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            ‘John Wilson Foster’s new book is a gem in every sense: small but perfect in the hand, elegantly written and full of evocative, deeply researched interest, both in the bird and American social history.’ – Michael Viney, Irish Times

            
                

            

            ‘Foster … has produced one of the loveliest of literary meditations on the pigeon and its fate.’ – Rick Wright, Birding 

            
                

            

            Among John Wilson Foster’s books are Nature in Ireland: A Scientific and Cultural History (senior ed., Lilliput, 1997), Titanic (Penguin, 1999), The Age of Titanic: Cross-Currents in Anglo-American Culture (Merlin, 2002), The Cambridge Companion to the Irish Novel (ed., Cambridge University Press, 2006) and Between Shadows: Modern Irish Writing and Culture (Irish Academic Press, 2009). He was born and educated in Belfast, received his PhD from the University of Oregon, and spent his teaching and research career at the University of British Columbia, Vancouver. He is currently Professor of Modern Irish Literature at the University of Ulster. He has been an amateur ornithologist on both sides of the Atlantic for several decades and became intrigued by the extraordinary life and strange death of the passenger pigeon as far back as 1990.
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               The posture Thoreau noted, captured by K. Hayashi in Whitman’s Orthogenetic Evolution in Pigeons (1919)

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

            – PILGRIMS OF THE AIR –

         

         
            ‘Wonderfully prolific, having the vast forests of the North as its breeding grounds, traveling hundreds of miles in search of food, it is here today and elsewhere tomorrow.’

            – Report of a Select Committee of the Senate of Ohio rejecting a bill proposing to protect the passenger pigeon (1857)

         

         
            ‘Now they was plenty of wild pigeons, now you show me any of them in these days. You don’t hear of none or see none nowhere, do you? But they said they was plumb thick. When they was a good beech mast, they said, they was just plumb thick, they just come, just droves and droves of ’em. Said they just got plumb fat on that beech mast, now you don’t hear of them anymore.’

            – Burl Hammons (b.1908), West Virginia

         

         
            ‘Whatever I talk about is yesterday By the time I see anything it is gone’

            – W. S. Merwin, ‘Talking’
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               Mark Catesby’s pioneering 18th-century depiction
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            – Pleasant Valley, New York –

         

         It is one hundred and sixty miles from Worcester, Massachusetts to Pleasant Valley, New York. Driving west on the I-90, then on Taconic Parkway, then west on US-44, one might take a little over two and a half hours to get there. It would have taken a great deal longer in 1911 when no parkways or freeways existed and a patchwork of railways competed for routes. Clifton Hodge in any case would have undertaken the arduous enough journey (perhaps of five hours or more) with an alloy of hope and resignation. He was on a wild pigeon chase and felt sure that it would turn out to be exactly that. He had not caught sight of the bird since a flock of about thirty birds flying south six years before had excited him so much he took off his hat and waved it, shouting, ‘The passenger pigeons are not extinct!’ and then began a campaign to prove it beyond any doubt. Yet the most hopeful reports had to be followed up, it being a matter of life or death for the species.

         And it was no ordinary bird; he thought it the finest breed of pigeon that had ever graced this undeserving world. In early May word had come in from Pleasant Valley of a tiny nesting colony of ten pairs. He could spot the dozens of false reports straightaway: the nests were in the wrong place, the eggs were of the wrong number, the birds’ behaviour was untypical. But this report required his travelling shoes.

         When he got to Pleasant Valley he was met and taken to a clump of tall Norway spruces. True, the nests were at passenger pigeon height, thirty to thirty-five feet off the ground, but he sighed, knowing at once that here was merely an uncustomary colony of mourning doves. The mourning dove was the usual suspect when reports of pigeons came in: President Theodore Roosevelt had volunteered to help find passenger pigeon nests but what he found and forwarded were always dove nests. Hodge circled the trees, watched the doves, then went through the motions of climbing the trees and checking the nests. He knew the doves had inadvertently created this colony merely by having to crowd into a few isolated trees. They had probably built their nests unusually high because of the cats he saw malingering and because the drooping lower branches of the spruce had no horizontal support for the doves’ rickety platforms of twigs. The passenger pigeon was almost palpable in its absence. He shook hands with his informants, accepted their $5 forfeit fee, and retraced his steps to Worcester where he taught in Clark University, no closer to solving the passenger pigeon problem. All of eighteen months before, he had made it clear he could not blame anyone who lost hope that a wild member of the species existed anywhere on the North American continent.

         The problem, as he had called it when he addressed the American Ornithologists’ Union (AOU) in New York City in December 1909, was how to explain not just the disastrous collapse of the species but the failure to find nests even while apparently reputable sightings were reported. Perhaps the dollar incentive needed to be raised; certainly it needed to be swung in another direction. The businessman and philanthropist Colonel Anthony Kuser had offered $100 for ‘the discovery of any surviving representative of the Passenger Pigeon’ (as the AOU rather legalistically put it). This included the fresh carcass of what had been a surviving representative of the species until the discoverer got it in his sights. Then the penny dropped that if theirs was an effort to preserve, not kill, the ways of the shotgun-wielding field-collector were inappropriate; the reward would become a bounty and some innocent or guilty party might claim $100 for the scalp of the very last passenger pigeon in the wild. Kuser withdrew his offer and replaced it with $300 (not far short of $7,000 today) ‘for first information on a nesting pair of wild passenger pigeons (Ectopistes migratoria) undisturbed’. After Hodge had spoken at the annual Stated Meeting of the AOU, the virtuoso zoologist and pioneer ecologist C. William Beebe of the New York Zoo announced the new reward, directing correspondence on the matter to Clifton Hodge. Beebe was on the eve of an expedition across the northern hemisphere to research and collect the world’s pheasants, financed by Kuser, who later lent money to William Fox to establish 20th Century Fox.

         Soon other pledges came in from well-known ornithologists whose names were to become associated with the doomed bird – the wealthy lumberman W. B. Mershon, the pigeon specialist Charles Otis Whitman, Ruthven Deane (a founder of the AOU), John E. Thayer (of the philanthropic banking family and son of the man who financed Louis Agassiz’ expedition to South America) and the suitably named Edward Avis (a famous bird-imitator) and George Bird Grinnell, the latter a Renaissance man among naturalists. The legendary conservationist John Burroughs pledged $100 for proof of an occupied New York nest. Burroughs’ friend John Lewis Childs, the politician, horticulturalist (who started the first seed catalogue business in the United States) and avid ornithologist, offered $1,200. Eventually the sum of $3,045 ($70,000) was raised for regional rewards and for office and travelling expenses. By the start of 1910 the Passenger Pigeon Investigation was fully primed. The biologist William Lochhead in Quebec was in charge of reports from the vastnesses of Canada where the pigeon had once flourished in the east of the country. Hodge had a large wall map of North America bristling with variously coloured pins at the ready. This ‘plan of campaign’ was to be warfare backwards: to find and rescue friends, not find and destroy the enemy. Or less warfare, perhaps, than a different kind of zoological expedition, though there were no qualifications for membership, since anyone could join the Passenger Pigeon Restoration Club of America. Yet the Investigation lacked the optimism of Beebe’s quixotic pheasant hunt. Many had already deemed the species extinct.

         Still, hope flickered. In February 1910 Hodge reported nine red flags on his large wall map where pigeons had allegedly been seen in 1909 in all of nine states, from New Hampshire to Kansas. But a sighting of Ectopistes migratorius (as it had belatedly in its career come to be scientifically known) was an oddly frail thing; to see it in one place was no guarantee of seeing it again in the same place: the bird moved through space and time on some improvised itinerary perhaps unknown even to itself. Hope was thus unique and did not breed itself – it was kept alive chiefly in the energetic preparations for the search. These included a special all-points bulletin issued by the New York Times on 4 April: ‘Reward for Wild Pigeons’. This, like the leaflet published by Chas. K. Reed, with a description and a coloured picture of the pigeon (cock, hen and juvenile) and a list of the rewards, was timed to coincide with the previously earliest recorded date for a pigeon nesting – the first week of April. The next two months, the leaflet claimed, would decide whether or not ‘the great North American pigeon is extinct’.

         Charles Keller Reed of Hodge’s home town of Worcester was making amends. He had been a taxidermist, egg-collector, naturalists’ supplier, editor and publisher. By 1904 the Audubon bird-protection movement was gaining purchase on the American conscience and the New York branch accused Reed of illegal trade in eggs and specimens: in 1905, feeling the wind in his face, he sold his immense egg collection and turned to conservation. Reed’s conversion began to look too late. A year after he addressed the AOU, Hodge gloomily reported his findings to it. Not one reward had been successfully claimed. ‘What is the reason or sense in prolonging the misery?’ But to keep faith with the North American public, the rewards needed to be kept alive until 1 October 1911. It looked as if the worst fears of American naturalists were confirmed, yet the campaign still needed to be waged the next season. Indeed, the Investigation, thus far a desperate scramble to reverse those fears, could become an educational campaign involving school children and college students in Canada and the United States. It was this return to the fray that six months later took Clifton Hodge to Pleasant Valley, New York, in search of the unconfirmed.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            2

            – ‘The Pigeon of that Countrey’ –

         

         When Hodge’s 1910 report to the AOU, ‘The Passenger Pigeon Investigation’, was published in the society’s journal, The Auk, in January 1911, the editor, in an intentional stroke of telling irony, followed it with a translation of a report made one hundred and fifty years earlier to Swedish academicians, but with a very different message, one of almost dismaying plenty. Yet even that detailed first-hand 1759 correspondence, ‘A Description of the Wild Pigeons which Visit the Southern English Colonies in North America, during certain Years, in Incredible Multitudes’, relied, as was so often the case with Ectopistes migratorius, on hearsay.

         Pehr Kalm had sailed to North America at the request of the revolutionary taxonomist, Linnaeus (Carl Linné) to find a species of mulberry tree hardy enough to flourish in Sweden and support a silk industry. Young Kalm, however, thought beyond silk, driven as much by a love of the exotic as of the useful; he has been called by his biographer the first scientist to set out for the New World ‘with a purely scientific purpose’. He landed in Philadelphia in 1748 and stayed in America until February 1751, travelling in Pennsylvania, New York and New Jersey, following the Hudson River towards Canada, into French territory, up Lake Champlain to Fort St John and Montreal, then down the St Lawrence to Quebec City and a little beyond. All the while he took notes on the unfamiliar wildlife and strange human ways. He was told of the ‘pigeon years’ when the wild pigeon came to Pennsylvania and the southern English provinces ‘in such indescribable multitudes as literally to appall the people’ (frighteningly, the sun and sky were eclipsed by their wings). In living memory, 1707, 1729 and 1740 had been pigeon years. On seven days in late March, 1740, vast instalments came from the north numbering (we can estimate roughly from Kalm’s evidence) up to 18 million birds per flock. He himself saw pigeons flying in the Pennsylvania woods on 3 March 1749 ‘in numbers beyond conception’.

         By comparison, the first records by Europeans of the passenger pigeon had been modest, unremarkable and indiscriminate. On 20 April 1534, Jacques Cartier left St Malo in Brittany, in command of two 60-ton vessels and entrusted by the High Admiral of France ‘with the charge of exploring the wonders of the New World’. The ships reached the east coast of Newfoundland under three weeks later and after sheltering for ten days from inclement weather drove north, Cartier being unaware of a southern passage to the Gulf of St Lawrence. He rounded the northernmost point of Newfoundland, sheltered for almost a fortnight, then travelled down the Labrador coast. When he reached the sweet-smelling Prince Edward Island (not known to be an island until after 1600) he went ashore on 1 July to enjoy in hot weather the trees, berries, and wild corn. ‘There are many thrushes, stockdoves, and other birds: to be short, there wanteth nothing but good harboroughs’. And so in its earliest known written record, the passenger pigeon impersonates an unrelated European species, the stock dove. (Cartier called the pigeons ‘ramyers’ which has also been translated as ‘wood pigeon’, another unrelated European bird.) After discovering the east coast of New Brunswick, the coast of the Gaspé peninsula, Anticosti Island, and the northern shore of the Gulf of St Lawrence, Cartier (but not before kidnapping two natives) left the Straits of Belle Isle on 15 August and returned to St Malo on 5 September.

         Cartier made two further expeditions to the New World and noted among the birds ‘wilde Pigeons’ and ‘turtle-doves’ (by which he meant mourning doves, turtle doves being an Old World species), with nothing to distinguish the pigeons from other species in his inventories. For decades, this remained the case among explorers and travellers to what became New France. They saw European birds when they looked at American species, and their lists of birds and animals were home-formulas rather than records of the new and unfamiliar. In the summer of 1611 two Jesuits arrived at Port Royal (now Annapolis Royal, Nova Scotia), the vanguard of what became 300 priests ministering to the North American Indians until 1764. The yearly reports sent by these missionaries (‘black gowns’) to their Superior in Quebec, who forwarded them to Paris where they were published as the Jesuit Relations, are full of natural history as well as social anthropology. The first relator was Pierre Biard and for 1616 he recounted the wildlife to be found in ‘these wildernesses. (Wildernesses they certainly are, the whole country being but an interminable forest)’. The Indians observed a yearly calendar of plenty: smelt followed by herring, followed by Canada goose eggs, sturgeon and salmon, then by cod and shellfish. There are, he told his Superior, ‘a great many wild pigeons, which come to eat raspberries in the month of July’. Then in the fall there were hunts for elk and beaver, then appeared turtle hatchlings for the taking. ‘Never had Solomon his mansion better regulated and provided with food.’

         During ten of the years when the Jesuits were barred from New France by the English (1613–25, 1629–32), Recollect brothers (‘grey friars’) took their place, arriving first in 1615 to connect up with Samuel de Champlain’s trading company. Gabriel Sagard, a Recollect lay brother, sailed to Quebec in 1623 and followed the westward path of his compatriot explorers, pushing inland in the direction of Lake Huron, and became the first known European to stand on the shore of the lake, at Georgian Bay. In his account of his year-long missionary expedition, Long Journey to the Country of the Hurons (1632), Sagard revealed himself as an alert observer of nature as well as of the Huron Indians he came to admire. He noted ‘the most beautiful, the rarest, and the smallest bird in the world perhaps, the Vicilin or humming-bird, which the Indians call in their language the Resuscitated’: they believed this unfamiliar and ‘rare’ (i.e., curious) bird hibernated and reawakened each April. Noteworthy, too, was the ‘immense number of turtle-doves [‘une infinité de Tourtelles’] which they call Orritey’. These birds, almost certainly passenger pigeons, swallow large acorns whole (which surprised Henry Thoreau more than two centuries later) but also feed on the raspberries that ‘attract so many turtle-doves at the fruit season that it is delightful to see trees quite filled with them’.

         In Iroquois Indian country (south of the St Lawrence River and south and east of Lake Ontario), one observant missionary in 1646 noticed that all the pigeons that between six and eleven in the morning darkened the sky above a gorge three or four miles across were cocks that came to bathe in a large pond nearby, then disappeared. Later in the afternoon the sky was darkened again by the females of the species. Whether or not the missionary knew that this phenomenon signalled a nesting with the sexes spelling each other on the nests we aren’t told. In the year Sagard’s account was published, Nicolas Denys was commissioned by the French company, the Hundred Associates, to recruit settlers and provision the settlement of Acadia (Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island and portions of Quebec and Maine). In his 1672 memoir, published in English in 1908 as The Description and Natural History of the Coasts of North America (Acadia), Denys registered the incredulity that began to accompany observations of the pigeons. On the flat country beside the Miramichi River were great quantities of wild strawberries and raspberries:

         
            here collects so great a number of Pigeons that it is incredible. I once remained there eight days, towards the feast of Saint Jean [24 June], during which every morning and evening we saw flocks of them passing, and of these the smallest were of five to six hundred … They did not remain on the ground more than a quarter of an hour at most, when there came other flocks of them to rest in the same place; the first ones then arose and passed along. I leave you to imagine whether they were not killed in quantities, and eaten in all fashions.

         

         This was an early observation of the flocking pigeons’ peculiar ‘relay’ or ‘caterpillar’ method of feeding.

         Gradually the passenger pigeon begins to emerge from these disparate reports, though at the same time staying oddly anonymous in its very numbers. In his Relation of 1662–63, Father Jerome Lalemant reported in astonishment that ‘Pigeons abound in such numbers that this year one man killed a hundred and thirty-two at a single shot. They passed continually in flocks so dense, and so near the ground, that sometimes they were struck down with oars’. When the birds made havoc with the grain, having already stripped the fields of raspberries and strawberries, the farmers took revenge, in requital disposing of them promiscuously – dealing them out among their servants, their dogs and pigs, and salting casks of them for the winter. This vein of retribution was to run through European (later American) interaction with these birds and may have helped to impede clear sight and knowledge of them, a deep though irregular familiarity becoming contempt that blurred vision, mingled at times with gratitude for their meat in times of want. Sieur Pierre Boucher, writing his True and Genuine Description of New France, Commonly Called Canada (1664) to encourage French settlers to come in order to offset the numbers of the troublesome Iroquois, likewise noted prodigious numbers of pigeons that come in May and disappear in September, and when present are found everywhere. He described their ash-coloured plumage and the red breasts of the cocks and the pleasant taste of their flesh on the palate.

         It was decades after Cartier’s expeditions that the English, who until then had contented themselves with the Newfoundland fishing trade, sought to establish a colony. The south part of ‘Virginia’ (by which the northern part of North America was known) was not successfully colonised until 1607. William Strachey went out to Jamestown in 1609 and wrote a report of the colony for the Virginia Company of London. Strachey, acquaintance of the dramatists Ben Jonson, John Marston and possibly Shakespeare, survivor of a hurricane that drove one of the ships of the fleet to Bermuda (inspiring, it was said The Tempest), amplified his report into The Historie of Travell into Virginia Britania, completed in 1612 but not published until 1849. In it he recorded the ‘parrats’ of the colony – the Carolina parakeets that were destined to accompany the passenger pigeon into extinction – and like others thought that their exotic appearance meant that a sea-passage could be found from Virginia to the Pacific. The Historie of Travell has been described as evidencing the attitude of expansionists ‘bent upon promoting colonisation overseas’, including as it does an inventory of the new country’s ‘natural Commodityes’ that would justify the colonial enterprise. Among them is

         
            A kind of wood-pidgion we see in the wintertime, and of them such numbers, as I should drawe (from our Homelings here such who have seene peradventure scarse one more then in the market) the Credit of my Relation concerning all the other in question, if I should express what extended flockes and how many Thowsandes in one Flock I haue seene in one day wondering (I must confesse) at their flight, when like so many thickned Clowdes, they (having fed to the Nor-ward in the daye tyme) returne againe more Southwardly towardes night to their Rowst, but there be many hundred witnesses who may convince this report, if herein yt testefieth an vntruth.

         

         In A True Discourse of the Present Estate of Virginia (1615), Ralphe Hamor confirmed Strachey’s account of wild pigeons ‘in winter beyond number or imagination, my selfe have seene three or four houres together flockes in the aire, so thicke that even they have shadowed the skie from us’. Such claims of plenty, even of boundlessness, could become promotional propaganda relayed back to England ‘to incourage personal Adventurers’. But readers or recipients may have smelt travellers’ tall tales, particularly those of seafaring travellers. Yet the pigeon flocks don’t seem calculated to appeal to the special interests of the settlers or undertakers. Rather, they can seem if anything alarming when they lift clear from propaganda into a gratuitous and disturbing phenomenon, more like a threatening deficit than benefit (a ‘discommodity’, as it would have been called then). Virginia may have had, as Edward Williams thought in Virgo Triumphans (1650), ‘an affinity with Eden’, but the bounty of the pigeons was balanced by the birds’ voracious appetite and its troubling capacity to darken the sun shining on the New Found Land.

         The Rev. Francis Higgeson (sometimes Higginson) echoed Hamor and Strachey in New-Englands Plantation (1630), when he said he witnessed winter

         
            Flockes of Pidgeons, and have eaten of them: they doe flye from Tree to Tree as other Birds doe, which our Pidgeons will not doe in England: they are of all colours as ours are, but their wings and tayles are farr longer, and therefore it is likely they fly swifter to escape the terrible Hawkes in this Country.

         

         Although the passenger pigeon was indeed fleet of wing, helping it to evade hawks and falcons, its habit of flying off only after serious disturbance, as though semi-tame, and then often for a short distance (unlike the European wood-pigeons and western American bandtailed pigeons which take fright and fly a far distance unrelated to the danger) made it an easy quarry for shooters.

         New Englanders were more likely to see the pigeon in the spring, summer or fall than in the winter (it wintered farther south). William Wood introduced ‘the Pigeon of that Countrey’ to his countrymen back home in his New Englands Prospect (1634). Millions of them pass through New England, he wrote, ‘to goe to the North Parts in the beginning of our Spring’, and again ‘at Michaelmas when they returne to the Southward’, only some remaining to build among the pine trees thirty miles north-east of the plantation. In 1630, John Winthrop had arrived at Salem to found the Massachusetts Bay colony. It was on 8 March of the following year that the planters saw something remarkable enough for Thomas Dudley to record in a letter to the Countess of Lincoln (in whose family he had been steward back in England):

         
            from after it was faire day light until about 8 of the clock in the forenoone, there flew over all the tounes in our plantacons soe many flocks of doves, each flock conteyning many thousands and some soe many that they obscured the lighte, that it passeth credit, if but the truth should bee written.

         

         It was a new sight for a new world. Twelve years later, as Winthrop recorded, the pigeons returned in vast numbers and this time stayed to devour the planters’ grain, causing consternation and a serious food shortage.

         To the south, after 1626 when the Dutch settled the southern end of Manhattan Island, early reports betrayed a similar ambivalence about the abundance of wildlife that both stretched credulity and in a disturbing way threatened preconceptions of an orderly world. In the spring of 1633, returning to New Netherland from a visit to the English in Jamestown, David de Vries saw something impressive even amidst the ‘infinite’ number of waterfowl that covered the rivers in winter. He was seeing the spring migration of the passenger pigeon in April:

         
            hundreds of thousands of wild pigeons, flying from the land over the bay. Indeed, the light could hardly be discerned where they were. Sometimes they flew upon the ship, pressed down by numbers as they came over the bay.

         

         Adriaen van der Donck, the lawyer who sought redress of grievances against Peter Stuyvesant, Director General of New Amsterdam, and was arrested, is credited with authorship of those portions of the dissident Representation of New Netherland (1650) that took stock of the animal life of the colony with its ‘multitudes of pigeons resembling ringdoves [European wood-pigeons] but smaller’. The later Description of the New Netherlands (1655, 1656) is indisputably Van der Donck’s and its image of the flying pigeons had by then become a standard measure of the discomfiting numerousness of the bird:

         
            The pigeons, which resemble coal pigeons, are astonishingly plenty. Those are most numerous in the spring and fall of the year, when they are seen in such numbers in flocks that they resemble the clouds in heaven, and obstruct the rays of the sun.

         

         A decade before Cartier’s voyage, Giovanni da Verrazzano made landfall off modern North Carolina then coasted north along a perfumed wilderness, past Chesapeake and Delaware bays, into what is now New York harbour and on up to New England as far as Maine. And before him, venturesome Spaniards had explored the coast of present-day Florida. Although they, like the Florentine, must have seen feeding flights of pigeons, the Portuguese adventurer who accompanied Hernando de Soto merely remarked in his Discovery and Conquest of Terra Florida that ‘There be many wilde hennes as big as turkies, partridges small like those of Africa, cranes, duckes, pigeons, thrushes and sparrows’. For the most part it was left to the French to catalogue ‘the manifold commodities and great fertilitie’ of that immense coastal stretch called ‘Florida’ which was everything that lay south of modern Virginia. Its commander, René de Laudonnière, who escaped the massacre by the Spanish of those in the third French colony of 1562, lived to write an account of the colony and the Florida peninsula. It is a story of extraordinary natural richness. Of one late January, Laudonnière writes:

         
            there came unto our fort a flocke of stocke-doves in so great number, and that for the space of seven weeks together, that every day wee killed with harquebush shot two hundred in the woods about our fort.

         

         In his re-telling of Laudonnière’s story, Marc Lescarbot, the 17th-century chronicler and explorer, refers more colourfully to ‘a manna of wood-pigeons’.

         By the end of the 17th century, the wild pigeon of the New World had been noted with fitful astonishment along the rim of the new continent from Prince Edward Island south to northern Florida, Louisiana and the Gulf of Mexico. Its appearance in vast flocks was striking but it was casually identified and named, as food, as a possible colonial commodity, and on occasion as a worrying phenomenon. Amidst the exertions and tribulations of exploration and the hardships and excitements of colonial life it was paid comparatively little close heed. Perhaps, too, it didn’t immediately stand out amidst the staggering richness of fauna and flora of the New World, even though a few early observers sensed that it stood apart as a species in the landscape.
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            – ‘This Incomperable Lande’ –

         

         If vast numbers of passenger pigeons were not recorded until the 17th century, that may have been because in the previous century, European land parties, except in the south-west, mostly moved, as Carl Sauer reminds us, along water – ‘fresh, salt, or brackish, streams, bayou, lagoon, sound, estuary, marsh and swamp’. Instead of vast flights of pigeons, the explorers were distracted of necessity by abundancies of edible fish, shellfish and waterfowl. They were astounded by the extravagance of New World nature and the assault on the senses it performed. This was before their startled delight was decanted into catalogues of enticement for those at home. Early in his journey, Cartier landed on ‘the island of Birds’ (Funk Island), off the east coast of Newfoundland, and there killed birds, ‘whereof there is such plenty, that unless a man did see them, he would thinke it an incredible thing’. Amidst the feathery blur of auks were also ‘exceeding fat’ birds Cartier called ‘Aporath’ with little wings, that instead of flying skimmed along the surface ‘as swiftly as any birds of the aire’. Soon Cartier had two boats weighed down with these great auks, razorbills and guillemots ‘as if they had bene with stones’. Funk Island later became a supply station for transatlantic voyagers. Three centuries later the hapless great auk succumbed to this relentless and carefree exploitation. After rounding the northernmost tip of Newfoundland Cartier passed Greenly Island (‘Iland of Birds’), Blanc-Sablon (‘the land that God allotted to Caine’) and the Bird Rocks north of the Magdalen islands in the Gulf of St Lawrence:

         
            These Ilands were as full of birds, as any field or medow is of grasse … there was a great and infinite number of those that wee call Margaulx’ [gannets] on one part of the island and on another guillemots and great auks, more than a thousand of which the crew killed; they named the Rocks ‘the Ilands of Margaulx’.

         

         Laudonnière’s account of Jean Ribault’s 1563 summer reconnaissance of the Spanish-claimed territory of ‘Terra Florida’ between present-day St Augustine (as it happens, roughly the southernmost limit of the passenger pigeon’s range) and the coast of South Carolina is a medley of the sights, sounds and smells of what he called ‘this incomperable lande’:
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