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steppes.

Interestingly, paleontolo-
gists who ply interior Alaska 
soils for Ice Age fossils have 
documented the presence of 
grassland birds that are likely 
ancestors of, if not direct pre-
cursors, of today’s sharptail 
grouse and willow ptarmi-
gan. In a fascinating chapter 
of Interior Alaska: A Journey 
Through Time, scientists R. 
Dale and Mary Lee Guthrie 
write: “Occasionally, pebbles 
of polished white quartz turn 
up in the wash screens. For a 
long time they remained a mys-
tery.” It took some time before 
experts solved the puzzle. “The 
pebbles,” write the Guthries, 
“turned out to be gizzard stones 
of Pleistocene grouse and ptar-
migan.”

In Alaska today, sharp-
tailed grouse are found in the 
Yukon River Valley from the 
Canada border to Holy Cross. 
Scattered populations appear in 
the upper regions of the Koyu-
kuk, Kuskokwim and Copper 
river valleys.

Although the broad steppes 
where they once flourished 
have largely grown into for-
ests, the birds survive in mar-
ginal habitats. They prefer 
open spaces such as old burns, 
spruce bogs, manmade clear-
ings and fields – places similar 
as possible to their prehistoric 
grasslands. Look for them near 
clearings bordered by cover of-
fering cranberries, blueberries 
and rose hips. The birds feed 
on these berries and, early in 
the fall, range into the fields, 

burns and meadows to stuff 
themselves on grasshoppers 
and other insects. Sharptails 
can also be found in semi-open 
areas of stunted spruce and 
tundra where bugs and berries 
are prevalent.

Like the prairie chickens, 
sage grouse, and sharptails of 
the Great Plains, Alaska sharp-
tails gather in certain areas 
each spring for breeding. These 
places, called leks, are in open 
areas where males attract mates 
by dancing, fluttering their 
wings and inflating yellow-
green sacks on their chests that 
resemble yolks fried sunny-side 
up.

The area I hunted – it’s been 
several years ago now – was the 
site of a 1978 state-sponsored 
agricultural project in which 
nearly 60,000 acres of timber 
were cleared for the production 
of barley. For various reasons, 
many of the farms failed, and 
the fields abandoned. Walking 
along the overgrown wind-
rows, it was hard not to feel in 
the empty barns and collaps-
ing fences a haunting sense of 
heartbreak.

Not all of the barley opera-
tions have gone the way of the 
mammoth. Some have held 
on while others have been re-
vived. Along the way, bison and 
coyotes – all prairie denizens 
– have generally prospered. 
Though it hasn’t always been 
that way.

I learned several years ago 
in an interview with state wild-
life biologist Ken Taylor (since 

retired) that Alaska’s native 
wood bison, direct descendants 
of Ice Age populations, died 
out as recently as 450 years 
ago. Taylor’s calculations were 
based on radiocarbon samples 
taken from the Interior. “I sus-
pect if we had a larger sample 
size we would have samples 
that are even more recent than 
that,” Taylor told me.

Even more intriguing are the 
stories still passed on among lo-
cal Athabascans. “We do have 
some indications from some of 
the villages that there is an oral 
history of people hunting bi-
son,” Taylor said. “We’ve talked 
to some of the elders (and) they 
remember their distant rela-
tives having done it and passed 
the stories down. And most oral 
histories are probably less than 
400 years old.”

The roughly 900 Plains bison 
roaming interior Alaska today 
were introduced from Montana 
in 1928. Like the sharptailed 
grouse, natural habitat is lim-
ited to open river plains, burns 
and meadows of grasses, vetch 
and sedges. But the Delta barley 
project expanded habitat for the 
bison, still prairie creatures at 
heart. And at the same time, the 
micro-grassland biome cleared 
by the hard work of hopeful 
settlers benefited sharptails 
in ways that delight upland 
sportsmen.
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