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In the natural world, perhaps nothing is sadder than
knowing that a thing of beauty is gone forever. When it
comes to the loss of a species, surely no recent extinction is

as unbelievable and distressing as the vanishing of the passenger
pigeon. Yet it is a story rarely told.

Slightly larger than the more familiar mourning dove, and
strikingly more colorful, the passenger pigeon once traveled in
huge flocks from Hudson Bay to the Gulf of Mexico, and west to
the Mississippi River. Named for its tendency to be always on the
go, Ectopistes migratorious was a common sight over and in the celds
and forests of early Pennsylvania.

The actual number of birds that existed during the crst half of
the 1800s has been estimated at 5 billion, and it has been sug-
gested that passenger pigeons at that time likely outnumbered all
other North American birds combined.

BLOCKING OUT THE SUN

Gregarious by nature, the pigeons would assemble into flocks
that could stretch across the sky for miles. Naturalist and

Sierra Club founder John Muir, who devoted cve pages in his au-
tobiography to the passenger pigeon, wrote: “I have seen flocks
streaming south in the fall so large that they were flowing from
horizon to horizon in an almost continuous stream all day long,
at the rate of 40 or 50 miles an hour, like a mighty river in
the sky. . . .”  

In 1813, John James Audubon, wildlife artist for
whom the National Audubon Society was
named, watched in disbelief as an enormous
number of the birds flew over the Ohio River.  His
notes report that a flock that he estimated at one billion birds
passed overhead for three hours. Many accounts from the time
would describe how massive flocks blocked out the sunlight of an
afternoon, creating an eerie twilight beneath the mad rush of
wings.

Pennsylvania was the heart of pigeon country. In late March
of each year, the rush of wings from passenger pigeons returning
from their southern migration squelched all other sounds. A few
hundred thousand birds in search of acorns, beechnuts and chest-
nuts would clear a forest of its mast crop in a hurry.

The birds also arrived in search of nesting sites. Thousands
upon thousands of nests would be built in the hardwood forests,
and a nesting colony (sometimes referred to as a “pigeon city”)
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contained cycloramas, and most of them focused on wars and bat-
tles. Cycloramas are oil-on-canvas paintings, some almost 50 feet
high, that surround the viewer in a circle. If stretched out in a
straight line, the paintings would be longer than a football celd.
They were displayed in special auditoriums and enhanced with
landscaped foreground features such as trees, grasses, fences and
life-sized cgures. The Gettysburg Cyclorama is 42 feet high and
365 feet long. 

French artist Paul Phillipoteaux created Gettysburg’s cyclo-
rama in 1883 and 1884. It would be one of the largest paintings to
be displayed on the continent. But a century later, a cve-year,
$15 million effort was necessary to rejuvenate the Cyclorama in
what is the largest conservation project ever to be undertaken in
North America. 

When you stand surrounded by the massive scene, you feel as
if you have stepped into the middle of Pickett’s Charge. In the
foreground are items found on the battleceld: guns, cannons, a
broken wagon and uniform coats. An ingenuous technique that
creates a three-dimensional effect is to build half of a stone wall in
the foreground and then attach it to its two-dimensional half in
the painting. A dirt road begins with actual soil in the painting’s
foreground before disappearing into the canvas painting. The hy-
perbolic shape of the canvas bellies out at its central point so that
the painting is actually thrust toward you. All these visual tricks
draw you right into the scene. 

When the lights dim, the story of the battle is told with spot-
lighted smoke, dramatic explosions and the sounds of generals
yelling commands while guns and cannons are cring. Once the
drama has ceased, we stay to examine the masterpiece. The do-
cent explains that 20 artists, including masters in portraiture,
landscape and animals, were used to create the painting. 

For the restoration, conservators ordered canvas from China
where cycloramas are still the rage and it is the only country man-
ufacturing canvas of this immense size. Because large areas of sky
were missing from the original cyclorama, these portions had to
be hand sewn and painted. After being cleaned front and back,
the canvas was ingeniously hung using rings at the top and 15-
pound weights at the painting’s bottom edge.    

SLEEP WELL, MR. PRESIDENT

To end our historic tour in Lincoln’s footsteps, we continue to
the historic Gettysburg Hotel on the circle in town. Included

on the National Trust for Historic Places, the hotel dates back to
1797, and for more than two centuries housed presidents, orators,
actresses and poets. Among its famous guests were Gen. Ulysses
S. Grant, Pulitzer Prize winner Carl Sandburg and 19th century
politician Daniel Webster. 

As we fall asleep that night in our comfortable beds, we think
of President Lincoln who so many years ago would have been a
guest just a stone’s throw away in the Wills House. Now that we’ve
explored his path and better understand the toll this famous bat-
tle took on our country, we appreciate the historic words he spoke
in Gettysburg even more. 

—Cindy Ross of New Ringgold enjoys traveling the state with her family.
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would extend nearly 900 square miles. In some cases, so densely
packed were the nests and so heavy the congregation of adult
birds that even stout branches would split from trees. The coun-
ties of McKean, Warren and Elk accommodated the largest nest-
ing sites, and communities such as Kane and Shefceld boast a rich
pigeon history. The tiny hamlet of Pigeon in Forest County keeps
the once-plentiful bird alive in its name.

HUNTED TO EXTINCTION

So what caused the passenger pigeon to disappear? A bur-
geoning taste for its meat. Although American Indians and

early settlers had harvested the birds for food, it was a lucrative

market for pigeon meat in the growing cities of New York and
Philadelphia in the mid-1800s that started the birds’ population
decline. Due to the high demand, commercial hunters found they

could earn a decent income of $10 per day hunting pigeons. The
situation worsened with the invention of the telegraph, which
enabled hunters to communicate the whereabouts of the flocks,
and the use of refrigerated rail transportation, which allowed
the birds to be shipped greater distances. During the 1860s and

’70s, a mass slaughter of pigeons occurred somewhere nearly
every day.

Every method imaginable was employed to harvest the pi-
geons. So concentrated were the pigeons in their flight flocks and
roosting colonies that gunners could bring down many birds with
one shot. Hunters used clubs and poles and even cut down trees
to access the nests so they could sell the coveted pigeon chicks to

restaurants that would serve the squabs as delicacies. Live de-
coys, termed “flyer pigeons” and “stool pigeons,” were used

to lure passing flocks within the range of guns or spring-
loaded nets. Also during this period, the widespread
clear-cutting of the vast forests of the eastern United
States caused the pigeons to face a shortage of food
and nesting sites. 

THE LAST PASSENGER PIGEON

By the late 1800s, pigeon numbers had dropped
dramatically. Pennsylvania’s last “pigeon city,” a

congregation of birds that roosted along the west
branch of Pine Creek in Potter County, vanished

in April 1886. The last signiccant nesting
recorded anywhere in the United States oc-

curred near Bowling Green, Ohio, in 1896,
where 250,000 birds assembled. That
flock was promptly wiped out when
hunters, alerted by telegraph, dispatched

200,000 birds in just one day.
In 1867, New York passed a

law intended to protect the pi-
geons, and Pennsylvania fol-
lowed suit in 1873 with legislation
prohibiting the discharge of a

crearm within a quarter-mile of a pigeon roost. Other states
tried similar measures. But with little enforcement, the laws

were brazenly ignored. 
In desperation, the National Audubon Society in the early

1900s offered $1,500 to anyone who could cnd a wild pigeon nest,
and the Cincinnati Zoo put up a $1,000 reward for any person
who could produce an additional bird to join the three for which
the zoo was caring. No one could. In 1914, the last of the captives,
a 29-year-old female named Martha, quietly expired.

In his touching “On a Monument to the Pigeon” published in
1947, conservationist Aldo Leopold penned a ctting eulogy to the
beautiful passenger pigeon: “Trees still live who, in their youth,
were shaken by a living wind. But a decade hence only the oldest
oaks will remember, and at long last only the hills will know.”   

—Tom Betts lives in Home, Indiana County, and is a high school science teacher.

Pennsylvania • May/June 2010 21

Statewide

Julia Brown holds “Martha” (on the right), the last

known passenger pigeon. There are currently

about 309 different species of pigeons and

doves. And although the passenger pigeon

once constituted 25 to 40 percent of the

total bird population of the United

States, today, a passenger pigeon

can no longer be found outside 

of museums. 
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