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Home on the Range

“Ethan, Ethan slow down! He’s right 
there, right there let me get him!” I 
looked over at my best friend in surprise. 
Usually the more reserved of the two 
of us, Emma Fleming was excitedly 
pointing out the back-left window of 
the pickup, grasping her rifle in her free 
hand. Her twin brother Ethan slowed 
the truck, small clouds of dust gathering 
around the wheels. I grabbed my camera 
and started snapping pictures as Emma 
lined up her shot. Ethan grabbed a rifle 
from the front seat and balanced himself 
against the open window. He was ready 
to take the second shot if Emma missed 
the prairie dog poised above its hole. 
The .22 barely seemed to make a noise 
as we watched a small shape fall over 
and crawl towards the hole. Sometimes 
it was incredibly difficult to tell if a 
prairie dog had been hit. Some would 
crawl, injured, back into their holes. 
Others, spooked by the shot, would seek 

safety. Unsure whether or not Emma’s 
shot was fatal, Ethan and Emma both 
unloaded their rifles and put them on 
safe before all three of us climbed out 
of the truck to investigate.

Prairie dog hunting in North Dakota 
meant flat land and deceiving distances. 
We walked towards where we thought 
the hole was, but had to go a little 
farther than we expected to find the 
critter. Up close, prairie dogs are kind of 
cute. Once I learned they carry disease 
and are said to cannibalize other prairie 
dogs, they lost most of their appeal. 

Eighteen-year-old twins Emma and 
Ethan Fleming currently live on a 
cattle ranch in North Dakota. Living 
and working on a ranch, they have 
learned much about conservation and 
the outdoors. Firearms are an integral 

part of their life, as they are for many 
Western ranchers. Emma has hunted 
birds, prairie dogs, and coyotes, honing 
her shooting skills with rifles, pistols, 
and shotguns on still targets. The 
Fleming family uses “guns out on the 
ranch to get rid of dangerous animals 
such as rattlesnakes or varmints such 
as porcupines.” Describing her first 
memorable experience with firearms, 
Emma recalls “my dad took me prairie 
dog shooting when I was about eight 
years old. He taught me the specifics 

 Twins Take on Local Prairie Dogs

Emma balances her Ruger .22-
250 off the hood of the truck, 
waiting for a prairie dog to 
present a shot. 

By Serena Juchnowski (20)
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 Twins Take on Local Prairie Dogs Emma Fleming lines up a 
shot on a prairie dog from 

the truck window.
and safety of using a firearm.” Ethan also credits his family with 
his introduction to firearms. “My experience with firearms has 
usually been with guns such as old Rugers and Winchesters…My 
grandpa, who is an avid Ruger collector, and my dad introduced 
me to firearms through .22 target practice.” 

Prairie dog hunting is not only well-enjoyed, but encouraged 
in North Dakota. Prairie dogs live in towns, massive 

networks of underground tunnels with holes at the surface 
for entry and exit. These holes pose a danger to cattle 
and horses, as these animals can break a leg stepping in 
such a hole. Emma continued, “Prairie dogs basically 
eat everything in sight in large dog towns; they eat 
the grass that you need for your cattle. Even worse, 
they carry diseases such as the plague.” 

Ethan echoed these sentiments, adding that 
shooting prairie dogs “is a good way to check the 
accuracy of your rifle, have fun with family and 

friends, and to try to keep [prairie dog] towns from 
getting bigger.” Ethan’s favorite caliber for prairie 

dog hunting is .17 HMR. With his own leathercraft 
business, school, and work on the ranch, Ethan is 
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happy to go prairie dog hunting about 
twice a year. Though he has hunted 
pheasants, partridge, grouse, doves, 
turkey, deer, and coyotes, prairie dog 
hunting is his favorite. “Time flies 
when you are having fun and it is not 
uncommon after six hours of shooting 
to realize that you need to be getting 
home. My friend and I estimated that we 
may have killed around 75 in one day. 
I bring lots of ammunition, binoculars 
or a spotting scope, [a] bipod, sandbags, 
[a] blanket to lay on, and sometimes 
lunch. I make sure that safety is always 
first.”

I had the pleasure of accompanying 
Emma on her second prairie dog hunt, 
ten years after her first introduction. She 
fondly remembers her first experience, 
though she did not shoot any prairie 
dogs that day. This June, with ten years 
more of firearm handling experience 
and an extra motivation that 2018 may 
be her last year to go prairie dog hunting, 
Emma rose to the challenge with a 
passion. She took out a good number 
of prairie dogs with both a .22 and her 
favorite rifle, a Ruger .22-250. Though 
this was her second time hunting and 
first successful prairie dog hunt, Emma 
has accompanied her dad, brother, and 
grandfather on hunts several times.  

When asked for a description of a 
day’s hunt, Emma responded in detail. 
“We are usually out there for a couple 

of hours. How many you shoot really 
all depends on factors such as the town 
size, if they are out that day, how skittish 
they are, and of course, how good your 
aim is. The best way to shoot that we 
have found is to just drive through the 
[prairie dog] town in a pickup (a crew 
cab if you have more than two people 
shooting). Once you have shot a few in 
a certain area and they have cleared in 
that spot, you start the pickup up and 
move on to the next spot where they are 
out. When shooting out of the pickup, 
we usually use .22’s and the open 
window makes a great rest for your 
gun. For longer distance shots, I like to 
get out of the pickup and use the .22-
250 on the bipod over the hood. You 
want to bring plenty of ammo because 
you use a lot. If we are going to be out 
over lunchtime, we will pack a lunch 
to eat on the tailgate. Before shooting, 
we always make sure that everyone 
knows what they are doing and that 
they are going to put firearm safety as 
top priority.” 

I truly enjoyed the experience, though 
I went on the hunt as an interested 
friend and outdoor writer rather than 
as a hunter. It meant a lot to me that 
I was able to be present on Emma’s 
first successful prairie dog hunt, and I 
learned a considerable amount from 
Ethan about prairie dog hunting. I hope 
to one-day hunt prairie dogs for myself, 

though it may not be in the near future 
as the Fleming family is moving to 
Tennessee this fall. Coming from Ohio 
where white-tailed deer hunting is most 
popular, I hope to share in Emma’s 
excitement as she pursues her first deer. 
Watching the prairie dogs duck in and 
out of their holes like a real-life game 
of “Whack-a-Mole” was incredible. 
In some moments, all seemed still, in 
another I was frantically helping load 
.22 magazines as prairie dogs appeared 
on all sides of the truck. 

After several hours, and a lunch of 
cheese, crackers, summer sausage, 
and bananas on the truck tailgate, we 
headed back to the ranch. I am truly 
grateful to Ethan and Emma for taking 
me along while I was in North Dakota 
this summer and to the Fleming family 
for their hospitality. As Emma noted, 
prairie dog hunting is better with friends 
and I truly enjoyed the fact that we could 
talk during the adventure. This greatly 
differed from silent deer hunts. Emma 
offers some advice for those looking to 
help control prairie dog populations, “If 
you do not own or live on land that has 
prairie dogs just call up land owners 
that do have them. A lot of the time they 
will gladly let you come shoot, as you 
are doing them a favor by getting rid of 
some of them. They can increase very 
quickly once they get established and 
are very detrimental to the land in large 
numbers.”

Emma (left) and Serena 
(right) sit next to one of 
the prairie dogs Emma 

claimed. 
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Emma Fleming (left) and Ethan Fleming (right) shoot 
prairie dogs from inside of the truck.

Above: Prairie Dog holes cause huge 
devastation to farms and ranches every year.

Right: Emma (left) and Ethan (right) pose with 
one of the prairie dogs they shot.


