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The Last Stand
Of the Heath Hen

by MAITLAND A. EDEY Sr.

1T IS hard to believe, when you stand on South Beach in a
strong wind -- with the breakers booming, the sand flying, the
air so thick with salt that you can taste it -- that you are less
than a mile away from the hot, still stretch of scrub oak
known as the Great Plain, which covers most of the center of
Martha's Vineyard. The winds blow there too, of course, but
softly as they are lifred from the ground by the heat of the sun.
And in the gentle hollows, the occasional shallow swales that
pucker the Great Plain, there is often no wind at all and eve-
rything is silent. Not a leaf trembles among the knobbly dry
little oaks. The grasses and tangled bushes stand motionless.
So do you stand, motionless, waiting for somebody --

. something -- to move on this plain; to stir the grass, to agitate

the air, to scratch, snort, cackle. But nothing does; there is
nothing to come but dreams, nothing but ghosts. And if you
are here late in the day, when the shadows grow long and the
fogs roll in from the sea, it is €asy to believe in ghosts, in the
ghosts of Heath Hens stepping as lightly as the shreds of mist
which drift over the bushes, thicker and thicker, pearling your
hair.

But not even ghosts come. The Heath Hen is too long
gone. The last one walked here in the 1930s and its spirit is
worn too thin now for it to return. There was a time when you
could watch the edges of the fields in a certain part of the
Great Plain, checking the open spots at daybreak, hoping
MAITLAND A. EDEY St., who died in 1992, was the Editor-in-Chief of TIME-LIFE Books,
before moving permanently to the Island in the late 1960s. He was the author of several books
on nature and evolution and was the editor of many more. This article was written asa chapter

in a book about extinct birds, a book that was never finished. It was made available to us by
Mrs. Edey and Maitland Jr. We are grateful to them for allowing us to publish it.
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Elisha ]. Lewis wrote of this characteristic in the
American Sportsman away back in 1855:

So numerous were they . . . and so contemptible were they as game birds,
that few huntsmen would deign to waste powder and shoot on them. . . As
for cating them, such a thing was hardly dreamed of, the negroes them-
selves preferring rhe coarsest food to this now much admired bird. 4

Most of the year, the bird's meat was too bitter to make
it worth a hunter's cffort, as Allan Keniston, one-time super-
intendent of the Vineyard reservation, described it:

The heath hen was never considered a good table bird except in the early
fall. Later, and all winter, . . . [it lived on] acoms of the scrub oak, which
are very bitter, and bayberries, which were used in candle-making. Conse-
quently, after early fall the birds were never hunted hard, hunters spend-
ing tsheir time hunting water fowl which were very plentiful in those
days.

Tasty or not, the Heath Hen was being killed. They
were becoming scarce and Massachusetts legislators, like their
New York counterparts, took action:

In 1831 the Heath Hen had become so rare in the state thar a special act
was passed protecting them during the breeding season, or from March 1
to September 1, under penalty of a two-dollar fine. This partial remedy
proved entirely ineffective. . . In 1837, after they had disappeared from
the mainland, a special statute was passed, establishing a closed season for
the Heath Hen for four years . . . This was extended for five years more in
1841 and in 1844 the fine was increased to $20 .. . and the possession or
sale of the birds was forbidden. All these provisions. . . were of no avail,
except to protect the few left on Martha's Vineyard. . . In 1855, all pro-
tection was removed; still, for five years the last remnant of the race per-
sisted, unprotecred, in the wild and busy interior of Martha's Vineyard,
where they were not much molested.®

So it was on the Vineyard where, in the late 1800s, the
bird established its final refuge. Here, its continued survival
was attributed mostly to its shyness, its habit of burying itself
away in impenetrable thickets, and its ability, even in an open
cornfield, to make itself invisible, squatting down in cover
which would seem too sparse to conceal a mouse.

But to balance these qualities were those others which
4 Quoted in Gross, pp. 521-22.
Allan Keniston, "The Last Years of the Heath Hen," Intelligencer, May 1966.

6 Ibid., p. 504, citing E. H.. Forbush, "Statutory Bird Protection in Massachusetts,” Bulletin,
Mass. Board of Agriculture, 1907,
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Pinr?e of male hen (feather-like appendages) hang limp on the neck when he's
not "tooting" or "booming" to attract a mate. Then they are upright, like homs.

made it an easy bird to hunt. When flushed by a dog, it flew
straight away, rather laboriously, offering itself as a fat target
compared to the Bob White or Ruffed Grouse. Also it congre-
gated, during its more populated period, in flocks of a hundred
of more. Even a poor shot could hit a bird or two on a rise as
large as that.
o However, the real chink in the Heath Hen's armor was
in its courting habits. These, as those which may still be ob-
served in the related Prairie Chick, were unique. Like others
in this family, the Heath Hen was polygamous. Those males
that could attract and hold more than one wife did so. Their
Tnethod of broadcasting their virility was to gather at daylight
in certain ancestral fields or sandy stretches and there to
dance and display themselves with great energy for several
hours before retiring into the scrub again.

While this ritual was going on, it was relatively easy ro




183U DDULISIP Y] Ul predy st udH YIedoH ay1 JO 3001 381 YL [we] 12
aey) eye pauaddey eym
2qLIOSOP $310U SIH "USH YIedH B JO 3003 1811 Y3 dwed Afjeu
-1 "Moliedg 19dsaA B U ‘Wqoy B Uy DY qogd e presy
9y ‘uozuoy Ayl uo Ao umep Jo I3DI| s8Il Y3 SE ‘uay |
JURYIS SEM |\ ‘PBAY SHY JIAO SIEIS Y3 2mnosqo 8oy Jo sdsim
Sunyojeam noy ue AJieau 10j SSAUD{IEP UL s 3 1Y
‘puifq ay3 oaui 3dad pue pjy
Ayl passodd Y se sse1d udzOlj A3 UO $100( S JO LYPUNIZ AR
INQ puUNoOS OU SeM 1Y | ady ur dutuiow 43501y € UO O¢t¢ I8
pul]q B ul jjaswiy [[eisul 03 sem $10B 181§ S1Y JO 2UO pue sa1oads
Suikp oY1 dAes 01 1IOJ ISE| B UL ALY u23q pey 9y ‘dule
ur 289]j0D) ulopmog woy 15150|OY3IUIO PUE ISIUOLIBAISSUOD ©
‘55010 "Q PYIY i dwed 761 U ‘9uo 10§ ‘213 punod gu
-1INOD DJLIOAE) B SEM SP]d1) SOYM JO U0 ‘u9aI0) saWe( Jo ure)
AIngst] IS\ PY3 UO spuljq Xoq Jjeus Ul S|181A JO SIUNOJJE IE
2191 pue $1SIFOJOYIIUIO 11adxa snoyawnu A |1e39p Ul paAlasqo
uddq dABY UDH YIBdH Y3 JO SISDIIXD fuianod ay |
‘$]jeq stuu) Se 3iq se 21oM pajejjul Ay
uaym pue punol Ajjeroudd dram 253y, "yPRU S JO sop1s Yl

“qydi 0 Fgisia LoLnt ajqosnipo up o1 dnasopd paipnas aam Joou aya uo spug

“APISUL IS S12ASG0) “praus spax poof yaryay punolo 2y , Bunoos,, 3yl uo puilg
il i W ST RS

191 N3H HLV3H 8661 VN

A

996] Arp ‘4auddmau] ‘UIUIY o

-¢gr 4'9961 Aupy ' 1aouaBmaiu] ‘UOISIUAY UE| Y 08|y 597-8LT

«dd 'g A {PUNOf WHISHA UTDUZLY JprEASU A s EqIEpY U0 UAH IeaH] AL, 'ysnqiod 'H H g
.8“ -ﬁu _.3— P

u1 soes J1e a3uelo y3uq Jo sred © Bunepyut paiq Ay Aq padnp
.0xd sem 9SI0U AJRUIPIOBIIXD SIY 33304 € jO yanodl ay
$SOIOR 118 JO SISB|q [[ewS Suimo|q Aq Spew Jey3 O3 Jejiuuis punos
g, SE 1 Pa(IIOsaP UOISIUY gu'SIPISIYM weals payond wnipaw
Augw JO O3 JUBISIp pue panpgns ay3, 01 3 pauay]| 151501042
-1u1() 181G $1IISNYILSSBN ‘ysnqog "H g 'Soiw JO 9]dnod e 104
pieay oq 1yBrw Yorym 1ie a3 ul gwduey punos Sulueow Sno
~NUIIUOD JSOWE UE 3q P|noMm 2133 ‘Buniool a1om SudH YIeaH
paipuny e 10 Ay j1 pue 1omod Sutkized 118 pey 11 IIAIMOH
‘1 an0qQe piedy q Apsea pjnod>  dupjewl 3M spng Ayl
yolym SjJeUs pue symenbs Y3 pue pnoj Ajrepnonized 3q O) WIS
j0u pip 3t ‘dn 380D IM nok J| yomd awes A3 Uo J|E ‘oom-00p
-00M 10 00M-00M MO|S B SEM 1] *Aejdsip siyd patuedwodde YoIym
Buiwoog,, Jo ,8uri001, Y3 SEM [[E JO d)qeewdi SO

"UOIIdAP ansoddo ay ul Bulde) 2q pjnom 21 papue| 3 uayMm
1eY) 0S punole Funuym 199} M) € 10j die oyl Ul dn jydiens
dwn( pjnom 11 ‘3]2ed pnoj B {aim ‘ya)j() 'SA[OIID Ul SAWIIDWOS
‘spiemio) pue SpIemyJEq SIWIIDUWIOS ‘punose BulINNS pue
Sutuuna uiBdq pnom puq oyl apmine aureziq 1Yl Uf

"ugj & 03Ul guipeoids ‘dn astel pjnom |iel 1] "s1ed J1qqes Y
dn 1ydieas juiod 03 ‘presmumop suny Ajewsou Yorym soyeuutd
1opuajs ‘Buoj ‘sym A1a\pea) om1 3L pnom U 3t JO 3oeq
ayy woyy Uy ‘peay §)1 SUIIIMO| PUE $JAYIEd) §31 INO guyny
iazis Ul A]Iea1d moid 01 readde pjnom puq ayl *19)qqo8 Aaxam
e 91| BunINIIs 'puno1d deq Y3 OIUO RPN ) woy Yup
pjnom sdfeut Ay ‘som] pue sauo Ag "pandlRq 2q O3 uaas 3
0) pey 1sowe UdH YiLaH Ay JO ARy BULINOD dY]

‘Aeave 108 Ady) 210Jq UMOP SUIY
ayp jo 9dnod e 320Uy O3 a|qissod uaYo sem 31 UOISTYUOD Ag3oy
ay up ), pastes pey Aoy yorym snp ) Aq popurq [s19m
Aoa] uaym OIS PIM wayy uodn ysni pue sayse Mans 01
pawoISNIOE d1OM gaanieu Suruund, eyl pies udxq pey i ‘sune
-a11) 910§2q s1g9A DY) UL ‘SaWIN) JBI|JED Yonw Uf "Wy 10} JeM
pue ydijAep 210§2q 2AHIE 01 |18 1918ED ‘Spa1q Y} UO dn yeaus

¥ "ON ‘6¢ 1°A YFONADITIILNI 091




162 INTELLIGENCER Vol. 39, No. 4
the western margin of the meadow. . .
4:24 The toot is followed by hen-like calls resembling cac-cac-cac.
4:27 A Heath Hen appears from the scrub oaks . . . and immediately starts
tooting.
4:30 1 can now see two birds . . .
4:45 A third bird has appeared on the south. | cannot as yet see the birds
to the westward because of the fog, but | can plainly hear their answering
calls and toots.
4:50 It is growing lighter. One of the birds has flown to the roof of my
blind where I have placed com . ...
4:53 The bird on the roof is now eating comn. The two other birds . . . are
busy feeding but gradually making their way towards the blind. Their
feeding, however, is frequently interrupted by their tooting or so-called
booming . . . followed by the hen-like cac-cac-cac. . . . Frequently one of
them leaps into the airto a height of three or four feet and in so doing ut-
ters a loud piercing .. . followed by a curious laughter-like
sound . . .
5.01 The Heath Hens in the western part of the field can be plainly seen
and are now approaching the blind.
5,02 One male from each group runs rapidly toward another male in a de-
fiant war-like attitude. When near together they hesitate, lower and wa-
ver their heads, leap at each other and strike their wings vigorously as
they leap . . . no harm isdone . ..
5.51 Four more birds have come on to the field, making seven inall.
5:55 The bird on top of the blind is picking at the comn and makes a great
deal of noise . . . At irregular intervals . . . the bird goes through his toot-
ing performance; at other times he merely rests quietly near the edge of
the roof. . .
6:30 . . . One bird still remains on top of the blind and I am getting some
very fine views of him through a reflecting mirror, offering unexcelled op-
portunities to study its vocal mechanism. The stamping which precedes
the tooting . . . is one of the chief features . . .
6:45 The bird on the roof, for no evident reason, flies away and the two
birds on the ground follow, flapping their wings vigorously as they sail off
into the seclusion of the scrub oaks. . . !

Gross then climbed out of the blind, stiff and nearly

frozen. He had seen something which only a handful of scien-
tists and wardens would ever see again. He had watched birds
tooting only a few feet from him and had confirmed previous
observations that the noise was made while the bird was
breathing in, not out, while the sacs were inflating, not deflat-
ing. He was to watch the birds many times, he was to count
10 Gross, pp. 534-536.

Painting by Louis Agassiz Fuertes.
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Female and male heath hens, with the male in his characteristic "tooting” or
"drumming” condition, pinnae erect and orange-coloved sacs on neck inflated.
them, study the activities of the females, analyze their dis-
eases, and compile voluminous statistics on them. He was to
feed them and supervise the killing of their enemies.

But he was not to save them.

As noted, Heath Hen protection (in legislative name
at least) goes way back, even on the Island. The town of Tis-
bury in 1842 had voted to restrict the hunting of the hen to
local residents in the first ten days of December, and only if
"they hunt them without the aid of dogs." However, no serious
effort was made to enforce the law and many were "killed . . .
by duck hunters crossing the Island to. . . the south shore."!!

With the growing realization that the Heath Hen was
becoming extinct, there developed a demand for mounted
birds by private collectors and by museums. "Large prices were

1 jbid., p. 505.
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paid, and this was an inducement for the market hunter. . .
[who possibly got $20 for it, so he was working a good thing. .
_This intensive collecting. . . must be considered a very im-
portant factor. . . for the low ebb reached by the Heath Hen at
the beginning of the twentieth century."!2

As late as 1870, when the Heath Hen was admittedly
extinct everywhere else, inhabitants of the Island towns still
hunted the bird. One observer, Charles Hyde, mentioned
having seen in a farmhouse around 1890 a feather bolster en-
tirely filled with Heath Hen feathers. That was the same year
he reported the total living population as under 200 birds.

By 1896, the count was below 100, much of the de-
cline having been caused by a fire in the scrub plain two years
before. There was now great concern for the future of the spe-
cies. Prominent men in Boston began contributing money and
agitating for more rigid protection. In that vear, as in other
years, Prairie Chickens were shipped in from the Midwest and
released, some on the Vineyard's Great Plain and others on
the neighboring island of Naushon. Whether the western
birds mated with the eastern ones is not known. But the local
race did not hang on. In 1905, increased pressure from the
State of Massachusetts, the Audubon Society, and other con-
servation groups led to a five-year closed season on hunting of
the Heath Hen. A fine of $100 was set for violators. This was
more like it, conservationists thought. But the fine could have
been $10,000 and still have been incffectual if not enforced.
And it wasn't -- much.

In 1906 another devastating brush fire swept across the
plain. A spring count on the courting ground (the existence of
which made possible the precise annual censuses taken there-
after) revealed a population of only 80. The total area on the
carth's surface regularly frequented by Heath Hens was now
down to under thirty square miles.

Bold action was needed. So in 1907 a most important
step was taken. A state preserve was established in the middle
of the Great Plain for the Heath Hen to inhabit unmolested.

12 Ihid.,
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In 1908, 600 acres in the center of the Island were set aside as a reservation for
the dwindling species. Map shows the route of the old railroad, by then defunct.

John E. Howland of Vineyard Haven spearheaded the drive.
He called the attention of the Commissioners on Fisheries and
Game to the imminent demise of the Heath Hen and, through
the efforts of Vineyard Representative Ulysses S. Mayhew, a
bill was passed authorizing the setting aside of land 1s a "refuge
and breeding area for the Heath Hen." Funds were appmpﬁ»
ated and contributions were received from individuals and
preservation socicties. 13 In 1908, six hundred acres in the cen-
ter of the Island were purchased. Included with the land was a
house, which was later improved to serve as the dwelling of
the warden, and a barn. A lease on an additional 1000 acres
was signed at a rental of $400 a year, bringing the total set
aside for the birds to 1600 acres.

The hen population, then estimated at between 45 and

13 The 1own of Tisbury gave $200; West Tisbury, $100. Oak Bluffs, Edgartown, Chilmark and
Gay Head apparently did not contribute.
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60, began to pick up. In 1909 the number had grown to an es-
timated 200 and in 1910, the flock totaled 300. By 1913,
when William Day was appointed superintendent of the reser-
vation, he estimated the hen population to total 400. On
November 6th of that year, he had seen 80 birds in one flock.
Fire breaks, 70 feet wide, were cut through the preserve. Crops
were planted to furnish year-round food and a campaign was
waged against hawks, rats and cats.

These cfforts seemed to help, particularly the campaign
against cats, of which there were a great number on the Island
because of its popularity as a summer resort. Too often, a fam-
ily which had a cat for a month or two in summer to keep the
mice down, or a kitten for the children to play with, would
simply drive out to the Great Plain and turn it loose when the
time came to go home for the winter. Many of those cats
thrived in the wild state, some growing to enormous size.
These semi-wild cats had become, Day said, the biggest threat
to the Heath Hen.

By spring of 1916 the population of Heath Hens was
up to an estimated 2000, a remarkable increase in only eight
years. All concerned were greatly encouraged. The birds had
spread over most of the Island and their survival seemed as-
sured. So optimistic did Day and others become that plans
were made to use Island birds to start colonies in other places.

Their optimism soon died. On May 12, 1916, while a
gale was whipping along the Eastern Scaboard, a fire started in
the scrub plain. Soon it raged along a mile-wide front, jump-
ing the newly-cut fire breaks with ease. By the following day
more than twenty square miles of Heath Hen territory were
blackened and desolate. Although there was little evidence
that the fire had killed Heath Hens in large numbers, it did
destroy eggs and nests. As a result there were few young birds
observed that year.!* The burning left those that did survive
with little natural cover against their enemies. Later in the
summer, when an unprecedented flight of Goshawks appeared,
14 Gross explains that the extremely determined manner with which a female hen protects her

eggs, refusing to move off the nest, indicates "why forest fires have been so destructive to the
species.” (p. 547.)
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The State Forest began as a heath-hen sanctuary (shaded and hatched). More land was added
later. Trangular notch, lower left, is James Green's farm, the hens' favorite "tooting” ground.

the birds had no place to hide. Many were taken off.

Strangely, even after these calamities, the plan to es-
tablish new colonies went ahead. Twenty or thirty adult birds
were trapped and transported to Long Island and the Massa-
chusetts mainland. All soon died. Some were killed by hawks
and owls; others died of various diseases.

It is probable that if the authorities had realized how
deeply the population had been cut that summer they would
never have made their colonization attempt. But one of the
realities in any fight to save doomed species seems to be that
such things are not thought of until too late. There is a fatal
ineptitude which walks hand in hand with every action taken,
and by the time action is taken there is no margin for errors.
In April 1917, ornithologist Forbush, after a three-day survey,
estimated that there were fewer than 100 birds remaining on
the Vineyard reservation.

One year later, Forbush returned for his annual count
and this time he saw only 21 birds and estimated the total
population at 150. He emphasized the need to have a warden
living on the reservation to prevent poaching. Warden Day,
who had been head of the reservation since its beginning, had
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resigned in 1917 and James Peck was appointed on an interim
basis. After Forbush's visit in April 1918, Allan Keniston was
named permanent warden with instructions to devote his full
time to the protection of the Heath Hen.!®
Keniston described his new position:
It was my job ro see that all plans for the care and protection of the birds
were carried out. That meant planting fields of comn, sunflowers, clover
and other crops to provide a food supply for the whole year. The purpose
was to concentrate them in the center of the five-thousand acre preserve.
. Mrs. Keniston and [ occupied the house in the center of the reserva-
tion so that we could be on duty at all hours.!$

Superintendent Keniston stepped up the vermin cam-
paign, getting 19 cats, 35 hawks and 258 rats during 1919. A
new procedure for feeding the hens was set up. Experts had
learned not to cut grain and leave it in the fields as food. It at-
tracted so many rats that the Heath Hens were driven away al-
together. So a policy of feeding the birds by hand in certain
places and in limited amounts was adopted. A mass emigration
of rats from the sanctuary into neighboring farms resulted and
led to a great deal of local criticism of the program. But it
worked. After the rats had gone, the birds moved back into
their fields and appeared to pick up again. By 1920 there were
more than 300 Heath Hens. But things went downhill after
that.

In 1921, there were 117 birds

In 1922, there were 60 birds.

In 1923, there were 28 birds.

It was in this extremity that Dr. Gross was called in
from Bowdoin College. He noticed immediately that there was
a great preponderance of males, which in a polygamous society
is a bad thing. The cocks fought among themselves. What was
worse, they molested the broody hens and prevented them
from raising young. So Gross trapped five cocks, intending to
keep them confined during the breeding season. All five con-
tracted a poultry disease and died. James Green, behind whose
house was the historic courting ground of the Heath Hen, had

}5 See Intelligencer, May 1966, for Allan Keniston's "The Last Years of the Heath Hen."
Ibid. The state increased the reservation, now the Corellus State Forest, by purchase of
adjacent lands through the years, bringing it to more than 5000 acres, as it is today.

May 1998 HEATH HEN 169

been keeping chickens and geese on the same field. The wild
birds were catching and succumbing to the plagues of civiliza-
tion just as natives of the South Seas had done when measles,
to which they had no immunity, was carried there by English
sailors. And like the South Sea lslanders, the Heath Hens
were hopelessly perverse. They preferred the infected Green
farm!7 to their own hygienic reservation next door, apparently
for no other reason than that it suited them, as it had suited
them for a thousand years.

Still, the taking of males seemed to inject a little pep
into the remaining birds, which had begun to get unac-
countably listless in the past year or so and were now showing
a distressing lack of interest in one another at mating time.
So, even though the five he had trapped the year before were
dead, and though the total supply of birds was beginning to
approach the vanishing point, Gross made the difficult deci-
sion in 1924 to remove another four males. This may or may
not have been effective. All Gross could tell was that several
females were seen that summer with broods of young. Through
the rest of the year he permitted himself to hope that the tide
might turn again.

But that was the last hope that he or anybody else had.
When the birds gathered in the spring of 1925 it was clear
that some calamity had overtaken them. No young ones
seemed to have survived. The total count was only 25.

Factors over which the human caretakers had no con-
trol were taking charge. Gross had noticed, on dissecting the
males which had died the previous year, that their sex organs
had degenerated. Continued inbreeding was apparently mak-
ing them sterile. From then on, the males neglected their du-
ties to the handful of remaining females, who in turn became
utterly indifferent about the whole thing, confining them-
selves to strolling about to pick up the corn that was set out.
A couple of them became so indolent that they ate while lying
down.

Doggedly, hopelessly, Gross redoubled his efforts

17 Map on page 167 shows the location of the Green farm west of the reservation.
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Dr. Alfred Gross, whose monograph was a major source for this article, tenderly
holds the last surviving Heath Hen before releasing him after banding in 1931.

that has warmed an entire race and was now down to half a
reacup.

Methodically, Gross examined the bird, noting that it
was in superb condition, fat, vigorous, virtually free of para-
sites. He placed an aluminum band No. 407,880 on its left leg,
and a copper band No. A634,024 on its right. He smoothed
the bird's feathers once and let it go. It ran off into the bushes.

A few days later it was seen again. The bands on its
legs twinkled in the sunlight as it walked. After that, Green
looked for it in vain.

A year passed. On February 9, 1932 it was back. It was
still in good condition, although it was probably at least eight
vears old by now, the last known chicks having been born in
1924. Green fed it and saw it irregularly for a month, the last
sighting being on March 11. He did not see it after that. It did
not return in 1933.

Today, 65 years later, somewhere on the Great Plain,
rwo small metal bracelets lie beneath the scrub oak duff.



