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number of authors publishing on the range of the Greater Sage-

Grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus) and Gunnison Sage-Grouse (C.
mimimus; Young et al. 2000) have included southwestern Kansas in the
known historical range for the genus (Cable et al. 1996, Braun 1998,
Schroeder et al. 1999). The only known extant citations for the occur-
rences of any sage-grouse in Kansas are those of Goss (1883, 1886) and
Cable et al. (1996).

Goss’s (1883, 1886) record for sage-grouse came from “the authority
of Mr Will. T. Cavanaugh, Assistant Secretary of State,” who reported
observing and shooting sage-grouse near the southwestern part of
Kansas during the 1870s. The southwestern part of Kansas is within 240
km of the historic range of sage-grouse in Colorado (Young et al. 2000).
Cable et al. (1996) cited observations of sage-grouse harvested in Morton
County, Kansas, in the early 1930s.

Anecdotal historical records such as those used by Goss pose prob-
lems for understanding the past distribution of sage-grouse populations.
Did Cavanaugh actually know where he was? This question is not as
absurd as it may appear: southwestern Kansas was largely unsettled by
European-Americans in the 1870s. There were no roads here, only the
Santa Fe Trail and some military trails used by the U.S. Army. Most peo-
ple knew their location only by geographic features and by the amount
of time it took to travel between known points (and this, in turn, pre-
sumed that both points were at known locations in respective states!).

Of the three tall species of sagebrush closely associated with sage-
grouse habitat, Big Sagebrush (Artemesia tridentata), Three-tip
Sagebrush (A. tripartita), and Silver Sagebrush (A. cana), none are
known to have occurred in Kansas (Stephens 1973). The dominant—and
only—shrubby sage found in Kansas is the Sand or Sandhill Sage (A. fil-
tfola) This species is characteristic of the Artemesia filifolia Shrubland
Alhance found in southwestern and south-central Kansas (Lauver et al.
1999).

Vagaries in nomenclature also present problems in evaluating the his-
torical literature. Captain Albert Barnitz, Seventh U.S. Cavalry, noted in
an 1868 letter to his wife that he shot two “sage hens” while camped on
Cavalry Creek in present-day Comanche County. Barnitz thought these
birds to be “much like prairie chickens” (Utley 1977). It is quite likely that
Barnitz’s two sage hens were Lesser Prairie-Chickens (Tympanuchus pal-
hdicinctus). Many rural Kansans still refer to this species as “sage hen”
because of its affinity for Sandhill Sage.

Isolated records of birds harvested, while always of general interest,
do not necessarily represent viable or wild populations. Biases of memo-
ry and lack of skill in identification can also pose difficulties, and the
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inference of the presence of established populations from these old
records may be untoward.

Goss (1891) dropped the Sage Grouse from his later compendium on
the history of Kansas birds. Thompson and Ely (1989) regard the genus
as being of hypothetical occurrence in Kansas. Based on such sketchy hus-
torical evidence that populations of sage-grouse even occurred in the
Sandhill Sage areas of southwestern and south-central Kansas, the genus
should be considered hypothetical. Compilations of avian distribution
(e. g. Schroeder et al. 1999) should not include Kansas as part of the his-
torical range of sage-grouse unless better evidence is uncovered.
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