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Preface

The owner of a motel in 29 Palms, California, near the Joshua Tree National Park, asked me why I was writing a book on an extinct bird when there are so many living birds to write about. I guess the answer is three-fold.

First, the Passenger Pigeon was the commonest bird in the world, and phenomenally abundant, and yet it has now been extinct for a century. The story of how it lived and how we drove it to extinction fascinates me, even though bits of the story are missing, and others need to be filled in by guesswork. Had you lived in the USA in 1800, or probably even in 1850, and had you been asked to name a bird that would be extinct in the wild by Easter 1900, then it is almost inconceivable that you would have chosen the Passenger Pigeon.

Second, for a nature conservationist like myself, extinction is generally deemed to be a ‘bad thing’. We should use the centenary of the extinction of the Passenger Pigeon to examine how bad a thing it really is – and, if we believe it is a bad thing, then we should do more to prevent future extinctions. Only by examining case studies such as that of the Passenger Pigeon can we assess the impact of the loss of wild beauty from our world. Most of that loss is careless and unnecessary – and yet it has happened time and again, and it keeps on happening. Only by making an honest assessment of those impacts can we look forward to the future with a clearer gaze.

Third, the loss of the Passenger Pigeon was not an event separate from everything happening in the USA in the nineteenth century. This was the century of the American Civil War and the abolition of slavery, the century in which the West was won. The USA grew from 16 states in 1800 to 45 in 1900, and its population grew from five million to 76 million. The pace of change was rapid, and the destruction of natural resources, of which the Passenger Pigeon was a casualty, happened at an astonishing speed. In Europe, we gradually diminished our nature over centuries – but the American way was to rid the continent of vast areas of wilderness, and the species that lived there, within a generation. This book is a lot about the Passenger Pigeon, but also quite a lot about the USA in which the Passenger Pigeon lived and died, and died out.

I didn’t say all that while checking in, of course. But if I had, I think my host might next have asked what made me, an English biologist, rather than an American historian, tackle the subject. That would be a fair question, and the only answer I can give is that it was the bird, the country and the recency that made me do it. The Passenger Pigeon had a way of life like no other on the planet, and we have lost its wonder forever. America is a fascinating mixture of bigotry and friendliness and grandeur and banality, and this was a very American extinction. And it all happened so recently. There were still Passenger Pigeons in the forests of Wisconsin and Michigan when each of my grandparents was born. Who wouldn’t want to tell those stories?

In this book, I take a particular line on certain issues and I might as well explain some of them up front. I describe the Europeans who populated what is now the USA as European invaders, rather than as settlers or colonists. If, in the years after 1492, increasing numbers of Native Americans had landed in Europe and built cities or roamed the countryside trapping Foxes and Rabbits; if they had tricked us Europeans into treaties that set the rules of engagements between our two peoples and then systematically reneged on them to our great disadvantage; if they had subdued us with force and instigated policies within their own legislatures that required our removal from our ancestral lands – then we would describe them as invaders. They would be efficient and successful invaders, but invaders nonetheless.

I follow the handy American usage of referring to ‘extinction’ when I mean the global loss of a species and ‘extirpation from [named place]’ as the equivalent of local extinction. Moreover, although we often use the terms ‘going extinct’ or ‘went extinct’, you will not find them in this book because I do not believe that species go gentle into that bad night of extinction. They are pushed. And therefore I use the terms ‘driven to extinction’ and ‘made extinct’ quite a lot. That might irritate you a little as you read through this book, so I mention it now by way of explanation.

The Passenger Pigeon’s main foods, which shaped its existence, were beech mast (beechnuts), oak acorns and chestnuts. I refer to these by their common names often, but collectively they are sometimes referred to as ‘tree mast’ in order to save space.

I am a scientist by training, trying to be a writer, after being a professional conservationist, and needing to be a bit of a historian to produce this book. Since it is a truth universally acknowledged that no mere man can multitask, this project was doomed from the start – but it’s the best I could do.

Mark Avery, Northamptonshire

@markavery

March 2014


CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

The pigeon was a biological storm.

Aldo Leopold

On 1 September 1914, between midday and 1 pm, in the Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden, Cincinnati, Ohio, a pigeon breathed her last, and with her died her species.

The pigeon was known as Martha, and the species was the Passenger Pigeon. Amongst all extinctions, this example remains unusual in two respects: the precision with which the timing is known, and the overwhelming abundance of the species just a few decades earlier – for, just a few decades before Martha died, the Passenger Pigeon was the commonest bird on Earth.

The last reliably recorded wild Passenger Pigeon had died a few years earlier, in 1900, in Pike County, Ohio. We can regard the record as reliable, as the bird was shot and the mounted skin can be seen in the Ohio Historical Society headquarters in Columbus. This Passenger Pigeon was also a female, and she was named ‘Buttons’, because the mounted specimen originally had buttons placed where her eyes had once been. Although a number of sightings of Passenger Pigeons were reported over the next few years none has been regarded as believable – and so the species lived on only in captivity, and from 1902 solely in Cincinnati Zoo, through the early years of the twentieth century.

The Passenger Pigeons in Cincinnati Zoo were all of captive origin, and they played out their lives without ever casting a shadow on the forests that were their natural home. A century earlier the Passenger Pigeon was so abundant that its flocks would block out the sun for hours at a time, as they passed by in numbers which are almost unimaginable for those of us who did not witness them, and which were almost incalculable even for those who did.

A century has passed since we lost the Passenger Pigeon, and I hope that the centenary might prompt us to consider what the loss of the commonest bird in the world tells us, if anything, about our own species’ stewardship of the planet. What might be the message from Martha the Passenger Pigeon? That is the theme of this book, although in Chapter 6 I will introduce you to another Martha who fills in some more of the story.

This book is mainly about two species, the Passenger Pigeon (Ectopistes migratorius) and our own (Homo sapiens), although many others play their parts in the story. It was probably as late as 1850 that the global human population first exceeded that of the Passenger Pigeon, and only in the 1880s or 1890s that the human population of the USA exceeded that of the bird. It’s a little like that in this book. At the beginning we are dealing very much with the Passenger Pigeon, but by the end we are focusing much more on ourselves.

Chapter 2 describes the basics of Passenger Pigeon biology, and also explores the ways in which this species was adapted to the forests of eastern North America.

How many Passenger Pigeons once existed on Earth is the subject of Chapter 3.

In Chapter 4 we go on a journey through the present-day United States, visiting places that were of relevance in the Passenger Pigeon story to gain greater insights into the bird and its fate.

Chapter 5 addresses the causes of the extinction of the Passenger Pigeon. The puzzle lies not so much in why the species declined, because there are so many reasons for that, but more in how we managed to finish it off so quickly, in a matter of a few short decades. There’s quite a lot about our species in Chapter 5, because it was us who drove the Passenger Pigeon to extinction.

In Chapter 6 we go on another journey, but this time it is through time, to explore the events – ecological, social and political – which affected the Passenger Pigeon and many other species in the years running up to 1914. There is less about the Passenger Pigeon and more about us in this chapter, but also more about the Bison, the Carolina Parakeet, the Eskimo Curlew, the Rocky Mountain Locust and the Xerces Blue butterfly, as well as references to ‘Cowboys and Indians’, Jesse James and his gang, General George Armstrong Custer and a variety of presidents.

In Chapter 7 we address the question ‘does extinction matter?’ I have a strong view on this – and although describing the fate of the Passenger Pigeon has modulated that view a little, it is up to each of us to come to our own answer on that question.

Finally, Chapter 8 brings me, and English readers of this book, back to present-day conservation issues nearer to home, and in particular to the rapid decline of the Turtle Dove in English farmland around where I live. Will this be another Passenger Pigeon, and this time will we care, and will we save it? This is the real test. A hundred years on, are we listening? Will we hear the message from Martha and act upon it?

What of Martha herself? After death her body was sent to the Smithsonian Institution in Washington DC encased in a block of ice. She was measured, mounted and displayed for many years, but she is now hidden away from the public gaze.


CHAPTER TWO

The biology of an extinct bird

There are known knowns – these are things we know that we know. There are known unknowns – that is to say, there are things that we now know we don’t know. But there are also unknown unknowns – there are things we do not know we don’t know.

Donald Rumsfeld

I have crossed the Atlantic Ocean ten times in my life, on five visits to North America, the first of which was in the early 1980s. On each outward journey I have flicked through the pages of a small paperback book entitled A Field Guide to the Birds East of the Rockies to help prepare myself for the new birds of an unfamiliar continent. My copy, stained, well-thumbed, and much-loved, is the 1980 edition (‘Completely new!’ it says on the front cover) of Roger Tory Peterson’s classic field guide.

Peterson was born in Jamestown, New York, in the period when, in today’s conservation terms, the Passenger Pigeon was ‘extinct in the wild’ but when Martha, and others, lived on in captivity. The first edition of his Field Guide to the Birds was published in 1934 when Peterson was just 26. In the same year, Adolf Hitler became Germany’s head of state (he was already chancellor), Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow were ambushed and killed in Louisiana, a May dust storm removed huge amounts of topsoil from the Great Plains, and F. Scott Fitzgerald published Tender is the Night.

On page 181 of my copy are illustrated the familiar Rock Dove (the ancestor of the feral pigeons that throng our cities) in the bottom right, the White-winged Dove (which I have enjoyed seeing in the deserts of Arizona) in the centre and, towards the top left, the Mourning Dove, a common and familiar bird across much of the USA and southern Canada. But circled in the very top left-hand corner of the page is the head and neck of a Passenger Pigeon, labelled ‘extinct’. It seems a quixotic gesture to keep the image of a long-extinct bird alive in the pages of a book designed to help us identify today’s living birds. It is a gesture which I admire, and I wonder about the motivation of Peterson and his publisher. Did it have a deep motive? I like to think so – for, in what I am sure is a little-read note in the front of the book, Peterson wrote that ‘the observation of birds leads inevitably to environmental awareness.’

Despite its presence in the Peterson Field Guide, we are a bit limited in how much we can observe the Passenger Pigeon these days – but a review of its biology can still lead to greater environmental awareness. Through examining the old records and thinking about the Passenger Pigeon in the light of modern biological knowledge, we can, even now, appreciate that this was not ‘just another pigeon’ – the details of its behaviour and ecology mark it out as being exceptional. When we drove the Passenger Pigeon to extinction we not only destroyed a unique species – every species is unique, after all – but also a uniquely interesting species.

This chapter describes and discusses the basic ecology of the Passenger Pigeon. However, before we learn about the bird itself we ought to dip into the life of the Passenger Pigeon’s most prominent biographer, Arlie William Schorger, who was born in Republic, Ohio, in 1884 and died in 1972. From reading his obituaries in The Auk (the journal of the American Ornithologists’ Union) and the Passenger Pigeon (the journal of the Wisconsin Society for Ornithology), it seems that Schorger was an interesting if not an easy man. ‘Stubborn’ is one of the words that come to mind when reading about Schorger. He stubbornly refused to wear a hearing aid in his later years despite poor hearing, and he stubbornly battled with editors to ensure that they changed little or nothing of his original carefully considered wording. Two colleagues smiled when they saw they were acknowledged for reading the draft of his book on the Passenger Pigeon, as neither could detect a single instance where he had changed anything in response to their comments.

Schorger spent most of his working life as a chemist. He specialised in waterproofing, and accumulated over 30 patents. But he was also a naturalist, and in 1951 he became a professor of wildlife management at the University of Wisconsin. A colleague, however, said that ‘the content of his lectures was as excellent as his delivery was uninspiring’, and he moved out of lecturing fairly quickly. It was during this time that he wrote The Passenger Pigeon: its Natural History and Extinction. The book was published in 1955, and for it he was awarded the American Ornithologists’ Union’s Brewster Medal in 1958.

One writer described Schorger as plain and unprepossessing, and others remarked that he rarely smiled. His prose has also been described as plain, and dispassionate, but maybe that added to its persuasiveness.

After reading all the scientific information about the Passenger Pigeon that he could lay his hands on, Schorger scanned the annals of the local newspapers for news items on the comings and goings of the species and the impacts of hunters. He spent his lunch hours, weekends and spare time for more than twenty years amassing information. This contrasts somewhat with the approach used by the author of this book, so I am glad to acknowledge a huge debt to Schorger. Not surprisingly, he was described as meticulous, diligent, thorough, untiring and precise.

Schorger’s colleague at Wisconsin, Joseph J. Hickey, wrote of the book that ‘there is no question about this being the final and definitive monograph on the species’ – a view with which I would not argue. Indeed, as must any writer on the Passenger Pigeon, I have taken much of what Schorger wrote as almost gospel, and I have paused for a long time before departing from his views at all. But I hope that what this book can add now is a modern perspective on a long-gone species, and that I for my part can add a little of more modern biological thinking to the story than could Schorger, a chemist but a naturalist, around sixty years ago.

BIOLOGY OF THE BIRD

The Passenger Pigeon was a little larger than the Stock Dove of Europe, and quite a lot larger than the still-common Mourning Dove. Unlike the familiar pigeons and doves of the USA or Europe, the Passenger Pigeon showed noticable sexual dimorphism. The male had a beautiful grey-blue back and bright orange throat and chest, while the female, though only slightly smaller, was quite considerably duller in plumage. The male had bright orange eyes and coral legs and feet.

Both sexes had long broad wings and both had a notably long and graduated tail. Even now, even looking at a mounted specimen, this looks like a bird made for speed, with a powerful chest and a streamlined appearance. It deserves its alternative name of the 'Blue Meteor’.

John Muir (1838–1914), the Scot who moved to Wisconsin as a boy, and who did so much to establish the US National Park system, wrote as follows of the Passenger Pigeons he saw in those Midwest woods and fields in his teenage years:

The breast of the male is a fine rosy red, the lower part of the neck behind and along the sides changing from the red of the breast to gold, emerald green and rich crimson. The general color of the upper parts is grayish blue, the under parts white. The extreme length of the bird is about seventeen inches; the finely modeled slender tail about eight inches, and extent of wings twentyfour inches. The females are scarcely less beautiful. ‘Oh, what bonnie, bonnie birds!’ we exclaimed over the first that fell into our hands. ‘Oh, what colors! Look at their breasts, bonnie as roses, and at their necks aglow wi’ every color juist like the wonderfu’ wood ducks. Oh, the bonnie, bonnie creatures, they beat a’! Where did they a’ come fra, and where are they a’ gan? It’s awfu’ like a sin to kill them!’ To this some smug, practical old sinner would remark: ‘Aye, it’s a peety, as ye say, to kill the bonnie things, but they were made to be killed, and sent for us to eat as the quails were sent to God’s chosen people, the Israelites, when they were starving in the desert ayont the Red Sea. And I must confess that meat was never put up in neater, handsomer-painted packages.’

Rather strangely, we do not have a very good estimate of how much Passenger Pigeons weighed – this is surprising for a bird that was often shot and trapped and ended up in pies. A weight of around 350 grams seems to be about right, with males being heavier and females lighter, and this weight seems in keeping with its body length of 41 centimetres for males and 35 centimetres for females (between the size of Europe's Wood Pigeon and Stock Dove).

The scientific name, Ectopistes migratorius, means ‘wandering migrant’, and we need to think of the Passenger Pigeon as a nomad, moving in great flocks to wherever its food was to be found. The main breeding range was approximately bordered on the east by the Atlantic Ocean and on the west by the Mississippi River, to the north by the Great Lakes and to the south by the southern borders of Kentucky, West Virginia, Pennsylvania and New York, but there are many records of nesting, including large colonies, away from this main breeding range. Outside of the breeding season the large flocks roamed widely to the north, the south and the west of the breeding areas. There was something of an autumn migration through August, September and October when flocks flooded down to the southeastern USA, but Passenger Pigeons were found widely (but thinly) across the Great Plains states, and the wanderings of some took them as far north as Hudson Bay.

This range reflects the distribution of the American Beech, Red Oak, White Oak and American Chestnut – the trees most important for the Passenger Pigeon. To the north, conifers began to predominate. To the west, grasslands took over, to the east was the ocean, and to the south, the Gulf of Mexico – and the ranges of all these trees ended in northern Florida. This was a bird of the eastern American deciduous forests.

The most important ecological factor determining the Passenger Pigeon’s abundance and distribution was the production of mast by the American Beech, various oak species and American Chestnut. Beech and oak trees, the most important sources of food for Passenger Pigeons, vary greatly from year to year in their mast production, depending on the weather and other factors. Mature American Beech trees, the most favoured mast-producing species, only produce appreciable amounts of seed every 2–8 years, and these years of abundance are synchronised over hundreds of square kilometres. The life of a Passenger Pigeon was a constant search for areas rich in tree mast.

Wherever there had been a good beech or oak crop the previous autumn, that is where the pigeons would nest the next spring, as soon as the snow departed and the seed crop was exposed again to be exploited. Maybe the birds remembered the locations of good mast production from the preceding autumn, or maybe they reconnoitred each spring, or perhaps it was a mixture of the two.

Throughout the year, Passenger Pigeons fed in large flocks, scouring the forest floor for fallen tree mast. John Wheaton (1841–87) wrote of the feeding of Passenger Pigeons in an American Beech wood as follows:

In the fall of 1859 … I had an opportunity of observing a large flock while feeding. The flock … present[ed] a front of over a quarter of a mile, with a depth of nearly a hundred yards. In a very few moments those in the rear, finding the ground stripped of mast, arose above the tree tops and alighted in front of the advance column. This movement soon became continuous and uniform, birds from the rear flying to the front so rapidly that the whole had the appearance of a rolling cylinder, having a diameter of about 50 yards, its interior filled with flying leaves and grass. The noise was deafening and the sight confusing to the mind.

A Passenger Pigeon swallowing a handful of acorns might store them for a while in its crop (where they aren’t digested, just stored), and there are accounts of birds with their crops as large as oranges because they were so filled with food. The crops of well-fed birds that were shot sometimes burst on contact with the ground, and from them might spill 17 acorns or 28 beechnuts.

As well as the nuts of forests trees, other vegetable matter was readily consumed (as we might expect from a pigeon), including wild rice, every manner of berry such as cranberries in late summer, and the nuts and seeds of just about every deciduous tree (and some coniferous ones) in the Passenger Pigeon’s range. They also supplemented their diet with insects, molluscs and worms.

Given the catholic diets of many pigeon species, it comes as no surprise that sometimes they switched their attention to cultivated crops. The Passenger Pigeon was a pest, at times, to those European invaders who were growing cereals. In Iowa, farmers delayed sowing wheat until after the pigeon migration so as to avoid losing the precious seed cast on the soil. Small boys were employed full-time to scare pigeons off seeded areas, and they had to get up early and work long hours to get their money, as a large flock of pigeons could do irreparable damage to any crop in just a few minutes. It is surely not a complete accident that the modern grain drill, which sets the seed into the soil out of the reach of surface-feeding birds, was invented in Horicon, Wisconsin, in 1860 – an area that was one of the last areas of abundance of the Passenger Pigeon. (Its inventor was Daniel Van Brunt, but he was not immortalised by having a band named after him like Jethro Tull, whose seed drill never really got off the ground – as it were.)

Passenger Pigeons would throw up the contents of their crops if they found more tempting food. This habit was said by farmers to be responsible for the spread of Pigeon Grass (or Green Foxtail) through arable areas of Michigan. And imagine the feelings of any farmer who saw flocks of pigeons regurgitating the rye seeds they had just taken from one of his fields so they could start on the wheat in another.

Birds do not have teeth, and therefore cannot chew, so in order to aid digestion they have muscular gizzards in which the food is ground down. After being stored in the crop, food passes into the stomach, where digestion starts, and then into the gizzard to be further broken down
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