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Shooting Range

The setting seemed more 
Great Plains than Alaska: rust-
ing farm machinery backlit 
by a fiery sunset, barley fields 
rippling in golden swaths, the 
horizon a living canvas of geese 
and sandhill cranes whirling in 
noisy flocks. Yet to the south a 
mountain range marched, and 
the September breeze fresh off 
the Arctic Circle blew brittle 
and permafrost-
cold. Those sub-
arctic clues left no 
doubt. The loam be-
neath my feet was 
a long, long way 
from North Dakota, 
Kansas or, really, 
anyplace else.

Awash in a mix 
of sunlight and long 
evening shadows, 
Sundance trotted 
out front, nose to 
the ground. A full 
day of hunting had 
taxed the little Brit-
tany, though even 
now he remained 

alert for one final covey. I 
brought up the rear, shotgun 
over one shoulder, thighs worn 
out from miles of walking.

The day had been good. 
I’d found solitude and broad 
spaces to hunt, luxuries never 
far away from we who live and 
wing-shoot in Alaska. More to 
the point, I’d come seeking a 
prairie connection. And beyond 
the geese and cranes and sun-

sets over 
g r a i n 
f i e l d s , 
I  h a d 
f o u n d 
it in the 
wings of 
a n  u n -
l i k e l y 
g r a s s -
l a n d 
bird.

***

N o t 
so long 
a g o , 
just be-
yond the 

fringes of written history, inte-
rior Alaska was a vast prairie 
linked to the steppes, or grass-
lands, of Eurasia. That con-
nection was lost about 11,000 
years ago when the ice of the 
last glacial age, the Pleistocene, 
dissolved in a global warming 
trend and raised sea levels 300 
feet or more.

Scientists who sift peats to 
collect and study pollens and 
silts accumulated over the 
eons tell us that, prior to the 
warming trend, interior Alaska 
was – even more than today – a 
land of extremes, a dry country 
of freezing winters and torrid 
summers. Meanwhile, more 
evidence gathered in Alaska 
and eastern Siberia points to 
the prehistoric existence of the 
Bering Land Bridge, a connec-
tion that once linked Eurasia 
and North America, providing 
ready passage for grassland 
animals and plants. In common 
to both continents are discov-
eries of bones, tusks and, on 
rare occasions, the bodies of 
Ice Age creatures deep-frozen 
in remarkable – even edible – 
condition.

Today the Interior is a mas-
sive basin drained by arterial 
rivers such as the Yukon, Ta-
nana, and Nenana. The basin 
is cradled to the south by the 
Alaska Range and to the north 
by the Brooks Range, the north-
ernmost extension of the Rocky 
Mountains. Travel into the high 
country on either side, where 
alpine valleys twist into remote 
box-canyons, and it is possible 
to feel you’ve stepped far back 
in time. Ice Age winds still 

Little Grouse on the Prairie
Alaska’s Bird Hunters Enjoy an Ice Age 

Leftover
By Ken Marsh

Sundance with an Interior Alaska 
sharp-tail grouse. Ken Marsh photo. 


