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Preface

 

To my knowledge, this is the second book ever written about Arizona’s ostrich ranching industry. Writing it was both an honor and a big responsibility. If you love history and science, this might be the best book on ostrich ranching you’ll ever read. If you don’t, this might be the best book on ostrich ranching you’ll ever read.

Though the book is thick, don’t let it overwhelm you. More than half the pages contain an illustration, joke, fun fact, a deceased person’s face, or a huge map. After the deep dive this book project required of me, I now know a stupid amount of information on ostriches. Pretty soon, you will too. And I’m counting on you to tell all your friends.

Finally, the stories included are factual (even the unbelievable ones). Many occurred before the existence of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (1889), the National Audubon Society (1896), and the U.S. activist group People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA, 1980). The impact of advocacy group formation, activism, interventions and other legislative milestones are evident throughout the book.

 

- Janelle Molony, M.S.

Hottie Historian, Serious Books

 

(By the way,  the first book was Under the Desert Sky, a romance novel about a sexy redhead, by Sara Luck. The author was inspired by her great-grandfather, who invested in an Arizona ostrich ranch at the wrong time and lost the entire family fortune.)

 

 

 

 




1. Arizona’s Ostrich Craze

 

“The ostrich farm... has made Phoenix famous.”

- The Arizona Republican (1901)1

 

Ostriches are among the most underestimated creatures in the world. They are, as some say, “regarded by most local historians as a laughable footnote.”2 I say, the history of ostriches in Arizona is one of the most engrossing topics you’ll ever get into. You’ll soon see, they are as iconic to the American Southwest as the stately saguaro cactus, picturesque sunsets, venomous scorpions and turquoise-laden silver. If this book’s history nuggets do not satisfy, the scientific studies of these so-called “murder birds” will have you reconsidering every prejudice you’ve ever held against them as stupid or useless. For example, scientists currently regard the ostrich as a prospective ally in new medical breakthroughs, such as a cure for certain cancers. 

Outside of their native habitat in Africa, Arizona’s Salt River Valley is the perfect place to raise the long-legged, heat-loving, flightless birds of prehistoric lore. The megaducks’ feathers were so popular that the state became Africa’s top competitor in ostrich-related trade. Beyond feathers, ostriches were a tourism boon. At one point, Arizona was equally known for ostriches as the Grand Canyon. When motor vehicles became affordable, driving tours to ostrich ranches became popular, preceding the existence of the state’s first zoo (or any other theme park, for that matter). Ticketed admissions granted views of risky egg collections and educational feather clipping sessions. The Phoenix Gazette reported in 1907: “To people that have never had the chance to see them, there is nothing more interesting to look at than a herd of live ostriches.”3

In 1888, 13 ostriches arrived in Arizona Territory by train. The early birds were so prolific that by 1914, there were reportedly near 6,000 in Maricopa County alone.4 That was 80% of the entire ostrich population in the United States! By the time statehood was granted, there were over thirty “feather farms” in the Salt River Valley and seemingly endless opportunities to expand. An early evaluation filed with the U.S. Commissioner of Agriculture read: “ostrich farming is a most lucrative business.”5 Early ranchers raked in the equivalent of a million dollars for feather clippings collected only once or twice in a year! The industry boom lasted longer than the silver mining activities that brought life to Tombstone, Bisbee and Globe. Yet, few people know enough to appreciate this subject  as a serious part of territorial and state history.
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Ostrich ranching made a powerful impact on our early economy. In 1913, Arizona’s first member of state legislature, Carl Hayden, got the President of the United States to agree that ostriches were one of the most important ventures Arizonans had ever taken part in.7 “No one need have any fear for the future of the ostrich industry,” Rep. Hayden said, “…all history indicates that the demand will remain as permanent and expansive as any other branch of trade.”8 With his support, the nation’s first Ostrich Experimental Farm was built on Arizona soil.

Everyone wanted in on the deal. Notable breeders from back then were Dr. A.J. Chandler (founder of the city bearing his name), Louis Ellsworth (grandson of Brigham Young) and James Meadows (one-legged bull-wrangling brother of the famed Wild West trick shooter, “Arizona Charlie”). Though most individuals featured in this book are hardy and ambitious men, it was women who elevated the ostrich feather to such heights of desire and demand. The two-legged legend of the Sonoran Desert was made globally famous by the whims of empresses, queens, and first ladies. The elite adornment soon swayed in mesmerizing waves around anybody who was a somebody. And it was women who rallied for a cause that ended the luxury trend. This demolished the careers and livelihoods of virtual “nobodies”-turned-millionaires, who had barely warmed the seats of their proverbial thrones. 

Beyond shoppers, there were also several entrepreneurial women in Arizona I wish to acknowledge. They advanced the early industry with their husbands. The list includes: Katie Pearson, a singer and stage actress and president of the largest commercial ostrich ranch in the country (unmatched to this day); Anna Adams, who became Katie’s top competitor in the feathered goods retail industry; Georgiana who helped launch the first feather processing facility in the state; Margaret Ann Toston, the first female owner and manager of an ostrich ranch in the state (possibly the whole country); and Helen Seargeant, a memoirist who shared the in’s and out’s from a local ostrich farm and preserved vibrant details of the Great Arizona Ostrich Drive. 

There’s also a special woman who died during that ostrich drive: Desdamona Rousseau, my distant cousin. Though she wasn’t the first person to be killed by an ostrich in Arizona, as the first female to do so, I figure she should at least get a mention. (Even sad stories can be great stories.)
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Photogenic ostrich hen at the Rooster Cogburn Ostrich Ranch. (Author collection, 2025).

 


Let the Fascination Begin!


We’re about to get into the backstory of fashion trends and how the first commercial ostrich ranch in the U.S. came to be. It’s essential information, though it can be less than exhilarating for some readers. Don’t worry though, soon after, you’ll be reading about a naked ostrich who borrowed a man’s pajamas, a deadly stampede through Phoenix, a four-legged ostrich, and even a talking ostrich! For the readers who just perked up, yes, you are about to read a borderline unhinged Western history book. For the serious readers, you can also feel confident that the book, though riddled with amusing and sordid details, has been well-researched, extensively cited, and vetted with local historians, descendants, subject experts, and onsite field trips. In consideration of different readers, I’ll be mindful to balance the weird science and historical narrative as we go. But first, we’ll start with a front-loading of the “best-of” facts on ostriches that you never knew you needed to know. 

 

	Their excrement does not stink.


Though it isn’t foul like most manures, it still has a light, earthy scent. Not only that, but they conduct their #1 and #2 in separate transactions, like mammals. Their scat resembles the dry, round pellets of a Mule Deer. 

 

	Their eggshells are a wonder of physics.


Their eggshells are so hard to crack open that if hatched unassisted, chicks can emerge with broken or deformed legs. One time, the owner of the Rooster Cogburn Ostrich Ranch let Larry the Cable Guy stand on an egg to prove its maximal strength. 
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	They may dream more than any other bird. 


Scientists at the Max Planck Institute for Biological Intelligence conducting a 2011 study confirmed that ostriches can sleep standing up, with eyes open and heads held still, as if awake. They also found that ostriches will slump their bodies and close their eyes when they reach rapid eye movement (REM) patterns associated with dreaming.9 Other birds such as the owl also experience the drowsy droop, and can achieve a REM state, but cannot sustain it as long as the ostrich.

 

	They can go up to three years without water.


Ostriches stay hydrated by absorbing water from what they eat. No one really knows how long they can go without drinking water, but one farmer at the Arizona Ostrich Company, R. J. Icke, claimed that when he worked in South Africa, his birds went three years without a single sip.10 Farmed birds, however, have developed the habit of luxuriously lapping up a pint or so of water every day. 

 

	 Their “knees” are really their ankles.


And that entire length of leg we think is a shinbone (tibia) is one very long foot (metatarsal). Ostriches walk on their two toes—a characteristic that landed them their scientific name Struthio camelus, or “Camel Bird.”
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Ostrich skeleton from the Museum of Veterinary Anatomy FMVZ USP/CC BY-SA 4.0 (Wikimedia Commons, labeled by author).

 

	They eat rocks as a substitute for missing teeth.


Swallowed rocks are stored in a section of the gastrointestinal system called the gizzard. Once tucked away in the gizzard, the rock gets a new scientific name: “gastrolith.” When the gizzard muscles clamp, the rocks inside will grind down whatever food they have eaten. This includes cans and other unnatural objects, but not all. Some foreign bodies cannot be broken down, and their continual presence harms the animal. 
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	Their teenagers have a plucking name.


These birds are only considered “chicks” until about six months old. From then until a year, they are “young birds” (“children” to us humans). Between years one and four, they are developing into fine breeding and/or meat birds and are called “plucking birds” (exactly as I told you). They are not considered mature adults until about the three and one-half or four-year mark, with the hens maturing faster than the roosters.

 

	You can hear an ostrich chick chirping inside the egg before it hatches.


I’m not 100% certain on this, but it might be saying, “let me out!” This phenomenon is possible because there is an air pocket in the egg located between the yolk sack membrane and the shell. When the chick breaks through the placenta-like membrane and accesses the air pocket, this is called the “internal pip” (internal breakage). At that point, the chick can practice using its lungs. When the chick punctures through the exterior shell, that is called the “external pip.” Depending on the size of the pip (broken point), a viewer can see the bird moving around, trying to figure out what to do next. (I wish I could tell you this is where we got the term “peephole.” It’s not.)

 

	They have a special morning dance. 


Countless stories of dancing birds have been told from ranch owners, which will appear later in the book. The original flightless immigrants brought to the state were first seen dancing at New York’s Central Park. A news report said the birds contained, “a rhythm that could be set to music.”11

 

At the Pan-American Ostrich Company, cowboys observed male birds rising with the sun and having a stretch, then a quick walk-about that had a certain “dancey-pranciness” to it. An observer of this at the Arizona Ostrich Company described the performance starting off with a quick sprint that morphs into a cake walk, then into something like a Virginia Reel, but more grotesque.12 

 

	 Mother hens will kidnap each other’s babies.


These feathered families are known to brawl when caused to occupy the same space. The adults may fight or chase each other off until only one winner remains. Experts at the San Diego Zoo confirm that “the winning adult pair takes all the chicks with them.’"13
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Now, readers, hang on to that spark of curiosity as we back up a bit to see how the incredible ostrich ended up in Arizona. 

 




2. Feather Fashions & Fortunes

 

“A good ostrich feather, like a diamond,

never loses a certain intrinsic value.”

- Cawston Ostrich Farm Souvenir Book (1909)14

 

The impetus for ostrich ranches in Arizona is unquestionably fashion related. A seismic shift occurred in the fashion industry of the “Gay Nineties,” where feathers became the standard for elite expressions of couture and costume in European countries. A woman simply could not be considered stylish without the sacrifice of an exotic bird pinned to her hat, swinging limply around her neck, and fluttering in her handheld fan. For the next two decades, feathers were la chose à avoir, the must-have for every woman. And American women were not exempt.

At that time, ostrich feathers were only available from South Africa - either through illegal poaching, or through the ostrich “farms” that undermined that dangerous practice and were intended to repopulate the previously over-hunted bird. Demands for these plumes, sometimes as long as 30 inches, skyrocketed until, by 1912, the U.S. was internationally considered “one of the greatest feather-buying markets in the world.”15 
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Women Wore Them Everywhere

These feathers were everywhere you would expect, such as trimming hats and fluffy gown pins. They were worn as thin boas and full shoulder wrap stoles and seen as trimming on luxurious nighties. There were even feather garments for “Little Baby Bunting.”16 Women were enamored by feathered fineries of all sorts and the obsession spilled over into interior décor. Around the house, they’d appear in what we might now call “tacky” ornamental vase arrangements. 

The Millinery Trade Review, a catalog of all-things hats, announced in 1889 that, “As predicted by us, the coming-in of the large hats with lower crowns and wider brims has revived interest in ostrich feathers for trimming, the stiffer arrangements of fancy feathers, wings and quills, being unsuitable for the graceful shadowy effects aimed at.”17 The new styles the New York publication displayed caught the eye of some major influencers, such as the French actress Jane Hading, who modeled the latest trend during her American theatre tour that winter. 

One major American icon of the 1890s was Lillian Russell, an American stage actress and singer who showed an affinity for the soft, flowing material. Before films, Lillian Russell was famed for comedy operettas such as Gilbert and Sullivan musicals, burlesque shows and vaudevillian productions. She was also active in advancing the Woman Suffrage Movement in her later years, which may have stifled her feather addiction for a moment (more on that trend in another chapter). My own great-grandmother, Martha Nasch, chose the ostrich feather to be the pièce de résistance in her wedding outfit.
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LefT: Featured hat styles from The Millinery Trade Review, January 1889 (highlighted by author). Right: French actress Jane Hading in a J. Lichtenstein & Sons hat and veil Advertisement in The Millinery Trade Review, March 1889 (cropped by author).
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Left to right: Lillian Russell ca. 1897 (J. Schloss, from the George Grantham Bain Collection/Library of Congress), Bust portrait by W. M. Morrison, ca. 1898 (Library of Congress), With a monocle, ca. 1898 (J. Schloss, Library of Congress).

 

￼[image: image222.png]

1913 wedding portrait of Louis and Martha Nasch, St. Paul, Minnesota (Author’s personal collection).
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Shopgirls outside of the Ostrich Feather Emporium in Holburn, London, ca. 1900s (Miss Scarlet- “Real History,” PBS.org, Masterpiece Studio).

 

America’s First Major Hat Competition

Soon, hat makers were competing more aggressively than ever before. In 1901, the International Association of Milliners held its first ever convention during the World’s Fair in Buffalo, New York. The main event was an exhibit filling a hotel parlor with outrageously trimmed hats competing for cash prizes. A reporter for the Buffalo Courier, described the contents of the collection as having both “freakish” and “beautiful creations.”18 

First prize went to a hat of black velvet and chiffon: a modification of an English Gainsborough and Scottish “tam-o-shanter” shape. It featured a buckle with turquoise and rhinestones. Tucked in the band, “an immense black ostrich plume is caught at the left, carried around the edge of the brim to the extreme right back and droops to the shoulder.”19 The winning designer received a check for $25, or nearly $1,000 in today’s terms. The reporter acknowledged everything adorned with an ostrich plume was a fan favorite but added that trying to sell those award-winning designs was “limited to those with ample purses.”20 Seen in the images that follow are ostrich feathers on Gainsborough hats adorning women in the 18th and 19th centuries. 
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Advertisement in The Arizona Republican, October 30, 1910. 
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Left: Élisabeth Vigée Le Brun, “Marie Antoinette with a Rose,” 1783. Oil on canvas (on view at The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Right:. F. Holland Day, “The Gainsborough Hat,” featuring model Ethel Reed, ca. 1895-1898 (Louise I. Guiney Collection, Library of Congress.)


These Were Pricy Plumes!


Arizona historian Roscoe G. Willson recorded the lengths women went to for their feather fix. “Around the turn of the century the price of feathers mounted to unusual heights, some of the fanciest … selling for as much as $140 a pound on the London market.”21 London’s pricing and feather classification system was what the U.S. originally based their own on.22 For context, it takes about ninety of the longest and cleanest, “white primes” to add up to a pound, so one fancy feather would come to U.S. distributors for about $1.55 raw, plus the difference in shipping costs, plus a 15% increase to retailers.23 By the time the feather hit store shelves, it could be priced in the $15-$30 range.

Today, at the Rooster Cogburn Ostrich Ranch near Picacho Peak, visitors can purchase a long, luxurious white feather for about $4. At the end of the day, that’s a 99.75% depreciation in value since the early 1900s.

Americans Couldn’t Get Enough

As early as 1899, the United States imported nearly $2 million worth of feathers from South Africa to meet women’s demands.24 That was with the presence of five ostrich ranches in the U.S. already: two in California, one in Texas, one in Florida, and one in Arizona. But these five ostrich entrepreneurs could not keep up with the production demand, so sellers continued to ship over boatloads of the fluff with seemingly no end in sight.

In 1905, Watson Pickrell, one of the early Arizona ostrich ranchers, wrote in a report for the U.S. Department of Agriculture that, “The United States is one of the largest consumers of ostrich feathers in the world. During the fiscal year 1903-4 there was imported into this country $2,292,515 worth of ‘raw’ or ‘manufactured’ feathers.”25 The numbers continued to climb astronomically. Four years later, the U.S. imported $3 million worth of feathers.26 In 1911, “Africa shipped $5,013,778.50 worth of raw feathers to this country.”27 That’s about $170 million in today’s terms!

At the peak of the boom, U.S. shoppers were purchasing 64% of all ostrich feathers harvested from across the globe.28 Ironically, South Africans didn’t even make up a drop in the ocean of sales. There, ostrich feathers were so commonplace that even members of the lower classes wore them. This caused upper class ladies to snub feather wearing even more.29

With the promise of fortune-making profits, ranchers, investors, military men, theatre managers, photographers, and miners - practically anyone with a whim and a dollar – considered how to get themselves an ostrich. If an American ostrich ranch could beat the prices of the global competition by avoiding tariffs, shipping, and other costs, then the lucky owner of the birds could find themselves as rich as royalty.
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Even Men Wore Ostrich Feathers

Even before the American Revolution, soldiers were wearing feathers or “cockades” in their hats to denote distinction. During the American Civil War, qualifying Union soldiers could wear an ostrich feather in their dress uniform hat. Shown in the following images are examples of soldiers in their dress uniform. Towards the end of the Civil War, one of the highest and most touching feather distinctions was given post-mortem. During President Abraham Lincoln’s funeral procession, his hearse was adorned with eight enormous bundles of black ostrich feathers (representing mourning) and his six-horse team all wore plumed bridles to match. 
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Left: Unidentified soldier in uniform and beehive hat. Right: Unidentified soldier in uniform and Hardee hat. Both images are dated between 1861-1865 (LOC).
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President Lincoln’s burial service in Springfield, IL showing a feather-adorned hearse. Illustration in Harper’s Weekly, May 27, 1865 (cropped).

 




3. Ostrich Ranch Beginnings in Africa


 

“There is not the remotest possibility of America ever

competing with Africa in raising the ostrich...”

- The Millinery Trade Review (1904)30

 

Though ostrich products have been in human use for a few millennia, farming them for their products is a relatively new concept. Ostriches are native to all of Africa and parts of the Middle East, believed to have originated from the Mesopotamian region.31 They are not migratory birds, so for the longest time, they remained foreign to the rest of the world unless trafficked by humans.

Agricultural historians agree that “the ostrich [feather] industry began in Cape Colony in 1865 with 85 birds.”32 These birds were caught from the wild as chicks then raised in pseudo-captivity. The merchants working with the farmers to sell those feathers were almost entirely Yiddish-speaking immigrants who leveraged their connections to primarily Jewish-owned manufacturers and resellers in both London and New York.33 Sarah Stein writes in Plumes: Ostrich Feathers, Jews, and a Lost World of Global Commerce, “So hugely overrepresented were Jews” as feather dealers, people accused them of running a monopoly.34
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Above: “Troop of Ostriches, and Cart with Prickly-Pear Leaves for Food.” Below: “Ostriches in a Hot Wind,” on a South African farm. Illustrations from Home Life on an Ostrich Farm by Annie Martin (1890).
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Feather merchants in Omdurman, Sudan, ca. 1905-1910 (Sudan Times).

A Brief History of South African Politics

The native Zulu and Xhosa people had been at war with colonizers for years prior but were dominated in the mid-1600s by Netherlanders. The Netherlanders then established the Dutch East India Company on the west coast of the southern tip of the African continent. From Cape Colony, as they called it, the Dutch asserted power over most of South Africa, enslaving indigenous people in the process. This era of reign ended with the British Army’s invasion and progressive takeover, starting in 1795. 

In the 1860s, Cape Colony was fully under the dominion of the British crown. So were Natal and Zululand on the eastern coast. Under Dutch influence, those were collectively known as the Boer Republic of Natalia. The British renamed the Republic the Colony of Natal. It is important to distinguish these two British colonies (western and eastern) because of what happens later in the book. After being conquered, Dutch Boers (“Farmers”) relocated east of the Orange River and formed the Orange Free State and Transvaal (later the South African Republic). Unsatisfied with the result, the British bribed the Basotho people to align with them in conquering the Boers again. This engagement (lasting from 1880-1881) was later called the First Boer War.35

All that to say… ostrich farming was established in the British-ruled Cape Colony during a time of economic depression. In many ways, it was as weird and out-of-place as an occupation back then as it is now. Within ten years, those first 85 ostriches reproduced into over 22,000. South Africans colonizers were almost as happy getting rich off feathers as they were with the diamonds they discovered in 1867.
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“Map of South Africa, Showing the Seat of War between Great Britain and the Dutch Republics,” Chicago Record Newspaper, 1902 (LOC). 
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Watson Pickrell, an Arizona ostrich rancher, found that the earliest initiatives were in response to a noted decline in the ostrich population because of overhunting. He provided for the 1922 Cyclopedia of Farm Animals that the South African colonies had passed laws restricting slaughter practices and prohibiting poaching, which coincided with the establishment of the first ranches.36 Raising these birds to support the feather industry was no different than keeping Merino sheep for their wool. It was humane and rational, plus it undermined the dangerous and wasteful poaching activities. Before this, Pickrell wrote, “nearly all the ostrich feathers of commerce were taken from dead birds.”37 

(By the way, the earliest breeders called themselves farmers, but “farms” are usually distinguished by growing crops, while “ranches” are distinguished by raising livestock. Because of this, I will give preference to the term “ostrich ranch,” throughout the book. If, however, feathers are the salable output that happen to be grown on an ostrich’s body, then perhaps an acceptable alternative is “feather farm,” which no one seems to have used. That’s a bit of a loss because it has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?)

Which Birds to Farm?

Those who formed the first feather farms were essentially making things up as they went along. They captured wild birds, branded them and learned the trade by trial and error. Because the animals’ health and production now held global trade value, it benefitted breeders to begin distinguishing the characteristics and subtleties between native species before they bet their bottom dollar on an investment. Here’s an overview of what we now know.

Ostriches are members of the ratite family. These include three other flightless birds: the rhea, cassowary, emu and kiwi. While the similarly built species are virtually useless to the planet, the ostrich has emerged as Mother Nature's most contradictory showpiece. She is the epitome of a dinosaur with special needs, yet she could be the scientific savior of this world (more on that at the end of the book). 
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There are basically three types of ostriches: red/pink, blue and black. They have fancier names than that, but they are all just subspecies of the Struthio camelus. Their nicknames refer to the shade of skin prominently displayed in the near-nakedness of their necks and their matching-colored legs.

 

	
Red necks are the heaviest and most aggressive. The Common, Massai and North African are subspecies with this coloration. The North African bird is currently considered “critically endangered” and is almost entirely found in American zoos.38



 

	
Blue necks are the tallest. The Somali Ostrich (in archaic literature, the Nubian) received its scientific name Struthio molybdophanes for its spot-on color match to iron ore. These are familiarly called the South African ostrich, considering the population in that region.39 It quickly became the most common species found on American ostrich farms.



 

	
South African Blacks are generally smaller than both of the above and are supposed to have black necks and legs. It’s much more of a Cadet Gray, if you ask me. Sometimes these are referred to as “domesticated blacks.” They were bred specifically for their feather production and are known to produce 20% more feathers on on their body than the other species.40                  



There Are No True Domesticated Ostriches… Yet.

According to an article in Scientific American, by 1885, South Africans had bred over 100,000 of the “tame” subspecies.41 Despite the soft term applied to the headcount, there has been no official acknowledgement of South African Blacks (or any other subspecies) being formally domesticated. Early farmers who learned how to manage captive birds only claimed that designation. Today’s ostriches are still very much wild animals and will resort to their primitive habits when triggered. At best, they can be raised as livestock (not poultry), but no one should think of them as “tame” or gentle enough to be a family pet. 
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The scientific community generally accepts that domestication requires twelve or more generations to be raised outside of their native context. One example of removal from context would be like a pack wolf being brought from the woods and caused to sleep at the foot of a human’s bed. Selective breeding would prioritize only the gentlest and fluffiest cuddlers to continue living in the house. This process would continue for the next twelve generations until the perfect companion pet was designed. 

Early breeders in South Africa did not remove ostriches from their native context. They corralled a wild desert creature inside wire fencing, still located in the ostriches’ natural habitat. Successful ostrich ranches in the U.S. also imitate native context. That being the case, little has been done over the course of 160 years to have earned the “domestic” qualifier. (By the way, breeders who tried to raise ostriches in snowy places like Pennsylvania not only failed to domesticate their birds, but they also discovered that ostriches don’t adapt by growing more feathers to keep warm. Instead, they die.)

Another measure for domestication is evidence of evolution found in an animal’s DNA (i.e. physically cuter, smaller, fluffier). The South African Blacks are one step along in that process. Finally, domestication can be achieved by a marked change in their behavior. While so-called “domesticated” ostriches present some adaptive behaviors towards human handlers, at present, none are being selectively bred to reinforce those behavioral changes. Ostriches are presently bred for feather outputs or meat, without regard for the instinctual danger their behaviors may pose to their handlers. If a breeder chose to pursue true domestication, they might have to forgo a paycheck due to any physical changes that might result. For example, a tame bird might produce fewer feathers or eggs.
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Blue neck chicks being raised on a South African farm, ca. 1881-1890. Illustration from Home Life on an Ostrich Farm by Annie Martin.

 

 

 

 

 

 




4. Introducing Ostriches to America


 

“Turkey has its mosques; Russia has its Cossacks;

Germany has its U-boats; and Mexico has its fleas; but the

United States has the queerest farms in the world.”

- Henry Miles, “Strange Farms” (1916)43

 

Commercial ostrich ranching began in the U.S. in 1882. At this time, there were already over 300,000 birds bred in captivity in South Africa, turning its wishful conservationists into gazillionaires.44 At that point, other countries not only wanted a piece of the profit pie, but they were practically drooling, begging, and driven to stealing for it.

Dr. John Protheroe is the man who should get all the credit for bringing ostriches to the U.S. to stay. He was an Englishman who’d invested in an ostrich ranch outside of Cape Town for several years. He’d become interested in this line of business after traveling through South Africa in his prior career as a physician. After discovering ostrich ranching to be more profitable, he duplicated his efforts with an experimental ranch site in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Then, after studying the topography and climate conditions of the American Southwest, he figured it being his next place of establishment.45 By selling ostrich feathers locally to the largest importer in the world, he could increase his income exponentially and avoid the 25 percent export duty cutting into it back home.46

In 1881, Dr. Protheroe partnered with a naturalist, Dr. Charles Jarom Sketchley, who was formerly in the British Army. As one agriculturalist of 1889 put it, Dr. Sketchley was “one of the largest ostrich farmers in Africa,”47 having raised birds in the Dutch-ruled Transvaal Colony. Essentially, Dr. Protheroe was the money behind this venture; Dr. Sketchley was the muscle. Or, as my Arizona ostrich ranching friend D.C. Cogburn has put it, “some people in this industry buy jeans with fancy holes in them, while others earn theirs.”48 Dr. Sketchley earned his. (By the way, Cogburn has been a legendary wrangler of these birds longer than I’ve been alive, so he’s earned the ability to drop gems like that throughout the book.)

Later records mysteriously omit Dr. Protheroe from the historical narrative. For example, in 1899, E. H. Rydall wrote for American Farmer, “About the year 1881, it occurred to Dr. Charles J. Sketchley, who was, before the Boer wars, one of the largest ostrich farmers in Africa, that if ostriches could be successfully exported and naturalized in America, the profit would be immense.”49 The story proceeds as I’m about to tell you, but instead of having any cooperation with Dr. Protheroe, it was Dr. Sketchley who hand-picked the birds, shipped them off alone, formed a syndicate and managed the first ostrich farm in the U.S.50 I don’t know if these two doctors had a falling out, but after the farm was set up, Dr. Protheroe faded from literary accounts.

From South Africa to the U.S.

Together, the doctors filled a ship’s hold with two hundred mature birds from Cape Town and set sail for America.51 They may have come from Sketchley’s personal flock, or a combination from both of their collections, though there is no information to support either case. The Arizona Republican once drew a picture for its readers about this, printing: “Imagine two hundred of these gigantic creatures weighing from two hundred to four hundred pounds each, reared in the freedom of an almost boundless desert, cooped up in the stuffy hold…”52 

The steamship made a stop in Buenos Aires, where the entire outfit could take a breather for several months at Dr. Protheroe’s place. It’s likely that the partners learned a great deal about shipping the gangly wobblers from that first leg of the trip. They claimed several birds got seasick along the way, and that only 28 made it to shore. Though ostriches have a hardy immune system, this illness might have been the result of limited ventilation and a constant flow of cold, moist air. Breeders later learned this was nearly a guaranteed recipe for respiratory illness and death. 

It's also suspected that a rough wave could have sent a few birds knocking into each other or up against the enclosure, causing a broken bone or worse. Henry Miles, editor for a Canadian pharmaceutical journal agreed. He penned an article about some of the strangest farms in the world. He believed “the pitching and tossing of the steamer also was responsible for the death of many of the birds.”53
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1881-1882 Ostrich journey to America (part 1) (Google Maps, marked by author).

The Second Sea Leg

In November 1882, Dr. Protheroe shipped 22 birds up to New York City. After passing their initial inspection and quarantine for imported animals, they were displayed in Central Park.54 This was an important stop for the partners to get some attention on the birds, make a few bucks on admissions, and to draw in wealthy investors who might help fund their settlement in the States (i.e. reimburse them for significant expenses and losses). 
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A North Carolinian paper celebrated the entrance of the “African Colonist” who turned heads. The New Bern Weekly Journal printed on November 16: “Everybody who went to Central Park yesterday wanted to see the herd of twenty-two ostriches that just arrived. They are full-grown birds, and are the only lot ever imported for breeding purposes.”55 Dr. Protheroe told the paperman, though he had profitable businesses in two other countries, “I thought I could make more money elsewhere.”56

Not everyone was excited to have these strange birds making a pit stop at Central Park, though. The park superintendent Mr. Conklin, for one, reported the birds being rather troublesome. “They are worse than a gang of pickpockets,” he told the New Bern. “They won’t leave a button on your coats if you don’t watch them.”57

Winter in Central Park

The New Bern reported: “It was a cold day for the ostriches … they were not at home except a few favored callers. They are confined to the deer hut, which is nice and warm.”58 Tourists loved the opportunity to gawk, but the climate of New York was too extreme for the birds to remain long. When asked about the birds’ tolerance to the weather, Dr. Protheroe compared the chill to some nights back in South Africa when temperatures could drop into the 30’s at night and an inch of ice could form on the surface of the desert. But back in South Africa, those conditions were long gone at sunrise.

The average temperatures at the Park in November ranged from low-40’s to mid-50’s; a significant departure from the high-70’s the birds enjoyed during their June “winters” in Transvaal. In New York, the birds would have no relief from the chill, nor humidity. Keeping the birds inside a structure like the deer hut sounded nice but could lead to another ship hull disaster all over again. This show would have to get on the road, and quick.

Besides Dr. Sketchley, Dr. Protheroe brought out a herder from Cape Town known only as Mr. Johnson. A reporter from the New York Sun observed that when the herder opened the deer hut, “he was greeted by a series of sounds suggestive of the noise made by a fog horn[sic]. ‘That’s what the Dutch natives of Cape Town call bromming,’ said Mr. Protheroe. ‘It expresses the same feeling with an ostrich that cooing does with a dove.”59 That sound, also compared to a deep bellow or even to a lion’s roar, can be heard from over a mile away. 

Annie Martin, wife of an early South African ostrich rancher wrote about the birdcall in her 1890 memoir Home Life on an Ostrich Farm. To make this sound, the bird inflates its neck like a Scottish bagpiper (or croaking frog) and “gives utterance to three deep roars; the two first short and staccato, the third very prolonged.”60 In effect, the listener would hear, “Vwoom-vwoom-vwooooooom!” 

The birdcall was given its Dutch name by early South African breeders. In English, it means “humming.” The onomatopoeic equivalent since adopted in the German-English language is “booming.” 

Once inside the deer hut, the Sun reporter was kindly accosted. First his shirt collar was nipped then tugged, then an ostrich plucked his walking cane right out of his hand. After a failed attempt to gulp down the stiff object, the greedy bird gave up and, allegedly, apologized.
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“The Ostriches at the Central Park Menagerie, New York,” Illustration from Scientific American 65, No. 23 (Dec. 5, 1891). Related text reads: “…handsome specimens of this bird now in confinement at the menagerie in Central Park.”
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Male ostrich preparing to make his call (Rib Ticklers, “Ostrich Sounds – Noises” on YouTube, Oct. 6, 2021).

 

￼[image: A black and white triangle with black text

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

The Third Leg of the Journey

On December 2, Dr. Protheroe announced his intent to sell the entire lot of birds to investors.61 Folks from California responded immediately, as did some in Texas and Florida. Based on the favorable climate, Dr. Protheroe went into business out west. He, Dr. Sketchley and Mr. Johnson soon began the next leg of their journey to the opposite coast, where year-round sunshine would keep the bird’s toes warm. 

The journey was completed first by wagonload, then by railcar. A January 3rd announcement in a Wyoming newspaper explained that to get the birds into the vehicle, first Dr. Protheroe blindfolded the birds, then Dr. Sketchley “laid hold of each wing,” while a third helper, possibly Mr. Johnson, prodded the bird from behind.62 Coincidentally, the act of Dr. Sketchley handling the birds would become future propaganda image for the Arizona Ostrich Company in Phoenix.

Together, the team got all 22 birds loaded up into a large, covered wagon reminiscent of the old Oregon Trail days. I know what you’re thinking: “I’d like to see that.” I thought it, too. But I could not find an archival image from the 1882 cross-country mission. Undeterred, I asked an artificial image generator to assist with a composite illustration. It did not disappoint, and due to the absurd accuracy achieved here, there will be a few more of these co-piloted creations later in the book.
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Disclaimer: The image shown is not real.

 

From the wagon, the birds were loaded into a railcar and transported through Chicago and Omaha to the Pacific Coast.63 All 22 birds survived the trip to San Francisco, arriving in mid-January 1883. Some records say that the birds were again exhibited for the public. This time, in San Francisco. Then, they were moved to a temporary home on 800 acres in Borden.64 The total journey took them 23,000 miles away from their homeland.
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1882-1883 ostrich journey to America (part 2) (Google Maps, marked by author).

The California Ostrich Co.

In March 1883, the California Ostrich Company was formed (also seen as the Southern California Ostrich Farm Company or the California Ostrich Farming Company). Dr. Protheroe and Dr. Sketchley were vested members of the Company65 that, through syndication with prominent locals, held a capital stock valued at $80,000 (or $2.5 million, presently).66 Other investors were railroad barons, land developers, and ranchers. Burton Green, the founder of Beverly Hills, even got in on the deal. The syndicate paid $21,000 for the birds, or about $950 apiece.67 The rest of the money was funneled into the development of a suitable property and the hiring of a full-time superintendent: Dr. Sketchley.

Robinson Trust (Stearns Ranchos Co.) leased out a portion of its acreage near Anaheim and opened its fences to visitors in April, thus becoming the first commercial ostrich ranch in the country. The grounds were warm, flat and sandy – exactly what the birds needed. The location was ideal for customers, too—being set up close to a stop on the Southern Pacific Railroad. Excitement for the new installment was shared among all the movers and shakers of the day. An article in the Chautauquan, a magazine for the promotion of culture, literature and science touted: “Every tourist to Southern California made the pilgrimage to Anaheim and the ostrich farm was well repaid...”68

Once in Los Angeles, the Herald interviewed Dr. Protheroe. He attested to his extensive knowledge of ostrich raising.69 He described the perfect setup for a farm property, including the climate conditions, fencing requirements, and the labor demands. His prejudices slipped out when he told the reporter how glad he would be to employ white men in the U.S., considering them far more attentive and responsible than the migrant workers typically employed for farm labor.70

Though only 11% of the original cargo, the surviving birds flourished in their new home. “The first chick was hatched July 28, 1883,” just three months after tours began.71 By the end of the first year in operation, those surviving 22 birds produced 270 eggs to grow the business.72 His and Dr. Sketchley’s accomplishment caused Dr. Protheroe to be hailed as “the first to pass the Rubicon,” or the point of no return in the endeavor. 73 Their success bolstered others to soon follow in their footsteps. And that, kids, was how the U.S. got its first commercial ostrich ranch.
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Arizona Ostrich Company advertisement in the Arizona Republican, Jan. 7, 1904.




5. Blushing Grooms & Other Mating Stuff

 

“Much thought on the matter [of mating]

colors his shins and beak a bright red.”

- The Arizona Graphic (1899)74

 

A warm summer in Southern California may have been exactly what Dr. Sketchley ordered for the restoration of the flock. While other livestock like cattle “go into heat” based on hormonal cycles, ostriches are some of the only animals to take that phrase literally. Warm weather invites ostrich breeding, with the egg-laying season in the American Southwest ranging from about February to August. Ostrich roosters blush deeply when mating season is upon them. This blush is not the human equivalent of the flirty feeling girls get sometimes. Rather, it’s more like the heated rage and determination that a male feels during those same times. 
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Social & Breeding Systems

People mistakenly use the terms “flock, covey, gaggle, and flight” for groups of ostriches. Or, as we are discussing flightless landlubbers, sometimes they are called a “herd.” In some parts of the world, they are a “Wobble,” which seems most fitting, but the correct term for a group of ostriches is a “troop.”75 This may have been picked up from early literature such as Leo Africanus’ A Geographical Historie of Africa (1600). He describes their migration activities as such: “The ostriches wander up and down the deserts in orderly troops so that a far-off man would take them to be so many horsemen, which illusion hath often dismayed whole caravans.”76

Ostrich troops don’t operate as an organized unit with cohesive or predictable movements, such as seen in migratory bird groups like ducks. Ostriches essentially create limited alliances within a greater platonic community. In nature, the ostriches will create family groups of ten to twelve birds with a dominant breeding pair, plus additional hens claimed by the rooster.77 Per the experts at the San Diego Zoo: “A dominant female is called the ‘main hen.’"78 Logically, that makes anyone else the rooster mates with a ‘side chick.’ 

Within the family group, there is a hierarchy or “pecking order,” like with chickens—and also, a bit like a pride of lions. There can be multiple family groups within a larger troop, but as one observer has put it: each dominant male “has its own domain, separated by some imaginary boundary line of his own, visible only to himself.”79 The observer, Helen Seargeant, lived on a Phoenix property that neighbored one of the largest ostrich ranches in Arizona’s territorial days. From her home, she could see across the ostrich pens and noted: “There, in company with one or perhaps two hens, [the rooster] dwells monarch of all he surveys; any other ostrich daring to invade his territory is at once attacked.”80

Matchmaking

An 1895 issue of Poultry Monthly provided that, in nature, “[t]he ostrich is gregarious and polygamous, the male, if left to his own inclination, often appropriating five or six females.”81 Breeders, however, manipulate the details of lusty encounters. On ranches, ostriches are generally paired off in duos, trios, or left to mingle promiscuously in a community pen. 

If a breeder is looking for a specific output, such as feather quality, meaty muscles, or maximum fertility for egg laying, a bit of manipulation is required. If pairing off, the matchmaker must invest in extra fencing to contain each couple (or trio of one rooster and two hens) in their own separate corral. 82 Because of the instinct for hens within a family group to nest together, a trio can be a more natural setting for them than a duo.

According to Dr. Thomas Duncan’s 1888 report to the U.S. Commissioner of Agriculture, when ostriches are matched, but have not yet bred, these birds are called “camped-off birds.”83 I prefer the term “flirty-birdies,” but no one asked me. “After they have bred[,] they become ‘guaranteed breeders,’” Dr. Duncan added.84 The guarantee is supposedly backed by the birds’ bond to each other.
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Failed Matches and Lost Lovers

Not all man-made matches are successful, as ostriches can be rather picky when it comes to their partners. As seen in Poultry Monthly: “It is often the case that the male and female thus selected fail to agree and the male attempts to discipline his mate and occasionally kicks her over the fence.”85 Nonfiction author F. J. Haskin, once studied the birds’ behaviors at a Los Angeles ranch and found, “Some birds remain determined bachelors all their lives,” refusing any and all of the partners offered.86 Once captivated, however, a rooster becomes a “devoted slave” to his hen.87 Challenging these claims is world-renowned ostrich raiser, D.C. Cogburn, who has offered: “the males will mate anything that looks mateable.”88 

On this note, once the birds have bonded to each other, they become protective and have been noted to show a preference for life, though not necessarily monogamy. Some literature supports the idea that when a rooster loses his preferred hen, he mourns the loss with a depressed mood, loss of appetite, and in some cases, a refusal to take a new partner. If in a larger family group, a bachelor bird could fight the depressed rooster for dominance. If there is no immediate replacement for the rooster, the ladies will stretch out their long legs and find themselves a new harem master. Or their breeder will assign them one. 
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Postcard featuring the Cawston Ostrich Farm in South Pasadena, ca. early 1900s (Los Angeles Public Library Digital Collection). 

 




6. Sketchley Takes Over


 

“He left South Africa with 200 & landed in California with 22.”

- Watson Pickerell, Cyclopedia of Farm Animals (1922)89

 

In 1884, Dr. Charles Sketchley planned a return trip to South Africa to secure additional adult birds that could amp up the breeding activities and increase the availability of filthy-rich feathers on U.S. soil. That year, 55 more ostriches were imported.90 

Besides shopper demands, pressure to increase the troop size may have arisen out of competition. In December 1883, the Phoenix Weekly Herald announced an Australian freighter, just recently arrived from Cape Town, carrying 23 ostriches in her belly, all of which would be rehomed near San Diego.91 The new entrants to the industry were C.F.A. Johnson and his son Ed from Maine. The father-son team formed the American Ostrich Company.

In the four years following the 1883 Anaheim ranch opening, “three other parties ventured in the field of Ostrich-farming,” wrote William Dutcher for Bird-Lore magazine.92 Dutcher was once the president of the National Association of Audubon Societies. Besides the Johnsons’, two other ranchers opened in Pasadena and Whittier. Mr. Johnson wrote about getting settled in: “a great deal of excitement here and you would split your sides with laughter to hear the absurd questions that are hurled at us from all sides.”93

Considering all the new neighbors, Tom Pulley of the Orange County Historical Society claimed, “In the fall of 1885, Sketchl[e]y wanted to return to South Africa to purchase additional birds for the farm. But his tightfisted board of directors refused his plan.”94 In response, Dr. Sketchley quit his position as superintendent, found himself new investors and formed C.J. Sketchley & Co.95 In November of that year, he left to get himself another batch of birds to supply a new operation in Los Angeles. 
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Ad for Sketchley’s Ostrich Farm in California, Los Angeles Herald, August 14, 1886.

Back to South Africa

What Dr. Sketchley might not have realized at the time of his departure was that the South African government didn’t like what was happening with one of their most lucrative exports. After a few more retrievals from eager American farmers-to-be, South African ostrich farmers “became alarmed” at what it could mean for their future businesses.96 In the early 1880s, South Africans had around $40 million of capital invested in this industry, and $4.5 million was shipped from Cape Town annually.97 Dr. Duncan has explained, “if they allowed large troops of birds to be freely sent to the very land that took every year one-half or more of their feathers, this immense industry would be crippled.”98 It makes sense that South African ostrich raisers felt upset. Their livelihoods were being threatened!

In response, the African government increased the duty tax on exported birds of any age from 25% to $500 per, and $125 on every egg. 99 Railing farmers adjusted by increasing the price of birds to a prohibitive $1,500 each ($49,000 in 2025). Efforts to keep the fortunes in-house were too late, though. In addition to the American endeavors, there were early shipments that went out to India and Australia. The Arizona Sentinel later captured the way South African ranchers must have felt when there was a dip in profits: “…It is with chagrin bordering on despair that the Cape farmers find the retail trade gleaning the profits.”100

After trekking through Cape Colony, Dr. Sketchley returned to his former hometown of Transvaal, on the eastern side of the continent. From there, he could avoid heavy export taxes by shipping his animals from Port Natal (Durban, KwaZulu-Natal). Since the Colony of Natal operated under different laws than Cape Colony, this became a temporary workaround.

A Stop in Galveston

Because there was no direct steamship access to California at this time (other than taking the long way around North America by crossing over the Isthmus of Panama), all imports of live animals had to stop over in South America, then to a quarantine station in New York, New Orleans or some other gulf port like Galveston, Texas.101 Details of this journey were being tracked by interested Arizonans. The Daily Tombstone reported on an early April arrival at Galveston: “The Norwegian schooner [‘]Praecis St. Avenge[’] arrived at the wharf … after a two months’ voyage from Africa. She brought a strange cargo to the new world, consisting of ostriches, parrots, monkeys, tropical birds, and last but not least, among her curiosities are five natives of the Madras [Chennai], India…”102

Again, some of the shipment became seasick, but historian Andrea Ringer claimed their accommodations may have been better planned than before. “On the Atlantic,” she wrote, “they lived in single padded stalls near the middle of the hold, with paddocks between the stalls to offer some exercise and perhaps some interaction among the birds.”103 Ringer’s research centered around the treatment of captive ostriches in zoos and circuses.

At the seaport, the ostriches were rested, inspected then exhibited at Galveston Park. According to an article in the Daily Tombstone, 36 ostriches debarked alive.104 Dr. Sketchley’s new birds, he told the media, were “the finest lot ever taken from Africa,” moreso than the ones his predecessor could ever have found.105 To compete with his former syndicate, he went as far as to claim that his birds were pedigreed like a racehorse, so he could prove their superiority on paper.

One ostrich threatened to embarrass the doctor when they were unloading from the cargo hold. When the bird was being led out, it became frightened and when “a couple of sailors approached to move him from the box, he gave one of them a gentle kick.”106 Despite courteous restraint, that kick sent the sailor flying into the side of the vessel where the man then checked himself to see how many bones he’d broken. The Malaysian animal handlers apparently told the sailor he was lucky to still be alive.

For the zoo-worthy collection, Dr. Sketchley reserved a specially prepared railcar on a California-bound train. Curious onlookers thronged the wharf to get a peek of the bewildering and diverse cargo before it boarded. While rail bound, expectant Arizonans looked forward to their chance to see the procession come through their state. The outfit passed through Tucson around April 16.107 I don’t know if Dr. Sketchley made time to showcase his animals while in town, or just take a breather, but one of them appears to have made a solo performance when it escaped into the Yuma Desert. (There’s more on that in the “Murder Birds” chapter.)

The following year, the doctor made one more trip to South Africa. On that journey, he brought 30 ostriches to California and sold all of them to a circus.108
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Dr. Sketchley’s second Ostrich Farm in Rancho Loz Feliz in Los Angeles County, 1886 (California Historical Society Collection).

 




7. Cawston: the California Copycat

 

“The money-making possibilities of ostrich raising

are simply wonderful almost beyond belief.”

- American Ostrich Co. (1907)109

 

Two Californian gentlemen became the primary conduits to Arizona’s ostrich industry. When competition appeared on the scene, there was one man who quickly dethroned Dr. Sketchley as the king of all ostrich ranchers. Hands down, claims Audubon’s Dutcher, “the most successful of these persons being Mr. Edwin Cawston, who went to South Africa and returned [in 1886] with forty-four selected birds.”110 Cawston divided those ostriches between his ranch in Los Angeles and someone else’s in Whittier.

Edwin E. Cawston was a young Englishman who could afford spending his inheritance funds on a new industry without thinking twice. It is believed that Cawston became fascinated with the idea of owning ostriches when he saw them on display at the 1876 Centennial International Exposition.111 He spontaneously purchased the two ostriches being exhibited and took them back to Nice, France. (By the way, there are additional nuances to Cawston’s story that might interest Californians, but I have left them out in favor of the big picture.)

Between 1884 and 1886, Cawston journeyed from Surrey, England to California to investigate the farming opportunity that was being spoken so highly of. It was an instant sale for him. In 1886, he traveled to South Africa with E.P. Hoyle (the superintendent of the California Ostrich Co., who had replaced Dr. Sketchley). From there, the partners chartered a return ship to bring in what he believed were the “best obtainable ostriches in the world.”112 Certainly, Dr. Sketchley might have rolled an eye or two at this claim, as he would when Cawston put up a sign over the entrance declaring his ranch the “Pioneer Ostrich Farm of America.”

Cawston made it back to the U.S. in January 1887. Of the original 52 birds shipped, just over 40 survived. He sold a few ostriches to others before setting up separate locations for his new business endeavors: a tourist attraction in Norwalk and a quiet breeding area in Pasadena. Cawston intended to be a “serious breeder” in Orange County and reserved 18 ostriches for that line of business.113 

Cawston’s Rise and Fall

In 1891, the California Ostrich Co. went belly up and 170 birds were sold to the superintendent R. J. Northam.114 Northam then passed 40 over to Cawston.115 Four years later, Northam’s property could no longer sustain the birds, plus their second generation. Northam sent Cawston another large batch of chicks. Cawston’s ostrich operation grew exponentially, and he became the number one supplier of ostriches and feathers in the country.

Ten years later, Cawston’s obsession sparked anew. At the 1901 Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo, New York, Cawston saw blue necked “Nubian” ostriches on exhibit. He simply had to get his hands on them and, again, purchased some from the exhibitor, Alyma Young Pearson. Cawston hoped by crossbreeding the red and blue species he could experiment with increasing an ostrich’s feather output.116 The new additions stimulated a fresh wave of tourists to California and in 1905 the press reported that Cawston’s Ostrich Ranch was “the finest show farm in the United States.” 117 After 29 years in the business, in 1911, Cawston sold off his Pasadena land and ostriches, then retired to England.118
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Edwin E. Cawston, n.d. (South Pasadena Public Library/Public Domain).
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Edwin Cawston drives a trap through his Norwalk ostrich ranch, ca. 1890 (Nicholas Beyelia Collection/Los Angeles Public Library). 
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Cawston Ostrich Farm Souvenir Book, 1909 (Smithsonian Institute/Public Domain). Image caption reads: “We have over 1,000 ostriches.”
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At the Ostrich Farm,” ca. 1911. Postcard from the Dept. of Archives and Special Collections of the Hannon Library (Loyla Marymount University).
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Cawston Ostrich Farm Souvenir Book, 1909 (Smithsonian Institute/Public Domain).

 




8. Arizona’s First Birds


 

“...This will be the pioneer institution of this kind in Arizona.”

- Arizona Sentinel (1888)119

 

There has been some debate over which Arizona entrepreneur brought the first family of ostriches into the state: Was it Moses E. Clanton or Josiah Harbert? The answer is both. Like Drs. Protheroe and Sketchley, they should share the glory, at least initially.

Moses Clanton was a stock-raiser in Phoenix in the early 1880s before he moved to Los Angeles around 1887. For a time, he lived in Santa Fe Springs, neighboring Norwalk. He may have been introduced to the ostrich ranching business through a visit to Edwin Cawston’s show farm, but there is also a strong possibility that the livestock man was employed at Norwalk and learned everything he needed to know about ostriches through that experience. In this chapter is an image collage showing Cawston holding an ostrich (on the right) while an unidentified man harvests wing feathers (on the left). The groomer looks convincingly like Moses Clanton might have appeared in his mid-40s.

(By the way, for Wild West fans—Moses is not related to Ike Clanton of the Cowboys who were caught up in the gunfight behind the O.K. Corral. There is, however, an associate of Wyatt Earp who appears later in the book.)

While in California, Clanton met Josiah Harbert. Harbert used to live in the town of Alhambra, just 19 miles north of Norwalk, and had recently moved to Arizona, located on a large tract just three miles west of Phoenix. Before the Civil War, Harbert had spent seven years farming in Missouri, then ventured west in an ox train, first to Colorado, then to Montana. He might have been seeking a fortune in mining. In 1876, Harbert continued to California, where he’d have seen three early feather farms become the new strike-it-rich opportunity. 

Harbert had apparently done some thinking on the “disadvantages of the plume-growing business,” as was observed in California. 120 He considered whether those issues might be overcome in the Arizona climate. In 1888, he formed a partnership with Clanton and they called it Clanton & Co. (Harbert being the “Co.”). They planned to use Clanton’s ranch lands outside of Buckeye, Arizona to host a new troop of birds purchased from Cawston. “While not claiming any experience in that kind of business,” Harbert told the Arizona Daily Star, he felt confident that the valley would benefit from participating in the feather industry.121 
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THE OSTRICHES AT THE CENTRAL PARK MENAGERIE, NEW YORE.






OEBPS/images/image44-filtered.png





OEBPS/images/image19.jpg






OEBPS/images/image16.jpg






OEBPS/images/image14-filtered.jpg





OEBPS/images/image26-filtered.png
— ~J

/“It has been successfully\
domesticated in America and
elsewhere for its feathers.”

- Watson Pickrell (1922)






OEBPS/images/image6.png
Ostrich Leg Bones
(simplified)

Thigh
Knee
Shin

Ankle

Foot
Toes \‘






OEBPS/images/image35.jpg
OSTRICH FARM

Capital Addition

NOW OPEN.

Fifty Gigantic Ostriches, beautiful |
display of Ostrich boas, plumes, fans, |
etc., at Producers’ prices, |

West end of Washington street car}
line.





OEBPS/images/image23.jpg





OEBPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





OEBPS/images/BGWCover_Front112625.jpg
/
\

(AND OTHER STORIES OF
ARIZONA OSTRICH RANCHING)

y
o’ -
e

I/ National Award- W‘ﬁ%é\uthor & Historian





OEBPS/images/image5.png
Crows are the best ostrich
eggshell breakers on the planet.

They repeatedly drep stones on their target from a high
peint until they can access the gooey insides. PN





OEBPS/images/image45.jpg
J v o
fs. e

RS ilogee
3y (g

@vsioN
(@ STIRICHIFARN:

CALIE@RINIIAS






OEBPS/images/image29.png
The Statue of Liberty was not able
to greet the incoming birds.
® (She didn’t arrive until 1884.)
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Protheroe & Sketchley’s Overland Journey
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The scunds of an estrich:

Ostriches can also chirp like a quail,
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seagull and hiss like a snake.
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An important part of Phoenix history!
- Arizona Daily Star, 1997
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