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moan through these places and, 
in your mind, they can resurrect 
the woolly mammoths, Pleisto-
cene horses and steppe bison 
that once roamed here.

Ultimately, the Pleistocene’s 
end was marked by climatic 
changes and the land evolved 
accordingly. Shrubs and boreal 
forests began to appear and, 
over time, animals of the van-
ishing grasslands that could 
not adapt died out. Today, 
only remnant survivors persist. 
Moose, Dall sheep, and Ameri-
can bison (thought to be direct 
descendants of the steppe bison 
that moved south to populate 
the steppes – or Great Plains – 
of what is now the Lower 48) 
are examples of Pleistocene 
leftovers.

And so I had come to the 
Delta area east of Fairbanks, 
shotgun in hand and bird dog 
in tow, in search of an evolution-
ary holdout, a creature perhaps 
humbler than a bison, though 
to hard-bitten wing-shooters 
no less intriguing. I’d come 
to hunt a vestige bird, a prai-
rie grouse whose origins can 
be traced to Alaska’s bygone 
steppes. Commonly associated 
with the fields and dry gullies 
of the American West, the bird 
I pursued was the sharp-tailed 
grouse.

***

In camp that  night ,  I 
watched Sundance sleep, his 
legs twitching in fitful spasms 
while out in the fields, not far 
beyond the campfire glow, 
gangs of coyotes yipped. If bird 
dogs can dream – and I believe 

that they can – the Brittany was 
almost certainly reliving the 
day, envisioning the fields and 
burns and coveys of sharptails 
that cackled and sailed away 
like fleeting prayers on polka-
dotted wings.

We’d gotten into them early 
in the day along an old fire road 
traversing a burn. Knee-high 
wild rose and berry shrubs 
flanked the road, offering likely 
cover and forage for adaptable 

charred spruces. The country 
was too exposed for forest 
grouse – ruffed and spruce 
grouse share the region – so 
there was no mistaking what 
made those tracks. Nose low, 
Sundance slipped into the 
shrubs, focused on a scent, 
moving in fast, ever-tightening 
circles. I checked my shotgun, a 
blonde-stocked SKB 20-gauge. 
The air seemed suddenly elec-
tric. I brought the gun to port 
arms, ready; that little Brittany 
was not one to lie.

Abruptly, Sundance stopped 
and turned 90 degrees toward 
the thick cover. A lone grouse 
launched on thumping wings. 
It was a straight-away shot and 
I never heard the report; just felt 
my heart beat once, then saw 
the puff of brown and white 
feathers.

Sundance fetched the bird 
and, before the smell of burned 
powder cleared, I was examin-
ing those distinctive polka-
dotted wings and that wispy, 
pointed tail. The yellow combs 
arched over liquid-brown eyes. 
The proof was unequivocal: We 
had found the prairie grouse. 
Right there in the heart of sub-
arctic Alaska.

***

Sharptails thrive in places 
like the Yellowstone country 
of western Montana where 
I’ve hunted them on past occa-
sions. Set in the shadow of the 
Absaroka Range, the autumn 
air frosty and spiced with sage, 
the cheat-grass hills form a 
high-prairie region that prob-
ably resembles Alaska’s Ice Age 
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grassland grouse. Then, in the 
yellow dust atop the hoof prints 
of a bison herd, I found a set of 
three-toed, chicken-like tracks.

Beyond the rose and berry 
shrubs, the burn was wide 
open, overgrown with grasses 
and sparsely punctuated by 
the dead, spine-like trunks of 


