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After that first sharptail, 
Sundance and I walked for per-
haps three miles along the road 
through the burn. The overcast 
September day had grown 
warm, the walking easy. At one 
point, the dog put up a pair of 
birds that I missed cleanly with 
both barrels. I managed to take 
one of them on a follow-up 
flush in the burn where fallen 
timber created a difficult ob-
stacle course that forced the dog 
to crawl, snuffling, and me to 
high-step awkwardly.

By early afternoon, we re-
turned to camp to rest and plan 
the rest of the day. There were 
plenty of old fields around 
to hunt, places edged with 
berries and cover needed to 
sustain large numbers of birds. 
Meanwhile, the nearby Tanana 
Hills promised good hunting 
for ruffed and spruce grouse, 
birds of a different feather that 
promised their own shooting 
challenges.

As it turned out, though, 
the sharptails weren’t through 
with us yet.

I was sitting, finishing a 
sandwich with Sundance curled 
up nearby, resting his yellow 
Brittany eyes, when I looked 
up and saw them. Not 30 feet 
away, over ground we had just 
hunted, a covey of a dozen or 
more sharptails appeared, ten-
tatively poking their heads out 
of the grass and shrubs beside 
the road.

I picked up my shotgun. 
Sundance popped up from his 
bed, ready in an instant. Within 

a half-dozen steps the air was 
filled with drumming wings 
and grouse cackles. Seconds 
later, as birds sailed over the 
burn in all directions, Sundance 
was retrieving the two I had 
dropped.

By the fire that night, Sun-
dance stopped twitching and 
the coyotes in the fields quit 
yipping. The sky cleared, the 

stars silver and burning as they 
did 15,000 years ago when inte-
rior Alaska was a place of great, 
furry elephants. From their 
high places, those stars have 
seen a lot of changes down here. 
But as I crawled into my sleep-
ing bag, it was good to know 
that a few things, particularly 
little things that cackle and fly 
on polka-dotted wings, remain 
very much the same.

Ken Marsh has lived in 
Alaska since shortly after the 
last Ice Age and has been fish-
ing and hunting the South-
central region since before the 

Parks Highway was built. He 
has never actually seen a live 
woolly mammoth and today 
works as the information officer 
for the Division of Sport Fish in 
Anchorage. 

Sundance and sharptails. Ken Marsh photo. 


