Going, going, gone
On September 1, 1914, the
very last passenger pigeon, a
female named Martha, died in
the Cincinnati Zoo. She had
been born in a small captive
flock, the last refuges of the
birds after they had
disappeared from the wild.
But there were no captive
breeding programs at time.
The remaining birds aged
beyond fertility and began to
die off, leaving only Martha.
When she passed, the legacy
of her billions of ancestors
died with her.

Martha, the last
passenger pigeon, in her
cage at the Cincinnati Zoo.

The last wild
pigeons

“Spring skies; vast tracts of oak;
Blue-gray wings; red breasts with fawn and white
―sweet billions overhead.
Thundering flocks; infinite numbers...
―into the maw of extinction.
Gone forever, September 1, 1914.”
―J.E. Sutter, poet

As pigeon numbers dwindled,
people argued over what, if
anything, to do to save them.
The Ohio legislature considered
a bill to restrict hunting. It was
voted down, as the bird seemed
too numerous to need protection.
In 1897, Michigan became the
first state to ban hunting. But by
then it was too late.
The only place to find a passenger pigeon
today is in a museum. These remaining skins
and mounts must be carefully preserved, as
no more can ever be found.

Four years after Martha, the last captive Carolina parakeet died
at the Cincinnati Zoo, in Martha’s old cage. The only parrot native
to North America, it succumbed to a combination of hunting,
habitat loss and disease.
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The last confirmed
sighting of wild passenger
pigeons occurred at
Laurel, Indiana on April 3,
1902. Thirty years earlier,
it had been the most
abundant bird on the
continent. But hunting
wiped out the wild flocks
by the 1890s, and the few
wild survivors couldn’t
reestablish the communal
lifestyle they needed
to survive.

“Buttons,” one of the last wild
passenger pigeons, was shot in
southern Ohio in March, 1900.

