
The Ambiguity of the Passenger Pigeon

1.

They're all dead.
That much 
is unambiguous.

2.

“A flight of pigeons in breadth 
nigh a quarter of the midhemisphere, 

and of their length 
was no visible end”

“whose weight brake down 
the limbs of large trees

of which the fowlers 
shot abundance and eat 'em”

Later the settlers decided 
this had been a portent

of King Philip's War
which they called 

“the massacres,”
“commited by th'Indians”

3.

“We have had so great
abundance of Pigeons
this summer,
that we have fed
all our Servants”

4.

“Their flesh is dark
and, when fat, very good.”

5.

Cotton Mather thought the pigeons 
flew to “some undiscovered Satellite, 



accompanying the Earth at a near distance.” 
Wonders of the Invisible World.

“They are sometimes kill'ed in such plenty, 
that the countrypeople feed their Hogs with ym.”

6.

Cotton Mather was an early proponent 
of inoculation against smallpox.

7.

“Millions of Turtledoves on the greene boughes, pecking of the full ripe pleasant grapes 
supported by the lusty tree, whose fruitfull loade did cause the armes to bend, among 
which here and there dispersed, you might see of lillies and of the Daphnean tree;

which made the Land to mee seeme paradice:
for in mine eie t'was Natures Masterpeece;
her cheifest Magazine of all, where lives her store:
if this Land be not rich, then is the whole world poore.”

8.

No recordings: 
of the copulation-note, 
the keck, the scolding, 
chattering, clucking, 
the vestigial coo or keeho, 
the nest-call.

9.

“Passenger Pigeon, male, No. 315, Collection of Geo. S. Hamlin. Shot by a Swede, North Bridgeport, 
Fairfield Co., Conn., Aug. 1906.” 

*   *   *

“The specimen is in fine plumage, but atrociously mounted, with spread wings.”

10.

The oldest passenger pigeon fossils date back to the Pleistocene, and are a hundred thousand years old.

*   *   *

When Press Clay Southworth shot the last wild passenger pigeon with a BB gun, he was eleven.
He lived to be ninety-four. He died in 1979.



*   *   *

In 1834, Booth, the actor (father of John Wilkes Booth) held a funeral for a bushel of passenger 
pigeons, and interred them in a graveyard. He quoted from The Ancient Mariner, and from Shelley, 
against the use of animal food.

*   *   *

A flock of passenger pigeons a mile wide and three hundred miles long is three and a half billion birds. 
Together they weigh more than a million tons. 

*   *   *

You could see flashes of sunlight between their wings. 
Like bright sparks, shooting across the dark living cloud.

*   *   *

Hunters shot pigeons with saltpeter made from pigeon guano.

*   *   *

They burned the fat for light.

11.

“They darken all the sky”

*   *   *

“They waste whole forests in a short time and leave 
a famine behind them for most other creatures”

*   *   *

“They fly and alight around you on every tree, 
in immense flocks, and loving to be shot”

*   *   *

“The ground was alive 
with naked pigeons 
that had the feathers 
singed off them, 
but which eventually died.”

*   *   *

“the men's mouths watered: 



the sight of a prodigious 
flight of wild pigeons”

*   *   *

“the grand mode of taking them is by setting fire to the high dead grass, leaves, and shrubs underneath, 
in a wife blazing circle, fired at different parts, at the same time, so as soon to meet. Then down rush 
the pigeons in immense numbers, and indescribable confusion, to be roast alive, and gather up dead 
next day from heaps two feet deep.”

*   *   *

“Like so many thick'ned cloudes.”

*   *   *

“They poured into that fire by the hundreds, 
keeping it up all week while that roost was burning.” 

*   *   *

“They move in clouds, a mile in length”

*   *   *

and of their length 
was no visible end.


