Eat or be eaten
A massive flock of hungry
passenger pigeons could strip
a forest floor of every scrap
of potential food. Their
favorites meals included
beechnuts, acorns, chestnuts
and other mast seeds, which
the pigeons swallowed whole.
They stored seeds in a throat
pouch called a crop, which
would grow so full that the
birds resembled bags of
marbles. Passenger pigeons
would supplement their diets
with insects, fruit and even
soil and salt.

Though they preferred wild food, hungry flocks were
often a nuisance to farmers. On the other hand, the
droppings of millions of birds—described as “falling like
snow”—helped fertilize large tracts of land.

“Yearly the feathered tempest roared up, down
and across the continent, sucking up the laden
fruits of forest and prairie,
burning them in a
traveling blast of life."
―Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac

Few predators could keep up with the
constantly moving passenger pigeons. Hawks,
and later humans, were the only hunters to
follow the flocks.

Passenger pigeons had many natural
predators. Hawks hunted flocks by
day, owls preyed on roosts at night,
and foxes, wolves and bobcats would
take injured adults and fallen chicks.
The pigeon’s natural defense was
strength in numbers―there were
simply too many birds for predators
to make a dent in their numbers.
Humans were much more effective
hunters, however, and the pigeon’s
colony-based lifestyle would be their
downfall.

Sturdy chestnut trees once held hordes of passenger pigeons.
But in the early 1900s, an invasive fungus from Asia wiped out
the chestnut in the eastern US. Today, conservationists are trying
to breed blight-resistant chestnuts from surviving western stands.
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Pigeons shaped
the forests
By breaking large
branches off of trees,
the birds opened up the
forest canopy. Sunlight
could reach the forest
floor, drying it out. This
provided tinder for more
frequent forest fires.
Thin-barked trees like
maple perished in the
flames, leaving
thick-barked oaks to
spread and thrive.

Massive, long-lived oaks
produced acorns, one of the
passenger pigeon’s favorite foods.
One estimate calculated that a
flock of 2.2 billion pigeons would
require 17.4 million bushels of
food a day.

