
Taking Flight

Ruralite
CLEARWATER POWER
JANUARY 2020

Taking Flight
The Game Bird Foundation Soars in North Idaho

Game Bird Foundation board 
member Dale Rose helps a 
young pheasant enthusiast 
release a rooster pheasant 
near Potlatch. The birds are 
released every Saturday during 
bird-hunting season. Page 4
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EACH SATURDAY MORNING DURING 
bird-hunting season, children, adults and 
dogs from throughout north Idaho gather 
at the Palouse River Upland Game Access 
Area near Potlatch, eagerly awaiting the 
arrival of Dale Rose, a board member with 
the Game Bird Foundation, and his cargo 
of 25 squawking rooster pheasants. 

Each weekly group participates in 
releasing the pheasants, which the Idaho 
Department of Fish and Game provides 
to the foundation for the benefit of youth 
hunters, onto this private property.

The land includes nearly 800 acres 
of prime upland game habitat as part of 
IDFG’s Access YES! Program, which grants 
access exclusively to qualified youth hunters 
younger than 18.

The crew this particular day includes not 
only boys and girls wishing to hunt under 
the supervision of their parents or mentors, 
but a wildlife biologist from the University 
of Idaho, a former director of the IDFG, 
a wildlife photographer, seasoned hunting 
dogs and a puppy in training.

 Overseeing it all is 89-year-old executive 
director and co-founder of the Game Bird 
Foundation, Jim Hagedorn.

“I tell ya, you don’t know how it makes 
a guy’s heart swell to see these kids out 
here,” Jim says. “I mean, I just can’t put it 
into words.”

The youth program is only one aspect of 
the Game Bird Foundation, which started 
from a hobby of Jim’s nearly 25 years ago.

As an avid pheasant watcher and hunter, 
Jim enjoyed the birds in north Idaho until 
the late 1970s when pheasant populations 

began to dwindle.
“It got to the point where we quit hunting 

because there weren’t any birds,” Jim says. “I 
felt so bad, I started trying to raise birds to 
build the population back.” 

Jim began raising about 50 pheasant 
chicks he salvaged from an area hatchery in 
cardboard boxes in his garage. 

“When I first started out raising these 
things in cardboard boxes and not having 
them mature when I turned them out, their 
survivability was very poor,” he says.

He acquainted himself with other people 
who raised pheasants and began to learn 
tricks of the trade, primarily from his 
friend—the late Sonny Hairston—at Little 
Canyon Shooting Preserve in Peck, where 
nearly a million baby chicks of all species 
are raised each year.

He learned how to build brooders—small 
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structures complete with lights for warmth, 
self-feeders and self-waterers—and soft 
release pens, which are larger, netted areas 
of habitat where pheasants would acclimate 
for eventual release to the wild.

Jim began raising pheasant chicks he 
bought from Sonny in batches of 100 per 
each of three brooders. When those 300 
birds were old enough to move into the 
soft release pen at 10 weeks, he put a new 
batch of chicks in the brooders.

“That’s when we started to figure out 
how to raise birds,” Jim says.

Pheasants need the proper habitat to 
survive in the wild. Jim turned a four-acre 
weed patch on his property in Viola into a 
habitat, complete with a pond, pollinator 
grasses, brush and flowers for bugs, which 
are necessary protein for birds.

He recruited friends and neighbors to 
help him build brooders, soft release pens 
and habitat on their own property to get 
more pheasants into the wild. 

But in Jim’s mind, it wasn’t enough. 
One day, five years ago, while sitting 

around the kitchen table visiting, Jim and 
several of his pheasant-raising buddies 
decided to form a nonprofit organization 
called The Game Bird Foundation.

The foundation mission is four-fold.
• To promote the protection and 

development of game bird habitat.
•  To assist in providing robust game 

bird management programs.
• To educate the public in the role that 

hunters and the public play in game bird 
management, conservation, hunting, and 
predator control.

• To perpetuate the tradition of hunting 
and watching birds.

They elected an eight-person board of 
directors and hit the ground running. The 
first step was to develop a partnership with 
IDFG, which offered to spearhead a pilot 
project subsidizing Little Canyon Shooting 
Preserve for chicks that GBF members 
would raise. They provided a tractor and 
tiller to plant acres of habitat.

GBF also forged a connection with the 
University of Idaho to get feed from their 
many seed plots. 

“It’s all about building relationships,” Jim 
says. “That’s what made this thing grow.”

Jim says building relationships with 
landowners, IDFG, UI, Cabela’s and people 
who want to support their mission has 
been critical to its success. Last year, nearly 
100 attended an inaugural event to educate 
people on pheasant habitat and raising birds.

“From that, our little membership 
grew,” Jim says.

Now there are 100 dues-paying members 

who oversee the raising and release of 6,500 
pheasants per year into north Idaho.

GBF also provides an operational 
brooder at the Latah County Fair for 
people to experience. Dale Rose spearheads 
the brooder projects, and he will build a 
brooder for anyone who is interested in 
raising pheasant chicks.

Wyatt Johnson, a high school student 
from Potlatch, is so enthused about birds, 
that he is going to build a brooder and 
raise and release pheasants as part of his 
FFA project.

The increased exposure and success 
of GBF is causing people to ask about 
expanding into other areas, but Jim and 
Dale say they aren’t yet in a position to 
handle that type of growth.

“We’ve got to build ourselves up a little 
more before we can branch out,” Dale says.

For now, they’re content to enjoy the 
looks on the kids’ faces on Saturdays as they 
lift and release the colorful pheasants to soar 
into the brilliant blue sky.

“For a bunch of old codgers, this is 
a thrill,” Jim says. “It just makes my old 
heart bubble.” n

For more information about the Game 
Bird Foundation, please visit www.
thegamebirdfoundation.org or Facebook at 
thegamebirdfoundation.

LEFT: Game Bird Foundation executive 
director and co-founder Jim Hagedorn with 
Dale. Above: There are 150 baby pheasant 
chicks in Eric Kiblen’s brooder. The heat-
controlled setup includes an auto feeder and 
watering system. ABOVE PHOTO COURTESY OF 
GAME BIRD FOUNDATION
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