like 
depression and anxiety.

This explains why we still enjoy fishing, even 
on days when the fish aren’t biting. It’s why a 

day of hunting rarely feels wasted, even if that coveted buck never 
appears. It also means that the next time someone gives you grief 
about spending too much time hunting or fishing, you can smile and 
cite scientific data to show them that you’re actually improving your 
health, while feeding yourself and your family, refining your skills and 
having a good time.

But how do we get those same physical and emotional benefits 
when hunting season is over? How do we get our minds back to that 
calm place when the boat’s been winterized but the ice won’t hold an 
icehouse yet? How do we connect with nature in the off-season?  

“Instructions  
for living a life.
Pay attention.
Be astonished.
Tell about it.”

                                      – Mary Oliver –

Harmon Lake located 8 
miles north of Mandan in 
Morton County.
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How do we push the obligations and to-do lists out of our minds 
and find new ways to appreciate the natural world around us?

That’s what I went to Harmon Lake near Mandan to find out. 
When I’m outdoors, I’m always doing something – fishing, hik-
ing, camping. There is always a task to perform and data to moni-
tor – hooks to bait, tents to set up, and devices and apps that 
tell me exactly how fast I’m going, how many miles 
of trail I’ve traveled and how many calories I’m 
burning as I go.

Could I really be still in nature and 
without a task to complete? I honestly 
wasn’t so sure. But I showed up for the 
“Think Outside” workshop at Har-
mon Lake to try.

The half-day event in mid-July 
was part of a Humanities North 
Dakota series designed to help 
people get outdoors and see the 
state’s most unique landscapes with 
fresh eyes by combining an activity 
(like cycling, canoeing, kayaking or hik-
ing) with a casual discussion about books 
and poems that encourage us to pay closer 
attention to the world around us. We were origi-
nally supposed to paddle the Missouri River at Cross 
Ranch State Park, but high water levels moved us to Harmon 
Lake at the last moment. That’s where I joined a diverse crew of 
hikers, mountain bikers, birders and anglers. We gathered around 
two picnic tables on a foggy morning to figure out how selections 
from two books (Annie Dillard’s “Pilgrim at Tinker’s Creek” and 
Joe Wilkins’ “When We Were Birds,” if you’re curious) might 
help us learn to see our surroundings in a new way.

Dillard’s gentle, conversational, Pulitzer Prize-winning book 
details everything she sees during walks through Virginia’s 
Roanoke Valley – the changing seasons, smooth and graceful 
water turtles, the tiny organisms in the water she observes under 
a microscope. She sees not just with her eyes, but with all of her 
senses, noticing and exalting both the mundane and the extraor-
dinary. 

Her intense curiosity and keen attention to detail remind me 
of one of my favorite poets, Mary Oliver, another nature lover 
who writes about ordinary moments in the natural world – a flock 
of geese flying overhead, the habits of a beloved dog – with quiet 
simplicity. They both create poems and stories by ordinary people 
for ordinary people, folks who find meaning and wonder in places 
others miss.

Wilkins’ snapshots of day-to-day moments and familiar places 
– telling stories to sleepy children, the sight of yellow eyes along a 
fenceline, the concrete sprawl of modern cities – encourage us to 
pay attention to the tiny details of everyday life. This, according to 
Tayo Basquiat, the North Dakota-born backpacker and trail run-
ner who hosted the “Think Outside” events, is the whole point.

“Poets pay attention well and can heighten our senses and 
arouse our emotions, even if the poem as a whole is not under-
stood or prompts a host of different interpretations,” Basquiat 
said. “For me, all the events this summer were about giving people 

the time, place, means and invitation to pay attention.”
The events Basquiat hosted showed participants a variety of 

terrain, from the Pembina Gorge near the Canadian border to 
the quiet forests of Fort Ransom State Park near Lisbon. The way 
they moved through each environment varied too. 

My leisurely paddle on Harmon Lake was considerably less 
strenuous than biking 82 miles back and forth along 

the Lewis and Clark Trail between Bismarck 
and Washburn, mirroring the explorers’ 

route along the mighty Missouri River, or 
hiking to rugged and remote reaches of 
the Maah Daah Hey Trail near where 
Theodore Roosevelt once made his 
home in the badlands. These are 
places that are featured in history 
books, but often overlooked by 
those who live nearby. It’s so easy to 
take the landscapes closest to us for 

granted, to miss what’s right before 
our eyes. When you assume that you 

know a place, that it has nothing left to 
teach you, it’s harder to pay attention.
As the fog cleared and I paddled out 

into Harmon Lake (a body of water I’d initially 
dismissed as pretty but not terribly inspiring – and not a 

particularly challenging place to canoe or kayak), I was surprised 
to discover that I was, in fact, paying attention. When you’ve 
spent a few minutes thinking about using your senses or compar-
ing a poem about birds with one about the noises and smells of 
modern city life, even the most humble outdoor setting seems a 
whole lot more interesting. There was much more to experience 
here than I initially assumed.

My friend JoRelle was seated behind me, eager and a little 
apprehensive about her first tandem kayak excursion, so for a 
long while we concentrated on the rhythm of the waves and the 
soft splash of our paddles as we found our groove. My feet were 
soaked and the wind made tiny whitecaps appear, forcing us to 
recalibrate and head for calmer waters. (So much for an easy 
paddle.) There we broke the comfortable silence to remark on the 
spots where the lake was shallow and clear and the places where 
it was cool and deep, to wonder at an unfamiliar bird song and 
to quietly watch the reeds rustling in the wind. Cyclists whizzed 
around the lakeside trails, popping in and out of view, while 
turtles sunned themselves on the rocks, looking lazy and content.

I took my challenge to the next level at nearby Cross Ranch 
State Park, setting out not to hike, but to just to sit for a while at 
various points and see what happened. The trails appeared empty, 
but they were bursting with life.

The leaves of the towering cottonwoods rustled and dozens of 
butterflies darted overhead. I noticed the soft fluff bursting from 
milkweed pods and smooth, red-violet berries growing along the 
trail. While pondering the splintered husk of a tree, I looked up 
to meet the watchful eyes of a doe. She turned and bounded off 
into the woods before I even had a chance to exhale. I heard more 
meadowlarks in a few hours than I had in my entire life.

I turned a corner and ran my fingers through native prairie 

        Chokecherries
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grasses. I could smell water before I saw the placid Missouri River 
shimmering pale pink and violet in the evening light. I nodded 
to fishermen on the bank, some solo, others in clusters, all of us 
together, yet comfortably alone. The eddies at the water’s edge 
swirled, but we were still. The world was quiet. They were techni-
cally fishing, and I was ostensibly hiking, but this was mindful-
ness at work, meditation masquerading as recreation.

There’s nothing wrong with that, according to park ranger 
Char Binstock, who oversees operations at Cross Ranch State 
Park. “When you go outdoors with a goal, you also feel the sense 
of accomplishment in addition to enjoying nature,” she said. “I 
know that if I spot a rare bird or hike through the backcountry 
trails at Cross Ranch State Park, I feel accomplished in addition 
to the added bonus of catching rays and exercising.”

So take up hiking or birdwatching – neither require any special 
equipment to start. Head outside with a wildlife guide and study 
the plants and animals that live in the state. Sit on the dock (or 
the porch or a park bench) with a book by or about naturalists, 
conservationists and observers of the natural world. (Start with 
the authors discussed earlier, or try classics by Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, Henry David Thoreau or John Muir.) Go mountain 
biking. Pack up the kids and go camping.

You can even try geocaching, discovering hidden treasures 
(usually trinkets and coins) hidden in public spaces. GPS coor-
dinates direct you to the caches, but you might need your game 
tracking skills to actually find the prize. (I tried it at Cross Ranch 
State Park and had to enlist the help of Mandan brothers Hunter 
Hammer and Carter Hammer, ages 12 and 13 respectively, since 

my tracking skills were sorely lacking.)
Branch out and visit new places. “Set up a challenge for your-

self to visit every one of North Dakota’s state parks one summer, 
or all the places on North Dakota’s extraordinary places list, or go 
to a wildlife refuge or management area in the state,” suggested 
Basquiat.

Don’t neglect city parks, wetlands or quiet gravel roads close to 
home, either. “Wildness is something that is cultivated or prac-
ticed in lots of different places, some right in the heart of urban 
areas or on ranches,” Basquiat added.

Once you’ve given a place your attention, it’s hard not to care 
about it. “People love and offer care most readily to the people 
and places they know,” explained Basquiat. “If you’ve never been 
to the Pembina Gorge or Elkhorn Ranch or Fort Ransom, it’s not 
on your radar as a place to care about … but if you hike the Maah 
Daah Hey Trail, the place leaves a mark on you. You’ve been there 
and maybe have an interest in making sure you can return, that 
others can have those experiences, and, in the end, making sure 
those places are available and cared for.”

Using our senses in nature offers an incredible range of health 
benefits to any person willing to slow down and pay attention. 
But paying attention can also help preserve North Dakota’s wild 
places, so that same privilege is available to future generations.

And that’s something that benefits us all.

ALICIA UNDERLEE NELSON, West Fargo, is a freelance writer who 
also blogs about outdoor recreation, travel and food in North Dakota and 
beyond at prairiestylefile.com.

A Philosophy of Hunting from 1910
“There is charm for the 

civilized man in an escape from 
the orderly and more or less 
luxurious surroundings of his 
everyday life to spend a few 
days near to Nature in field 
or forest or mash; there is 
fascination in claiming as his 
own, by virtue of his skill with 
rod or trap or gun, the wild 
creatures. … But if he is a true 
sportsman it is not necessary, 
nor even conceivable, that he 
will make his hunting, fishing or 

trapping trip a slaughter of bird 
and beast and fish for the mere 
pleasure of killing. The pleasure 
is in the chase, in matching 
human skill and reason against 
the instinct and cunning of 
the wild creatures, not in the 
dealing of death. It is possible 
to enjoy an outing in primitive 
surroundings without taking the 
life of furry, feathery or finny 
creatures.

“Aside from the pleasure of the 
sport with rod and gun, there 

is much benefit in the outdoor 
life, in the relaxation from the 
cares of a humdrum life, in the 
healthy exercise, pure air, and 
wholesome food. It would be a 
calamity to the race if hunting 
and fishing were to be abolished 
or lost to mankind through the 
total disappearance of game and 
fish. For the sake of the future 
generations, as well as that we 
ourselves may enjoy the fruits 
of the earth, the wild creatures 
must be saved.

“Think Outside” events 
for 2019 are currently 
in the planning stages. 
Information and event 
details can be found at 

humanitiesnd.org.

Appreciation of nature by hunters and anglers isn’t a new concept, of course, and here in North Dakota, the writings 
of Theodore Roosevelt are a good example of that philosophy well back into 1800s. 

In the early 1900s, the Game and Fish Board of Control, the predecessor to what would become the North Dakota 
Game and Fish Department, included this segment in its annual report to the governor in 1910, at a time when most 
of the big game species had disappeared from the state, and leaders were struggling with how to address rapidly 
declining populations of other wildlife species.
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Grandma’s .410
Editor’s note: The author learned of this story about his grandmother’s grit and her 

.410 from his mother, the oldest of the children referenced in the story, a few months before 
she died. She described the many hardships they endured during the Great Depression / 
Dirty Thirties. However, she also insisted that there were good times as well, and as an 

example relayed this true Christmas story and the events that followed.

By Dalane Kitzman

It was Christmas Eve in 
the middle of the “Dirty 
Thirties.”

The Dakota prairies 
were barren from years of drought. 

Most of the neighbors had abandoned 
their homesteads and moved to cities 
where food and jobs were more plenti-
ful, but Grandpa held on; farming 
and ranching were his dream. He was 

fortunate in one thing – Grandma had 
the grit required to be his partner in 
what had turned into a desolate place. 

As subzero winds howled outside, 
held back only by the newspaper 
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insulation and the tarpaper that cov-
ered their two-room plywood shack, 
Grandma presented each of their 
young children with their Christmas 
gift – a small doll for each girl, and 
a sling-shot for the boy – all hand-
made by her and Grandpa. These were 
accepted with genuine gratitude, as 
the children knew these were no small 
sacrifice.

When Grandma declared bedtime 
was nigh, Grandpa said that a few 
more minutes of playtime were due. 
Then he arose and discretely made 
his way to the small entryway that 
served as mudroom and storage space. 
There he had hidden a special gift he’d 
purchased for Grandma by skimming 
off a little bit of money from the sales 
of cream throughout the past year. He 
held it behind his back coyly as he 
re-entered the room, walked toward 
Grandma, and placed it in her lap.

The wide-eyed children gasped. 
Grandma stared in disbelief at the 

extravagant gift, and then wept. 
A shotgun was an 

essential tool on the 
prairie and in this 
regard, Grandma 

was handicapped. She was 
a good shot; as a youngster 

she’d learned from her father when 
she rode beside him as he drove the 
stagecoach on the south central North 
Dakota line that connected Ashley, 
Lehr and Wishek in the early 1900s 
before the automobile took over. But 
with her slight, 98-pound frame, 
Grandpa’s powerful 12-gauge shotgun 
would throw her onto her back, pun-
ishing her more than the target.

 The coyotes seemed to know when 
Grandpa was away on a trip to sell 
livestock or purchase supplies. Then 
they’d boldly come right up to the 
house, howling fiercely and snatching 
cats and chickens and even threaten-
ing the littlest children. Grandma 
dreaded pulling the trigger on the 12 
gauge, which was the only thing that 
would scare the coyotes off, at least for 
a while. She also had difficulty holding 
the heavy gun steady, so coyote fatali-
ties were rare. 

 Grandma’s new gun changed that. 
Stevens had developed an inexpen-
sive, lightweight .410 single-shot 
shotgun with a short, nylon stock, the 
model 94c. It fit Grandma perfectly. 
Although it wasn’t nearly as loud as 
the 12 gauge, the coyotes took notice 
when Grandma’s blast rolled one of 
their kin. After that, they seemed to 

come around less. Grandma, the chil-
dren, and the chickens felt safer. 

 Other than her wedding ring, 
Grandma’s .410 was her most prized 
possession. It was more than an 
indispensable tool for protection. It 
also provided sustenance, indepen-
dence and psychotherapy. Periodi-
cally, the cramped two-room shack, 
her stubborn husband, and the four 
needy children became overwhelming. 
When this occurred, Grandma would 
announce that she was “going out for 
a while.”

 She’d saddle the horse, grab her 
gun and some shells, and gallop away. 
Grandma would return hours later, 
often with the horse carrying braces of 
game birds, rabbits and an occasional 
fox or coyote. And a new refreshed 
attitude. The children didn’t mind 
helping clean the game, and Grandpa 
was happier too. Dinner those nights 
always tasted better, and it wasn’t just 
because of the pot of fresh game on 
the table.

 
DALANE W. KITZMAN, MD, is 
a North Dakota native now living 
in North Carolina. This is his third 
contribution to OUTDOORS in recent 
years.
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General Game and Habitat License 
Required for Deer Hunters

Deer hunters are reminded of a state law that 
requires hunters to purchase a general game and habi-
tat license before receiving a deer license.

North Dakota Century Code 20.1-03-02 reads “a 
person may not acquire any resident or nonresident 
license to hunt, catch, take or kill any small game or big 
game animal unless that person first obtains an annual 
general game license.”

The North Dakota Game and Fish Department 
will only mail deer licenses after the general game and 
habitat license is purchased.

The general game and habitat license can be pur-
chased online by visiting My Account at the Game and 
Fish website, gf.nd.gov. 

Also, it’s important to locate your deer license and 
check it for accuracy, making sure the unit and species 
is what is intended.

Deer hunters who can’t find their deer license and 
who have already purchased their general game and 
habitat license, can get a replacement license by print-
ing out a duplicate (replacement) license application 
from the Game and Fish website, or can request an 
application by calling 701-328-6300.

The form must be completed and notarized, and sent 
back in to the Department with the appropriate fee.

Game and Fish Allocates Three Bighorn 
Sheep Licenses

The North Dakota Game and Fish Department allocated 
three bighorn sheep licenses for the 2018 hunting season, 
two fewer than 2017.

One license is for Unit B3 and one for B4. Also, 
one license, as authorized under North Dakota Cen-
tury Code, was auctioned in spring by the Midwest 
Chapter of the Wild Sheep Foundation, from which 
all proceeds are used to enhance bighorn sheep man-
agement in North Dakota.

Similar to last year, Game and Fish announced in 
February that the status of the bighorn sheep hunting 
season would be determined after completion of the sum-
mer population survey. The number of once-in-a-lifetime 
licenses allotted to hunters is based on data collected from 
the Department’s recently completed summer population 
survey. Results of the survey showed a total of 77 rams, 12 
fewer than 2017 and 27 fewer than 2016.

Brett Wiedmann, Game and Fish big game management 
biologist in Dickinson, said the 13 percent decline in ram 
numbers was likely the result of an ongoing bacterial pneu-
monia outbreak that was first detected in 2014.

“In addition, 2017 had the second lowest lamb recruit-
ment on record so only four yearling rams were observed,” 
Wiedmann said. “Encouragingly, no adult animals within 
the herds that were exposed to disease in 2014 showed 
clinical signs of pneumonia, and the summer lamb count in 
those herds improved.”

Whitetail buck.

A bighorn sheep ram 
in the badlands.
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BUFFALOBERRY PATCH
By Greg Freeman, Department News Edi tor 
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Pheasant Numbers 
Similar to Last Year 

North Dakota’s late-summer 
roadside surveys indicate 
total pheasant and Hungarian 
partridge numbers this fall are 
similar to last year, while sharp-
tailed grouse numbers are down.

R.J. Gross, North 
Dakota Game and Fish 
Department upland 
game management 
biologist, said the 
survey showed total 
pheasants observed per 
100 miles were down 2 
percent from last year. 
In addition, broods 
per 100 miles were 
unchanged, while the average 
brood size was up 27 percent. 
The final summary is based 
on 278 survey runs made 
along 101 brood routes across 
North Dakota.

“Even though survey data suggests 
pheasant production was certainly 
better than last year, hunters will still 
notice the lack of production from 2017 
in the overall population,” Gross said.

Statistics from southwestern North 
Dakota indicate total pheasants were 
down 32 percent and broods observed 
down 29 percent from 2017. For every 
100 survey miles, observers counted an 
average of six broods and 45 pheasants. 
The average brood size was 5.2 chicks. 
Despite the population decline, Gross 
said the southwest still holds the most 
pheasants in the state.

Results from the southeast show 
birds are up 63 percent from last 

year, and the number of broods up 77 
percent. Observers counted five broods 
and 40 birds per 100 miles. The average 
brood size was 5.8. Gross said while 
some areas of the state show a large 
increase in percentages from last year, 
such as in the southeast, it is important 
to keep in mind this is based off a low 
population in those areas in 2017.

Statistics from the northwest indi-
cate pheasants are up 9 percent from 
last year, with broods up 4 percent. 
Observers recorded three broods and 26 
pheasants per 100 miles. Average brood 
size was 6.5.

The northeast district, generally con-
taining secondary pheasant habitat with 
lower pheasant numbers compared to 
the rest of the state, showed two broods 
and 19 pheasants per 100 miles. Aver-
age brood size was 5.8.

Sharptails observed per 100 miles are 
down 49 percent statewide from 2017, 
while partridge are up 7 percent.

“Hunting will be slower than last 

season in most of the state, and all 
indications are that hunters will see 
significantly lower numbers of grouse 
statewide,” Gross said. “There will be 
localized areas of good hunting oppor-
tunities, but in general hunting will be 
fair at best.”

Despite increases in sharptail lek 
counts in spring for eastern North 
Dakota, brood survey results show 
statewide declines in numbers of grouse 
and broods observed per 100 miles, and 
a slight decline in average brood size. 
Observers recorded 0.8 sharptail broods 
and 6.8 sharptails per 100 miles. Aver-
age brood size was 4.55.

Although partridge numbers have 
shown a slight increase, Gross said most 
of the partridge harvest is incidental 
while hunters pursue grouse or pheas-
ants. Partridge densities in general, he 
said, are too low to target. Observers 
recorded 0.4 partridge broods and 4.4 
partridge per 100 miles. Average brood 
size was 7.03.
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Department biologists 
report that southwestern 
North Dakota still holds 
the most pheasants in the 
state.
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Whooping Crane Migration
 Whooping cranes are in the midst of their 

fall migration and sightings will increase as 
they make their way into and through North 
Dakota over the next several weeks. Anyone 
seeing these endangered birds as they move 
through the state is asked to report sightings 
so the birds can be tracked.

 The whooping cranes that do make their 
way through North Dakota each fall are part 
of a population of about 500 birds that are 
on their way from nesting grounds at Wood 
Buffalo National Park in Canada to wintering 
grounds at Aransas National Wildlife Refuge 
in Texas, a distance of about 2,500 miles.

 Whoopers stand about 5 feet tall and 
have a wingspan of about 7 feet from tip to 
tip. They are bright white with black wing 
tips, which are visible only when the wings 
are outspread. In flight they extend their 
long necks straight forward, while their 
long, slender legs extend out behind the tail. 
Whooping cranes typically migrate singly, or 
in groups of 2-3 birds, and may be associated 
with sandhill cranes.

 Other white birds such as snow geese, 
swans and egrets are often mistaken for 
whooping cranes. The most common mis-
identification is pelicans, because their wing-
span is similar, and they tuck their pouch in 
flight, leaving a silhouette like a crane when 
viewed from below.

 Anyone sighting whoopers should not 
disturb them, but record the date, time, 
location and the birds' activity. Observers 
should also look closely for and report colored 
bands which may occur on one or both legs. 
Whooping cranes have been marked with 
colored leg bands to help determine their 
identity.

 Whooping crane sightings should be 
reported to U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
national wildlife refuge offices at Lostwood, 
701-848-2466, or Long Lake, 701-387-4397; 
the North Dakota Game and Fish Depart-
ment in Bismarck, 701-328-6300; or to local 
game wardens across the state. Reports help 
biologists locate important whooping crane 
habitat areas, monitor marked birds, deter-
mine survival and population numbers, and 
identify times and migration routes. 

Youth Waterfowl Hunting Trailer Available
 The North Dakota Game and Fish Department and Ducks 

Unlimited co-sponsor a trailer full of waterfowl hunting gear that is 
available to families with young hunters.

 Purchased by the Game and Fish Department’s Encouraging 
Tomorrow’s Hunters grant program, the trailer is designed for fami-
lies who don’t have the appropriate gear for their young hunters to 
hunt waterfowl. The equipment is donated by Avery Outdoors.

 Use of the trailer is free, and it is equipped with goose and duck 
decoys for field hunting, and two bags of floating duck decoys and 
marsh seats for hunting a wetland.

 For more information, or to reserve equipment, contact the Ducks 
Unlimited office in Bismarck at 701-355-3500. 

Hunting from Duck Boats Safely
 Waterfowlers hunting from boats are encouraged to wear prop-

erly-fitted life jackets while on the water.

 Hunting jackets with built-in life jackets are light 
and comfortable to wear. In addition, wearing a life 
jacket will not only keep the overboard hunter afloat, 
but also slows the loss of critical body heat caused by 
exposure to cold water.

Capsizing and falling overboard from small boats are the most 
common types of fatal boating accidents for hunters.

Eight people have drowned in state waters since 1998 while hunt-
ing from a boat, and none were wearing life jackets. 

Waterfowl Hunters Reminded of ANS 
Regulations

 Waterfowl hunters need to do their part in preventing the 
spread of aquatic nuisance species into or within North Dakota.

 Waterfowl hunters must remove plants and plant fragments 
from decoys, strings and anchors; remove plant seeds and plant 
fragments from waders and other equipment before leaving hunt-
ing areas; remove all water from decoys, boats, motors, trailers and 
other watercraft; and remove all aquatic plants from boats and 
trailers before leaving a marsh or lake. In addition, hunters are 
encouraged to brush their hunting dogs free of mud and seeds.

 Cattails and bulrushes may be transported as camouflage on 
boats. All other aquatic vegetation must be cleaned from boats 
prior to transportation into or within North Dakota.

In addition, drain plugs on boats must remain pulled when a 
boat is in transit away from a water body.

 More ANS information, including regulations, is available by 
visiting the North Dakota Game and Fish Department website, 
gf.nd.gov. 
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Sportsman Against Hunger Accepting Goose Meat
 Waterfowl hunters are reminded 

that the North Dakota Community 
Action Sportsmen Against Hunger 
program is again accepting donations 
of goose meat taken during the regular 
waterfowl season. This includes both 
Canada and light (snow, blue and 
Ross's) goose donations.

 Similar to last year, hunters can 
bring in their goose meat to partici-
pating processors after removing the 
breast meat from the birds at home. 
Or, hunters may also deliver geese 

directly from the field to a processor, 
but identification such as the wing or 
head must remain attached to the bird 
until in possession of the processor.

 For a list of participating proces-
sors in North Dakota, visit the North 
Dakota Community Action website at 
capnd.org.

 Breast meat brought from home 
without a wing or head attached must 
be accompanied by written informa-
tion that includes the hunter’s name, 
address, signature, hunting license 

number, date shot and species and 
number taken. Information forms are 
also available at the North Dakota 
Game and Fish Department website.

 Hunters will also fill out a brief 
form so that processors can keep a 
record on donated goose meat, the 
same as is required for processing any 
other type of wild game meat.

 Since no goose carcasses or feathers 
are allowed inside processing facilities, 
hunters must be able to ensure proper 
disposal and clean-up of carcasses. 

REPORT ALL POACHERS
701-328-9921

Poachers Steal Your Wildlife – Make the Call!

Goose meat 
donations are 
accepted in the fight 
against hunger.
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Order 2019 
OUTDOORS 
Calendars

The North Dakota 
Game and Fish Depart-
ment is taking orders 
for its North Dakota 
OUTDOORS calendar, 
the source for all hunting 
season and application 
dates for 2019. Along with outstanding color photographs of North 
Dakota wildlife and scenery, it also includes sunrise-sunset times and 
moon phases.

To order online, visit the Game and Fish website, gf.nd.gov., or 
send $3 for each, plus $1 postage, to: Calendar, North Dakota Game 
and Fish Department, 100 N. Bismarck Expressway, Bismarck, ND 
58501-5095. Be sure to include a three-line return address with your 
order, or the post office may not deliver our return mailing.

The calendar is the North Dakota OUTDOORS magazine’s 
December issue, so current subscribers will automatically receive it in 
the mail.

Motorists Warned to Watch for Deer
Motorists are reminded to watch for deer along 

roadways this time of year because juvenile animals 
are dispersing from their home ranges.

October through early December is the peak 
period for deer-vehicle accidents. Motorists are 
advised to slow down and exercise caution after dark 
to reduce the likelihood of encounters with deer 
along roadways. Most deer-vehicle accidents occur 
primarily at dawn and dusk when deer are most 
often moving around.

Motorists should be aware of warning signs sig-
naling deer are in the area. When you see one deer 
cross the road, look for a second or third deer to 
follow. Also, pay attention on roadways posted with 
Deer Crossing Area caution signs.

Deer-vehicle accidents are at times unavoid-
able. If an accident does happen, law enforce-
ment authorities do not have to be notified if only 
the vehicle is damaged. However, if the accident 
involves personal injury or other property damage, 
then it must be reported.

In addition, a permit is still required to take parts 
or the whole carcass of a road-killed deer. Permits 
are free and available from game wardens and local 
law enforcement offices.

A few precautions can minimize chances of 
injury or property damage in a deer-vehicle crash.

•  Always wear your seat belt.
•  Don’t swerve or take the ditch to avoid hitting 

a deer. Try to brake as much as possible and 
stay on the roadway. Don’t lose control of your 
vehicle or slam into something else to miss the 
deer. You risk less injury by hitting the deer.

•  If you spot deer ahead, slow down immediately 
and honk your horn.

Motorists need to be aware 
of deer crossing roads this 
time of year.
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Bahnson Hired as 
Wildlife Veterinarian

South Dakota native Charlie 
Bahnson has been hired as the 
Department’s wildlife veterinar-
ian in Bismarck. He received his 
Doctor of Veterinary Medicine 
from Iowa State University 
and his Doctor of Philosophy 
in wildlife disease through the 
University of Georgia.

Kjos Hired as Wildlife 
Technician

Trenton native Zach Kjos was hired 
in July as a wildlife technician in the 
Game and Fish Department’s Willis-
ton district office. He has Bachelor of 
Science degree in wildlife and fisheries 
science from the University of North 
Dakota.  
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Charlie Bahnson

Zach Kjos



October 2018 ND Outdoors 23 



24 ND Outdoors October 2018



By Ron Wilson

When my daughter sat between my legs in the basement 
sometime in the early 2000s shooting a BB gun at a 
cardboard box wrapped in Duct tape, I imagined she’d be 

a hunter.
She peppered the Crayon-drawn targets – dinosaurs, if I remem-

ber correctly – with the same enthusiasm of a brother that came 
before her and a brother that came after.

Instead, she announced at the time, that she wanted to be a Chee-
tah Girl, a popular Disney-created character that was trendy with 
girls her age. 

That was fine, and we rolled with that. Yet, I figured if she was 
afforded the same opportunities and encouragement that 
her brothers received, she’d eventually slide to our side, 
wondering why she waited so long.

Years passed.
She argued late last summer, at 22 years of 

age, that maybe I wasn’t as encouraging as 
I remembered. I maintained otherwise, 
but maybe she was right.

Interestingly, we had this discus-
sion while I quizzed her on the 
ten commandments used in the 
North Dakota hunter education 
program. It’s a word associa-
tion tool that teaches students 
to never climb a fence with a 
loaded firearm, to treat every 
firearm with the same respect 
due a loaded firearm, and so on.

She passed the class on a 
Thursday … and called her boy-
friend, the guy, a good guy, behind 
her newfound interest in hunting 

early season Canada geese and shooting at diving and dabbling ducks 
zipping between snowflakes.

Last fall, hunting under the Department’s apprentice hunter vali-
dation program, with her boyfriend as her mentor, she shot her first 
duck, a canvasback.

“Dad, all the guys said shooting one of those was a big deal,” she 
said last fall over her cell phone from somewhere near Devils Lake.

Recently, while packing for a pronghorn hunt in southwestern 
North Dakota, I was rummaging around in my gear when I came 
across a pair of knee-high rubber boots, chest waders and insulated 
camo bibs. All new stuff, quality gear, all in her size. Not something 
you’d see on a Cheetah Girl.

We went shooting the other day, at paper plates this time, not 
dinosaurs on a cardboard box. We used the .22-cali-

ber rifle, so she could work the bolt and sight 
through a scope.  Both things are new to her, but 

she wanted to practice because she has designs 
on hunting deer next fall.

 On our drive home from plinking paper 
plates, she talked about the final push to 

finish her college studies, how she was 
nervous to move to a new city in a 

new state. She wondered what the 
bird hunting was like there and sug-

gested that I load the dogs, drive 
down later this fall to find out.

 It’s not that easy, I thought to 
myself, but one thing I will do is 
call and thank her boyfriend once 
we get home.

RON WILSON is editor of North 
Dakota OUTDOORS. 

Editor’s Note: I thought of my daughter 
the other day when I read a news release from 
Pheasants Forever that hit on hunter recruit-
ment, retention and reactivation.

This is a weighty issue that deserves atten-
tion. In part it said that a national survey 
indicated a steep drop in hunters nationwide 

from 13.7 million to 11.5 million from 2011 
to 2016. These numbers are concerning. Yet the 
one highlight was the number of women hunt-
ers in the nation remained steady at 11 percent.

“As vital contributors to conservation, more 
women involved with hunting equals more 
license sales and future investments through 

the Pittman-Robertson Act, funneling 11 
percent of sales tax on all firearms, ammuni-
tion and other sporting accessories back to states 
for strengthening public access and wildlife 
populations.”

I’m certainly, both feet in, on board with 
that.
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North Dakota Game and Fish 
Department officials figured that if 3 
percent of bowhunters shot a deer 
during the state’s first archery sea-
son in 1954, then the season would 
be considered a success.

The 3 percent bar was based on 
information collected from other 
states that had already conducted 
archery seasons.

That season, which ran October 
9 through October 24, about 1,120 
licenses were sold to bowhunters 
and fewer than 110 deer were shot.

Yet, it was figured that 9.5 percent 
of hunters were successful, easily 
eclipsing the 3 percent mark.

“Therefore, the first season of this 
type conducted in this state was con-
sidered very satisfactory,” reported 
the June 1955 issue of North Dakota 
OUTDOORS. “Although most of the 
deer killed were taken in the eastern 
part of the state, due to most of the 
hunters being located there, both 
mule and white-tailed deer were 
taken throughout the state.”

It was argued in some circles at 
the time that a bowhunting season 
would negatively influence the 
state’s deer population.

“The small number of deer killed 
shows that these seasons can be 
conducted each year without cut-
ting into the deer populations in any 
way,” according to the June 1955 
issue of NDO. “Therefore, it appears 
that the bow-and-arrow hunters of 
North Dakota will be able to enjoy 
seasons on deer fairly regularly from 
now on.”

And they have. Like the develop-
ment in the bowhunting equipment 
industry, the number of archers 
pursuing deer in North Dakota today 
has, not surprisingly, grown consid-
erably in six-plus decades.

According to Game and Fish 
Department records, more than 
28,000 archery licenses in total were 
sold to resident and nonresident 
hunters in 2017. Hunter success was 
about 38 percent.

Back to the early years,  

bowhunter license numbers by 1960 
had more than doubled. The number 
of days open to bowhunting had 
also more than tripled.

According to bowhunter survey 
information gathered by Game and 
Fish officials at the time, the 219 
archers who harvested a deer in 
1960 hunted an average of 6.4 days.

Some hunters spent a lot more 
time in the field. “The champion 
of persistence was a fellow who 
reported going afield with his bow 
and arrow every day of the season, 
for 52 days,” reported the August 
1961 issue of NDO. “Here is one 
fellow who enjoyed a full season of 
bowhunting. Not too far behind him 
were three others who hunted 45, 
42 and 40 days apiece. Not many 
sportsmen can devote that much 
time to their favorite sports. How-
ever, if they could, few would have 
that kind of patience.”

RON WILSON is editor of North 
Dakota OUTDOORS.
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