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Ducks (tugaga), geese (dolmoya), and cranes (dal) are targeted 
by Upper Kuskokwim waterfowl hunters. In general, geese are the 
most desirable migratory waterfowl species among area hunters; 
however, various species of ducks comprise the largest part of 
the annual catch because they are much more abundant and 
somewhat easier to take. The meat of loons (dodzine) is generally 
not favored because of its texture and fi sh taste, while swans (tomo) 
are generally avoided by contemporary hunters because they are 

believed to mate for life. 

Throughout the area, several duck species are avoided. “Fish 
ducks” are a loosely-defi ned group of diving ducks that are 
generally not hunted because of the fi sh taste associated with the 
meat. While some ducks such as buffl eheads and mergansers fall 
into this category throughout the spring and summer, others, such 
as goldeneyes, are viewed as edible during the early spring and 

harvested accordingly.

Bird Behavior
Through the seasons, birds court a mate, breed and build a nest 
for their young. This behavior follows a cycle but differs between 

waterfowl, geese and upland game birds. 
Waterfowl courtship behavior is especially prominent among 
mallards from fall to spring. Nests are built 100 yards from water, 
and the male defends a section of territory containing the nest. 
Mallards molt twice a year, with the brightest plumage coming out in 

the fall and winter instead of in the spring like most birds.
Canada Geese in courting call to one another and display their 
plumage in distinctive ways. The nest is placed directly next to open 
water, and the male aggressively defends a section of territory, 
while the female defends the nest. During migration, geese move in 
conspicuous lines or V formation high in the air. They move south in 
the winter and north in the spring.  Wildlife management practices 
providing food in the winter have changed some migration patterns 

over the last 20 years.
Upland game birds such as grouse and ptarmigan in courtship strut 
around with bright red eye combs erect, stiffened wings dropped 
at their sides, tail elevated and fanned, and neck and upper breast 
feathers ruffed, along with aerial displays. Eggs are laid underneath 
a spruce tree or log, but most males do not defend the eggs or the 
female. One exception is the Willow Ptarmigan male, who will watch 
over the female, and even take care of the nest if the female is killed. 

Some spruce grouse also will defend the nest.

Telida Village has developed a series of subsistence 
brochures that will contribute towards keeping the 
tribal members healthy and the environment clean for 
future generations, fulfi lling the Indian General Assistance 
Program’s  objective to reduce the risk to human health 

and the environment.
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Waterfowl harvest among Nikolai and Telida hunters is both 
opportunistic and planned. At sites with a long history of productivity 
in the early spring, blinds of brush, upended stumps, or driftwood 
are sometimes constructed. These are situated near certain lakes 
and swamps, or along the river on large sandbars frequented by 

migratory waterfowl.

Decoys can improve upon hunting chances. Cardboard silhouettes 
are cut out and placed along bars frequented by migratory 
birds. Small pieces of driftwood which resemble the outline of 
waterfowl are sometimes used as well. Other hunters effectively 
use dispatched birds “propped-up” with sticks as decoys. Few 
hunters in the upper Kuskokwim area use fl oating or commercially 

manufactured decoys. 

In addition to the use of decoys, waterfowl, especially geese, may be 
lured through calling. Some area hunters, particularly those residing 
in Nikolai and Telida, are profi cient at vocally imitating geese. Others 
utilize either homemade or commercially manufactured callers. One 
of the most common homemade callers is an expended shotgun 
shell with a hole melted in the side. Used in a fl ute-like manner, this 

device is reported to be fairly effective. 

Shotguns are nearly the universal choice for 
contemporary waterfowl hunting. While most 
hunters favor 12-gauge weapons, l0-, 16-, 
and 20-gauge fi rearms are also utilized. Shot 
size varies with number 2 and number 4 most commonly used.  At 
times, .22 caliber rifl es are also employed, although generally their 
use is of a secondary nature, mostly to dispatch a wounded bird. 
Larger caliber rifl es such as .30-.06 are also utilized at times to take 
cranes which often fl y at altitudes beyond shotgun range, although 

success rates are low.

In anticipation of spring hunting, aluminum river boats are sometimes 
transported by snowmobiles to locations along area in the rivers 
that are historically known to open up early. Left in place until after 
break-up, hunters are able to seek waterfowl along stretches of river 

which do open early.

Alaska has more than 90 million acres of wetland habitat for use 
by breeding waterfowl, including muskegs, wet tundra, lakes, and 
rivers. Wetlands are simply lands that are wet, providing habitat for 
plants that prefer wet soil, aquatic plants, fi sh, birds, animals that 
feed on wetland vegetation, and the predators of those animals. 
The salt water or brackish wetlands include marshes, tidelands, 

estuaries and barrier island-lagoon systems. 

Game birds, including grouse and 
ptarmigan, were seasonally harvested by 
early day hunters primarily near the Alaska 

Range. Hunted in the late fall and early 
winter, spruce grouse often are taken 

along gravel bars, and hunted during the fall months along rivers. 
Grouse can also be found in leafl ess cottonwood (aspen), alder, or 
willow plants and trees. The appearance of ptarmigan in the riverine 
areas near Upper Kuskokwim settlements during the winter occurs 
when they leave their wintering areas in the Alaska Range foothills 

due to adverse weather conditions that make feeding diffi cult.

In the Alaska Native culture, Waterfowl 
have been consumed in large quantities 
more than any other birds. Almost 
all parts of the bird are eaten 
including meat, fat, bone marrow, 
organs, feet, head, brain, eyes 
and tongue. Even the gizzard is 
cleaned and eaten. The intestines, 
feathers, bones, and beaks are not eaten. 
Buffl eheads and goldeneye ducks are favored for their high fat 
content. The most popular method to prepare a bird is boiling it for 
soup. Eggs are also harvested and boiled. Another popular way 
of preserving the meat after plucking is to singe over a fi re, which 
requires skill so that the meat does not burn and acquire a bad taste. 
Singeing saves the skin and many people claim that singeing make 
the meat taste better. Smoking is another popular way of fl avoring 
and preserving bird meat. Birds can be smoked for days, even 

weeks, before being cooked.

Larger birds are used for two types of clothing, using the strongest 
skins from swans, cranes and eagles. The skin is tanned to remove 
the oil and to soften the skin. One style is made with feathered skin 
and the other style is feather fi lling or lining. The feathered skin is 
often lined with the skin of other animals for extra warmth and to 

prevent tearing. Caribou and fur often line larger bird garments.
The feathered garments are usually reversible. The feathered side 
is the warmest side and worn close to the body in the winter. On 
warmer days the feathers can be worn outside decoratively. Many 
specialized warm garments have been made from the softest 

feathered necks and breasts of ducks.

In the community, the waterfowl is considered a delicacy. To show 
respect, a portion of the fi rst waterfowl of the season was given to 
the Elders. This was an especially joyful time for the Elders because 
it was a sign they had survived another long winter with the return 

of the birds.
Traditionally the members of the hunting camp would share 
waterfowl among themselves, and when enough were caught they 

would return to share the rest with the entire village.

Hunting opportunities among Nikolai and Telida waterfowl hunters 
are best in the early spring (mid-April to early May) before large 
stretches of river and area lakes open up. Access to hunting locations 
is often by snowmobile, especially in April. While some McGrath 
and Takotna waterfowl hunters hunt during this same period, others 

commence hunting a little later in the spring.
Among Nikolai and Telida hunters, waterfowl hunting tapers off in 
late May or early June “when their eggs start getting big” in the 
oviduct, although some harvest may occur throughout the summer 
if the need arises, although the primary hunting period may extend 

well into June. 
In late summer and early fall, hunting activities increase again 
as young birds mature, although harvest levels at this time are 
markedly lower than those during the spring. Fall hunting is 
fairly limited among area residents as the birds are often diffi cult 
to approach and many have already departed the area by the 

September fi rst season opening.
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