Grousing on the Prairie

Warren took the Huns and I kept the sharptails and the good people of New Berwick, Esther, Cereal and Consort are probably still talking about those two guys with southern accents who arrived with a jeep load of guns and dogs then spent 4 days hunting birds (even called chickens "sharptails . . .!". (rare 4-punctuation sentence ending there). 

As I type this Warren is driving west back to BC so I, with his blessings, am the designated scribe to give you a brief synopsis of our southeastern Alberta bird hunt. 

In the beginning it was a combination of exchanges via a common friend that made Warren Eastland and I decide to meet in Alberta and try for some native prairie birds. His Gordon setter Maggie has worked most of the upland bird species in North America but never Hungarian partridge, so we would try for some Huns while we were at it. The morning of the 28th had us roll out of Edmonton pre-dawn to give the geese a quick try but the field we were to shoot was empty so we continued on for the prairies of S. E. Alberta. First stop was Consort were we grabbed a cheap hotel room and dumped our unnecessary gear then started pounding prairie. That is bigger sky country than Montana - and with the drought and non-snow cover it was work to find non-grazed areas. Howling wind and chilly temps gave the dogs fits but we just kept calling on landowners (not one landowner refusal in a half dozen requests) and hitting the fields. We were on a steep learning curve and when we bumped 3 sharptails in hay stubble we thought maybe we had found the type. Not so. Over the next 3 days they were in alfalfa, wheat stubble, native prairie grass, sagebrush, field edges, open fields, silver willow thickets, and ditchbanks. We were not predicting well & our search images were somewhat different. Furthermore we watched incredulously as flushed birds flapped and sailed for over a mile, usually out of sight over the prairie so marking a re-flush was pointless. It is hard to be on guard for the wild flushes and the dog was essential. Maggie gave us just enough birdy warning to get ready whenever we crossed a track or the wind was to us, but strong steady winds usually meant that at least some areas were not hunted.

 I won’t comment on our shooting except to say it was challenging gunning – aw hell – we were shooting pretty poorly. The speed that sharpies get up and out, the synchronized flushes of 3-10 birds and the fact that they continue to accelerate well after a pheasant or ruffie has started gliding made for hard shooting. Each lunchtime we would try to make knowledgeable contacts in the small towns nearby and we soon learned that most hunters there knew little about sharpies either. Seemingly most sharpies were killed on the opening days of deer season as they were popped out of trees as .22 targets of opportunities. The new regs have seen to it that deer and sharptail season no longer overlap. One lady at the hospital gave us the big break – her former town near New Esther had lots of "stomping grounds" or leks and some guy had been dog training up there for decades. Off we went and as we parked a big covey of huns flushed. Over the next hour Maggie worked them like a champ finding covey holds and locating crippled birds in waist-high rose bushes so we ended up with three there, and later she worked a single sharpie for me to within 15 feet – got him too. We were learning. It seemed that morning and evening found sharpies near if not in cover similar to woodcock coverts. The also seem to make long daily flights to water and roost. Strange little owly birds! 

The prairie affects me in various ways; sometimes it seemed terribly bleak with abandoned farmsteads and dying railroad towns outnumbering the occupied ones. Other times it imparted that enduring sense of open spaciousness that made me feel like my chest could just expand and open up. It is so rare to find a wildlife habitat where the human population is dwindling and where one can see from horizon to horizon and not see a single occupied dwelling. In four days we never saw another hunter, but we did walk and drive up some fine mulies and whitetails step in lots of badger holes, see some impressive sunsets, and after the wind died had two days of clear cool calm hunting. We probably flushed 45 sharptails while hunting and a dozen or so more that we put out of roadside ditches. My little Lab Soda had a hard bird on which to start her upland career, but she seems to enjoy the various components of scenting, gunshot, retrieving, and generally dashing around, even if she can’t make sense of the flow and sequence of them all. 

We ended up with six birds for 3 ½ days of hard hunting. We hoped for more and ultimately were delighted with those we did honestly get. We lost none, got to watch a lot of fine dog work and developed a new respect for these subtly colored native prairie grouse. I hope that some of the Artemesian’s ears were burning because Warren and I enjoyed some real-time discussion (for a change) of our favorite posts and participants and some aspects of your various arguments and philosophies. We had our own philosophical discussions to wrestle with too. I would also encourage various members to give it a try getting together with other Artemis participants with whom you seem to electronically click. It makes a fine fine introduction to someone with whom you are likely to enjoy sharing time afield. 

