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“A watched pot never boils, son,” said Pa.


“Huh?” asked Stephan.


“Just come away from the window.  Grandpa isn’t going to get here any faster with you staring out of the window.”


“But Pa, we’re going…”


“I know, I know son, you’re going to the zoo.  You and animals.  I remember the first time we went to the zoo.  You cried all the way home.  You didn’t want to leave the elephant’s cage.”

Stephan looked down at his feet, his face turned red.


“What are you going to do when you grow-up? Become a zoo keeper?” questioned Pa.

“Maybe,” said Stephan.  “I just want to work with animals and help them out.”

A horse and buggy pulls up.


“Here’s your grandpa now.  Go on out and greet him.” 

Stephan rushes to the buggy and says, “Hurry Grandpa, we’ll miss the trolley!”  


Grandpa says with a smile, “See you later John, it looks like Stephan won’t let me come in to talk. We’ve got important business at the zoo today.”

A few minutes later, Stephan and his grandfather board the trolley. 


“Well if it isn’t young Stephan out with his granddad for the day,” said the conductor. “Where are you headed?”  

“To the zoo!” Stephan replied. 

”Ah, that sounds like fun.  Have you ever been there before?” 


“Been there!” commented Grandpa.  “I think he wants to live there.  Every summer all I hear is, Grandpa, when are you going to take me to the zoo?”  

The conductor winked at Stephan and said, “Do you have a favorite animal?”  

“No, but I like to look at the animals that used to live around here.  Did you know that there were elks and buffalo living close to here?” 


As the trolley passed houses and buildings, Stephan stared out of the window every minute of the trip.  He wondered what things were like hundreds of years ago when the countryside was filled with trees instead of houses and other buildings.  He also wanted to make sure that he knew the way to the zoo.  

What was he going to see first this time?  He hadn’t spent much time in the bird display.  Maybe he could start there.  He was curious about those exotic birds from all over the world.  They were so colorful.  Nothing like any bird he’d seen around Cincinnati.  There was that beautiful red bird with the black on the wings that came around in the spring.  Pa called it a tanager. It must have been migrating north.  Maybe he could find out what those birds eat so he can put some food out for them next year.


“We’re here Stephan,” said Grandpa. “Where are we going first?”


Stephan stated clearly, “To the Bird display,”       

Stephan peered carefully at each bird and read every label on the cage.  With each new bird, he imagined seeing those animals in their native habitat.  


“Imagine seeing giant macaws flying over your head,” said Grandpa.  Stephan replied, “Grandpa, are there a lot of those birds in the wild?”


“I don’t know, son.  Maybe we can get a book about them from the library.”


Stephan asked, “Hey Grandpa! What’s that big mourning dove doing in here?  It looks funny.”


“Well, I’ll be, said Grandpa.  “That’s a Passenger Pigeon.” I haven’t seen one of them in years.”


“Huh? Passenger Pigeon?” 


“Yea, Passenger Pigeon. There used to be a lot of those flying over.”


“Where?” said Stephan.


“Right here in Cincinnati.  When I was your age, you could see millions of them fly over every spring and fall.  There were so many of them, they looked like a dark storm cloud passing over.”


“I don’t understand.  What happened to them?”


“That’s a good question, Stephan I guess we hunted them out of here.”


Stephan raised his voice. “What!  You killed them?”


“Calm down boy! I didn’t kill them.  There were lots of people trying to get those birds.  Old Joe Schmidt was a pigeoner.  He made a lot of money selling those pigeons.  They were good to eat.”

“But Grandpa, that’s terrible! How could people do that?”


“Aw there are probably some birds left.  Maybe they don’t come through Cincinnati anymore.”

Just then, a man in a zoo uniform approached Grandpa and Stephan.  He started to put beechnuts and acorns into the cage.  He commented, “I see you’re admiring Martha.”  


Stephan asked, “Why is she alone? Where’s her mate?”


“Her mate died last year.  We tried to purchase another male from other zoos, but there are none to be found.”


“How can that be?” said Grandpa.  “There used to be millions of those birds.”


“Well, we haven’t had any reports of birds in the area for a long time.  The last bird in Ohio was shot in 1900.  We believe that the birds needed to breed in large groups. Just like the way they traveled.  There has also been a lot of clearing of trees that feed the birds.  They eat beech nuts, hickory nuts, chestnuts and acorns. I’m afraid she’s the last of her kind.  Do you see that man over there?  He came all the way from England to see her.” 

As the zookeeper spoke, Stephan’s face grew sullen.  He dropped his shoulders and became a little restless. He grabbed his grandfather’s arm and said, “Let’s go Grandpa!”   

“But don’t you want to see the other birds Stephan?”


“No,” Stephan stated.


“Okay, where to next?”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“What?”


Stephan and Grandpa walked out of the bird display.  The rest of the trip to the zoo was quiet. Stephan remained sad and moody.  Grandpa was sure the bear exhibit would help Stephan forget about Martha.  Nothing worked.  The trolley ride home was long and quiet compared to the morning’s excitement.

When they arrived home, Stephan quickly ran-up the stairs without even saying hello to his father.  Stephan sat on the top of the stairs and listened to his father and grandfather talk.

“What happened?” asked Pa.  

“I don’t know what you're going to do about that son of yours.  He’s more sensitive about animals than you were at his age.  Do you remember how you wouldn’t eat pork for weeks after you found out that we butchered your pet pig? That’s when I knew you weren’t going to be a farmer. This hardware store of yours suits you better.”


“I’m still not fond of pork to this day.  But what happened to Stephan?”


“Oh, he’s upset over passenger pigeons.”


“Passenger pigeons?” Pa questioned.


“Yea, do you remember those pigeons that used to fly through here every spring and fall?”

“Maybe a little.”

“Joe Schmidt used to hunt them.  Your grandparents used to hang-up big nets in order to catch them in the spring and fall.  We’d have some for supper when they were in season.  Mighty tasty.  Well it appears that the only passenger pigeon left on this earth is in the Cincinnati Zoo.  They even gave her a name, Martha.  Stephan is upset that they’re all gone. He’s upset that people killed all of them. ”


“It is troubling Pa.”


“Well, maybe.  But you don’t understand, back in those days it was man against nature.  The land is something you tame.  If you can get rid of a pest like those birds, it was good.  And those birds were pests.  They destroyed a lot of good farm crops when they came through.  You need to make him understand.”


“Stephan’s not mad at you Pa.  He’s just upset about the birds.  He’ll feel better in a few days.  I’ll talk to him.”

“I have to admit, it was amazing to see all those birds go through.  One year, a flight of birds lasted half a day.  The sky would suddenly darken, you’d look up and hear this roar in the sky.  People would just go outside and shoot their gun up in the air without aiming at anything.  Sure enough a couple of birds would fall out of the sky. “ 

Pa had little success talking to his son. Stephan mostly spent his days taking long walks and looking at his bird and animal books.  One day Pa entered the room and said,
“Get dressed son, we’ve got a meeting to go to.” 


Stephan protested, “Meeting?  I don’t want to go to a meeting.”

“You’ll want to go to this one.  Now, get dressed and do what you’re told.”


Stephan slowly got dressed and continued to frown all the way outside.


“Where are we going?” said Stephan.

“You’ll see. There's someone I want you to meet.”

Stephan and Pa stopped at a small building on First Street.  They walked into a room filled with chairs, a podium and a group of adults.  A woman sees them from the corner of her eye and walks over. 


“You must be Stephan,” She says, “I’m Clara Russell of the Audubon Society of the State of Ohio.  Your father tells me that you were upset about Martha, the passenger pigeon at the zoo.”


“Can you help her?” Said Stephan. 


“Martha, oh I’m afraid not Stephan.  However, our organization is here to stop what happened to Martha.  We’ve already managed to stop the feather trade.  You can’t buy hats made with real bird feathers anymore.  It’s also against the law to hunt birds that are migrating through Ohio.  We’re trying to stop ‘crow shoots’ and the hunting of mourning doves.  


Stephan, all we can do these days is work with other people to change the way they think about nature.  It’s important to keep things wild.  What we’re doing is called conservation.  We’re trying to help keep plants and animals like Martha from disappearing from Ohio.  If you’re interested, I’d like to introduce you to some people who are doing this kind of work.”


Stephan’s face brightened for the first time in days. “Interested,” he said, “but what can I do?”


“We have a lot of work to do.  Are you a good writer?  We sometimes organize letter writing campaigns.  We go to council meetings and ask to speak about our cause.  You might just be a kid, but children have parents who vote and pay taxes.  Besides, somebody needs to take over for us when we’re too tired to fight.  Well Stephan, what do you think?”


“Can you come to my school in the Fall to talk to my class.”


“That’s a great idea Stephan.  I like going to schools and talking to children.”


Stephan looked at Pa and smiled.  Pa smiled back.  “I’m in,” said Stephan.

Epilogue


On September 1, 1914, Martha the last passenger pigeon was found lifeless on the bottom of her cage at the Cincinnati Zoological Gardens.  Her body was shipped in ice to the Smithsonian Institution where she remains on display at the National Museum of Natural History.  

Little did Stephan’s grandfather know that in his youth, he was witnessing one of the largest animal migrations in the world.  In fall and spring billions of birds flew over New England and the Midwest in large waves that appeared like dark clouds and could last as long as one hour to several days.  When large numbers landed on trees its branches sagged to accommodate the weight of the birds.  During the early 1800s, farmers and pigeoners killed as many as two to three million birds yearly.  Although most of these animals were used for food thousands of dead birds were left on the ground to rot.  Eggs and nests were also destroyed.

It wasn’t only the size of their migrating flocks that made passenger pigeons an intriguing animal.  They were a graceful bird with red eyes, 16 inches in length that could fly up to 60 miles an hour.   Females only laid one egg in poorly constructed nests on trees holding hundreds of other nesting birds.  Some of these nesting colonies were known to cover over 20 square miles of trees.  After raising their single offspring for several weeks, the adult passenger pigeons would push their fattened youngster from their nest where it remained on the ground until it flew a few days later.  Many young birds became meals for other animals on the forest floor.  The next year, the same birds would choose a different site for nesting.  


The docile birds were easy prey for professional hunters.  Thousands were killed at night or early morning while the birds were still roosting.  Other hunters and farmers placed large nets that captured birds as they flew over.  Massive hunting efforts and loss of habitat created a sudden decline of the species within a short amount of time.  

       
Several efforts were made in the late 1800s to save the passenger pigeon.  Hunting laws were enacted in some states.  However, the effort came too late and the birds never came back.  Attempts to breed the birds in captivity also failed.  

When zoo officials concluded that Martha was the last living passenger pigeon, the Cincinnati Zoo made every effort possible to find a mate for her.  Rewards were even offered for the discovery of other living birds.  People traveled from all over the world just to see Martha. The Aviary where she lived still exists and is listed as a National Landmark.  It serves as a memorial to the Passenger Pigeon. 

The loss of the passenger pigeon and the near extinction of the egrets and other water fowl (hunted for their feathers that were used for women’s hats) spurred a movement to protect wildlife.  Laws were passed prohibiting hunting of migratory species.  Organizations like The National Audubon Society and The Sierra Club started around this time.   

The Cincinnati Chapter of the Audubon Society was founded in 1897 by Clara Russell and seven other concerned citizens.   At that time, it was the first Audubon Society in the state of Ohio.  Through the years, the club pushed for legislation to protect wildlife and natural areas along with providing educational outreach.   

Today, the conservation movement boasts many local and national success stories.  Egrets are abundant today.  The U. S. Fish and Wildlife Services delisted many endangered plants and animals such as the Gray Wolf, American Alligator, and Brown Pelican.  The Bald Eagle was one of the most recent animals taken off of the Endangered Species List.   
     
