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It’s still pitch black when the 
prairie chicken booming ground stirs 
to life. The lack of visibility doesn’t 
seem to matter though. This is one 
annual outdoor performance that 
never waits for sunrise. As soon as 
the morning’s first chickens sail in and 
touch the ground, Act I of The Spring 
Ritual begins.

Somewhere on the dark prairie 
out front, the first male begins his 
dance. The bird bows and then, in a 
cadence too rapid to follow, begins 
to stomp both feet in blurring suc-
cession. The result is an audible tat-
too that immediately quickens to an 
intense drum roll. The force of the 
action causes the chicken to spin like 
a feathered wind up toy.

But the best of the show is yet to 
come. With feet still pounding, the 
bird bows again and begins to pump 
air into its leathery, orange neck sacs. 
Once the chicken’s neck is fully in-
flated, the prairie song begins. It is 
like no other. Eerie, weird, mournful, 
haunting. Once heard, the unique 
sound will be forever burned into 
your memory to be replayed time 
and again.

The chicken’s initial booming 
does not go unnoticed by other early 
arrivals. In a fit of intense jealous 
rage, a nearby male suddenly rushes 
the dancer. Beak to beak, toe to toe, 
the birds quickly square off. With 
hackles raised, the challenge begins. 
But neither bird is willing to back 
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down. Within seconds the cackling 
confrontation escalates to where both 
males are leaping straight into the air 
while audibly assaulting its opponent 
with beak, wing, and claw. A pair of 
male greater prairie chickens spar for 
dominance at the Kellerton Bird Con-
servation Area. Photo: Washburn

There’s 
good reason 
for all this 
aggression. 
For greater 
p r a i r i e 
chickens, 
s p r i n g 
booming 
g r o u n d s 
[ m o r e 
properly 
c a l l e d 
leks] are 
the very 
e s s e n c e 
of species 
survival. 
Although all adult males boom and 
dance, only the most dominate birds 
are allowed to occupy the lek’s center 
stage. This is where the females will 
eventually come to be courted.

Time flies and before long the 
eastern sky becomes tinged with the 
orange and reds of a new dawn. As 
light increases, the boomers display 
with increasing vigor. Here, amidst 
the seeming chaos of booming, spar-
ing, and retreating, the daily pecking 
order is reestablished. It’s an age 
old scenario. Dominant males to the 

center. Younger, more inexperienced 
birds to the outside.

By now the lek has become an 
amplified cauldron of sound as each 
bird does his best to out compete 
rivals. On a crisp morning, the co-
operative booming can be heard for 
a mile or more in all directions. One 
can only imagine the wall of sound 
that once greeted the spring sunrise 
as tens of thousands of greater prairie 
chickens boomed and danced across 
pre-settlement prairie landscapes.

Suddenly, and without fanfare, a 
lone female appears on the hilltop’s 
horizon. The males acknowledge her 
presence and the booming escalates 
to near hysteria. The hen pauses to 
briefly survey her surroundings. 
Satisfied that she has become the 

Iowa Wildlife

absolute center of attention, the bird 
gracefully strides toward the center 
of the lek.

A male greater prairie 
chickens displays on 
the booming ground 
at the Kellerton Bird 
Conservation Area


