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    The Ivory-billed Woodpecker
   Prematurely usurping the “Rathbone” Warblers in the exhibit case, a trio of Ivory-billed Woodpeckers has landed in the Audubon Exhibit Case on the ground floor, Hillman Library, University of Pittsburgh.  The Ivory-billed Woodpecker is the subject of the hand colored, life-size print engraved, printed, and colored by Robert Havell in London, c. 1832, from the original watercolor, painted by Audubon probably sometime prior to 1826. —S. Low. This is original, double elephant folio print No. LXVI, from the set of 435 original prints comprising the Darlington Memorial Library’s copy of Audubon’s The Birds of America (1827-1838).  

   The Ivory-billed Woodpecker was considered extinct for over 60 years, but as of a few days ago, (see, Science Magazine website http://www.sciencemag.org/cgi/content/abstract/1114103), the bird had been rediscovered in Arkansas swamp lands.  
   This print will be on display in the library through May 23rd, 2005. The exhibit is open to the public, no charge.  For library hours:  412-648-7715.  (The next print on exhibit will be the “Red Winged Starling, or Marsh Bird,” from May 24th through 
June 6th, 2005.)

(Click on the bird’s name on the ULS home page www.library.pitt.edu to see a scanned image.)  

                                              

More:

In Audubon’s words, about 170 years ago:
“I have always imagined, that in the plumage of the beautiful Ivory-billed Woodpecker, there is something very closely allied to the style of colouring of the great VANDYKE.  The broad extent of its dark glossy body and tail, the large and well-defined white markings of its wings, neck, and bill, relieved by the rich carmine of the pendent crest of the male, and the brilliant yellow of its eye, have never failed to remind me of some of the boldest and noblest productions of that inimitable artist’s pencil.  So strongly indeed have these thoughts become ingrafted in my mind, as I gradually obtained a more intimate acquaintance with the Ivory-billed Woodpecker, that whenever I have observed one of these birds flying from one tree to another, I have mentally exclaimed, ‘There goes a Vandyke!’  This notion may seem strange, perhaps ludicrous, to you, good reader, but I relate it as a fact, and whether or not it may be found in accordance with your own ideas, after you have inspected the plate in which is represented this great chieftain of the Woodpecker tribe, is perhaps of little consequence.

“The Ivory-billed Woodpecker confines its rambles to a comparatively very small portion of the United States, it never having been observed in the Middle States within the memory of any person now living here.  In fact, in no portion of these districts does the nature of the woods appear suitable to its remarkable habits.”

     “I wish it were in my power to present to your mind’s eye the favourite resort of the Ivory-billed Woodpecker. Would that I could describe the extent of those deep morasses, overshadowed by millions of gigantic dark cypresses, spreading their sturdy moss-covered branches, as if to admonish intruding man to pause and reflect on the many difficulties which he must encounter, should he persist in venturing farther into their almost inaccessible recesses, extending for miles before him, where he should be interrupted by huge projecting branches, here and there the massy trunk of a fallen and decaying tree, and thousands of creeping and twining plants of numberless species!  Would that I could represent to you the dangerous nature of the ground, its oozy, spongy, and miry disposition, although covered with a beautiful but treacherous carpeting, composed of the richest mosses, flags, and water-lilies, no sooner receiving the pressure of the foot than it yields and endangers the very life of the adventurer, whilst here and there, as he approaches an opening, that proves merely a lake of black, muddy water, his ear is assailed by the dismal croaking of innumerable frogs, the hissing of serpents, or the bellowing of alligators!  Would that I could give you an idea of the sultry, pestiferous atmosphere that nearly suffocates the intruder during meridian heat of our dogdays, in those gloomy and horrible swamps!  But the attempt to picture these scenes would be vain.  Nothing short of ocular demonstration can impress any adequate idea of them.”

"THE IVORY-BILLED WOODPECKER," from the text of the Ornithological Biography, published in five volumes, by J. J. Audubon, Edinburgh, Adam Black [etc., etc.], 1831-49 [i.e. 1839].  Volume I, p. 341.
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      “This, our most spectacular woodpecker, may now be extinct [1990].  Recent sightings remain unconfirmed, yet in Audubon’s day it was widespread and not uncommon throughout the swamp timber of the southeastern states.  He reported that the crested head and white bill ‘forms an ornament for the war-dress of most our Indians, or for the shot-pouch of our squatters and hunters. . . .   On a steamboat’s reaching what we call a wooding place, the strangers were very apt to pay a quarter of a dollar for two or three heads of this woodpecker.’  He adds:  ‘I have seen entire belts of Indian chiefs closely ornamented with the tufts and bills of this species.’

   “This relentless persecution took its toll, but environmental changes were the principal factor in the bird’s disappearance.  The ivory-billed needed large tracts of virgin forest where it could work mostly on trees that had been dead two or three years.  It took about 

that long for decay to set in and the first insects to attack the wood—the fat whitish grubs of borers that tunneled just beneath the tight bark.  A year or so later, the subsurface borers disappeared.  Decay ate deeper into the heartwood, and the ivory-bill would be forced to look elsewhere for its special food, which was getting increasingly hard to find.”                                                                                                                        

From, Audubon’s Birds of America, Revised Edition, The Audubon Society Baby Elephant Folio.  

NY, Abbeville Press, 1990. This text accompanies “Abbeville” plate #262.

           











