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\BY.SHANE R, MAHONEY

In the Passenger Pigeon's Shadow

“| SEE, IN THE EVENING AIR, HOW DARKNESS COMES
DOWN ON WHAT WE DO.” — THEODORE ROETHKE

The Passenger Pigeon was likely, at one time, the most numerous bird on earth
with a population estimated at five billion individuals. If accurate, that would
have meant that perhaps one out of three wild birds in America belonged to this
species. Their range extended throughout the primary forests of eastern North
America and extended as far west as Montana and Texas, with breeding colonies
as far north as Hudson Bay, Ontario, Canada. Handsome, with slate-blue rump
and head and wine-colored breast, the Passenger Pigeon was somewhat larger
than a mourning dove and possessed a streamlined body beautifully designed
for fast and elegant flight.

Highly social, these birds did not disperse across the landscape as most species
do, nor migrate from one local to another with the seasons. Rather, throughout
the year they travelled in massive flocks, moving from one feeding location to
another, feasting on “mast,” such as seeds, acorns and beach nuts or the plantings
of rye and wheat. Their food requirements were prodigious as their flying
columns sometimes stretched for literally hundreds of miles, took days to pass
overhead and contained hundreds of millions of individuals and even more.

John James Audubon, America’s great artist and hunter-naturalist, recorded a
single flock in 1813 that he estimated contained more than one billion birds. But
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even this pales alongside the flock that flew over Ontario in the
spring of 1860. This incredible concentration of avian life was
estimated to contain 3.7 billion individuals.
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adding to the take of birds that occurred for food, fertilizer, and
as a fattening crop for hogs which would sometimes be driven

a hundred miles to feed at the roosting and nesting sites. Such
efforts alone could not destroy the immense flocks, however.
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In their superabundance, hunting the Passenger Pigeon was
easy and could be accomplished by just waving a pole amidst
low-flying birds. Guns, and baiting practices and especially the
increased use of nets all increased the kill over time, though
as long as enough of the birds’ roosting and nesting locations
remained free of exploitation, their numbers seemed to rebound.
But once these critical areas could be pinpointed and tracked, a
new era of market exploitation commenced and the curtain of
extinction began to fall, slowly at first and then with an ever-
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and sustainable use. We may take great pride tk tithose animals
we hunt have, virtually without exception, risen from imperiled
numbers of a century ago to great abundance and security today.

Some say we never learn from our mistakes, but this is not
altogether true. As hunters, we should lament the Passenger
Pigeon’s fate and remember just how progressive and worthwhile
our new conservation ethic is. And we must commit ourselves...
to never again! 7



