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Editors' Preface 

This is the first OF a projected series which will trace the study of birds 
in New York State from colonial times to the twentieth century with em. 
phasis on biographies of those who have made significant contributiolls to 
ornithology. In this first article the Albany and lower Hudson area has 
been touched on very briefly since this will be covered in a forthcoming 
paper by Dr. Minnie B. Scotland. 

The aid of all readers of The Kingbird and members of the Federation of 
New York State Bird Clubs is urgently solicited in forwarding this project, 
Needed are such things as material relative to local and county lists, inforlnp 
tion on persons not well known to historians, and sources of biographical 
data. Anyone wishing to prepare a sketch on a particular person should make 
this known. As $12 initial specific request, information is needed on Jacob 
P, Giraud Jr., the author in 1844 of Birds of Long Island. Correspondence 
may be directed to the senior editor at 92 Clinton Strect, Gouverneur, or the 
junior cditor at New York State Teachers College, Albany. 

The Colonial Period 
John B. Belknap 

When in 1609 Henry I-ludson sailed up the river which now bears his 
name, the territory comprising New York State was for thc most part heavily 
forested. The type of forest cover varied clue to differences in soil, altitude 
and climate. I-lardwoods such as beech, maple, birch, basswood and ash 
predominated in many areas with spruce and fir being found at higher 
elevations. HemlocI< and white pine were the most widely distributed OF 
the conifers. The trees in the lower Hudson valley were mainly oak, chcst- 
nut, white and pitch pine. On Long Island could be found oak and pitch 
pine together with more southerly varieties such as sweet gum, holly and 
persimmon. 

Two grassland areas, one on Long Island and one in western New York, 
were exceptions to the general rule. The former, called the Hempstead 
Plains, was a Favored habitat for the Eastern Pinnated Grouse or Heath Hen. 
The other area, known as the Genesee country, consisted OF an extensive tract 
OF swamp grassland together with open woodland, much of it oak. It con- 
tains fertile soil eqsiy of cultivation, woods free of undergrowth, and extensive 
meadowlands. 

Although cutting down the forest began with the earliest settlement, it 
was some time before serious inroads werc made on the forest covcr of the 
state. Clearing the land was hard, slow work. In 1700 it is estimated that 
there were 25,000 white eople in New York State, most of thcm on Long 
Island and in the lower I- P udson valley, about one person for each two square 
miles of land in the state. 

While the Dutch were settling the southeastern part of the state, French 
explorers began penetrating our territory from the north. I t  was not long 
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before they had set up  a flourishing fur trade with the Indians. Making use 
of the St. Lawrence River and thc Great Lalzes, the French established forts 
al1d trading posts at strategic points and inaintained control over a consid- 
erable part of NCW York Statc until thc cncl of the French and Irldian wars. 

It is I)ossible to make conjectures alm.~t the bircl life oE the state during 
this based on statements of contcinporary writers together with a 
knowledge of conc~iliolls which existed prior to major changes resulting from 
Eurolmxmccupation. The  clearing of large arcas of lancl and putting thcm 
to agricultural uses resulted in great cllc~nges to bird life. The  creation of 
many miles of "edge" was an important factor. Some species benefited 
while others were adversely affected. For the most part birds that were able 
to adapt themselves have flourished, many now being much more numerous 
than they were 300 years ago. 

The early settlers were mainly conccrnecl with game birds and most carly 
leferences were confined to this group As would bc expected, our ancestors 
werc more concerned with practical values than with scientiFic inquiry. 
Early French explorers, notably Samuel dc Champlain and Pierre Radisson, 
who travellccl in what is now Ncw York, made brief mention of game birds. 
An intcrcsting tale of the capture of a live bird is contained in the account 
of the voyage of Count Frontelm on the St. Lawrcnce Rivcr in 1673. The  
event took place in the Thousand Island region and is quoted as follows: 
"We had the plcasure to c a d 1  a small loon, a bircl about as large as a 
European bustarc1 Outnrde of the most beautiful plumage, but so difficult 
to be caught alive, as it plunges constantly undcr water, that it is no small 
rarity to be ablc to take one. A cage w , ~  madc for it, and orders were given 
to endcavor to raise it, in orcler to be able to send it to the lting." (Recounted 
in Franklin B. I-Tough, 1853, Idistory of St. Lawrence and Franlrlin Counties, 
New York, 36.) 

An early list of birds occurring in sourhcrn Canada is to be found in the 
writings OF Baron Arlnancl Louis de Lahontan (1667-1715). At that time 
southern Canada includecl portions of New Yorlt State and, since Lahontan 
travelled within our borclers, it may properly be assumed that some of his 
observations were made there, J-Ie spent sevcn years in Canada, first as a 
common soldier, later becoming an officer. Being interested in nature he  
acquired a general knowleclge of animals and birds and wrote extcnsively of 
his observations. I-Ic gave us one of the earliest accounts or the drumming 
of the ruffed grouse. His list of birds of the "south countries of Canada" 
includcs 23 species or families. 

Despite the fact that New York State was a battlegroulld during much of 
the eightcent11 century, the clearing of forests and settlement of the lancl 
continued at an acceleratccl pace. T h e  Schoharie and Mohawk valleys were 
occupied prior to the Revolution. T h e  Genesee country was scttled rapidly 
followi~lg the war. By 1794 most oF the Indians in thc state werc on rcserva- 
tions. At this time the whitc was about 350,000 and the eastern 
part of the state, except the more mountainous regions, was pretty well settled. 

T h e  impact of civilization bad a dcfinite effect on bird life during this 
period. Certain game birds, notably the I-Ieath Hen, Wild T ~ ~ r k e y  and 
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Passenger Pigeon becamc scarce jn the vicinity of centers of population, 
Game laws were passed as early as 1708 but little attention was paid to them, 
The I-Ieath IIen was nearly extirpated in the state by 1800. The destruc- 
tion of forests combincd with unrestricted shooting made the Wild Turkev 
scarcc in settlcd areas. The same fac~ors sealed the fate of the Passeng& 
Pigeon, although the sad story of its final dcstruction belongs to the nine- 
tccnth century. 

Scientific interest in natural history gained impetus during the eighteenth 
ccntury, mainly in Europc but to a lcsser degree in this country. Botany led 
the way followed by the other natural sciences. During this period Linnaeus 
laid the foundation for the classification of plant and animal life. One OF 
the first men in America to learn and endorse the Linnaean system was Cad- 
wallacler Colden. A Scotchman by birth, Colden spent most of his life in 
New York and was one of the leading scientific men of his clay. I-Ie gives 
us the following picture of the forests of eastern New York at the time he 
served as surveyor eneral of the colony (1738): "The southern part of the 
country [I-Iudson &alley] to within twenty miles of Albany is generally 
covcrecl with oalts of several sorts, intermixecl with wallnuts, chestnuts and 
allmost all sorts of.timher. The Mohawk's countly is generdly covcrecl with 
beech, maple and elm." (Rccounted in 1851, Documcntary I-Iistory of New 
Yorlt N, 172.) 

Most of the writing on birds in our state during the eighteenth century 
was done by travelers. Some were solcliers like Thomas Anburey ancl Sir 
Charles Bragden, others were missionaries to the Indians as Gideon Hawley 
and George Losltiel, still others visitors SLIC~I as Peter IWm. There was, 
however, one resident observcr who spent most ot his life in New York State. 
I-Iector cle Crevecoeur was born in France, came to America a t  the age of 
nineteen and settled in Orange County. Me is remembered for his "Letters 
of an American Farmer," in London in 1782 and containing num- 
crow references to his observations on birds. 

In concluding this account of the early period in New Yorlt State 
ornithology mention sho~~lcl be made of John and William Bartram. John 
Bartram, the father (1699-1777)) made his home near Philadelphia and 
travclled extensively, collecting plants ancl observing nature. In 1743 he 
journeyed to Onondaga (Syracuse) and Oswego, writing a detailed account 
of his obscrvations. William Bartram, his son (1739-1823) is credited with 
being the first scientific American ornithologist. In his carly years William 
spent some time in New Yorlc State, malting at least one trip through the 
Catsltills with his father. I-Ie bccame a leading botanist and ornithologist 
and is best ltnown for his "Travels through North and South Carolina." His 
p i n c i p l  contribution to ornithology is his "Catalogue of Birds of North 
Anxrica" in which 215 specics are listed. 
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