Revisiting the Range and Habitat of the Ivoryhill

wSOSy i aAuSderstihdirgdIn€range and habitat of the Ivorpilled Woodpecker are

shaped by research conducted when the species was in severe decline and its habitat was
shrinking.Evidence from literature, historickaccounts, museum collections, and archaeology
suggestthe Ivorybilld NJ y3S g1 ax G 2yS GAYSSEZ YdzZOK gARSN

By Mark A.Michaels, Research Associate

In precontact and early colonial times and into the 19th century, IMailed Woodpeckers
inhabited a more varied and expansive range than most people realize. The range probably
reached from the southern tip of Florida terral Ohio, with the 40th parallel as the
approximate northern limit, westward to St. Louis and perhaps along the Missouri Rieer.
western limit of the range appears to have been somewhere around thie @®7th Meridian,

in the southwest, andikely somewhat farther east at the northwestern edge, if unproven
historic reports from the Kansas City area are valid. Outside of coastal areas, distribution
appears to have followed riparian corridors to its outer limits, and there are no records from
elevations of over 1000 feet

Most people with an interest in thivorybill have internalized a set of beliefs about the home
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sweetgums, with abundant, mosdraped cypress for atmosphere (althoulylorybills seem to

have avoided cypress in tf8ngerTract). Butthe rootsof this beliefgo back even farther, to

Audubon.

In alllikelihood, he lvoryd A f £ SR 2 2 2 R LIS édhsBletddisi maxel-eytehsitban Is &
recognized by the general pubnd broadeithan has been represented in much of the
literature, both popular and scientifiésrchaeological evidence, specimens in collections, and
historical accounts point to a wider range.
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States.
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North Americaclearly expresses some of these beliefs, which have influenced the

overwhelming majority of modern search efforts and which are embedded in the minds of most
searchersProject Principali;icluded) to the point of being a default:


https://www.amazon.com/Peterson-Reference-Woodpeckers-America-Guides/dp/0618739955/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1507495013&sr=8-1&keywords=peterson+reference+guide+to+woodpeckers+of+north+america
https://www.amazon.com/Peterson-Reference-Woodpeckers-America-Guides/dp/0618739955/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1507495013&sr=8-1&keywords=peterson+reference+guide+to+woodpeckers+of+north+america

Virginbottomlandforestalmostalwaysbelow100ft. (30m) elevation.May alsohave
occurredin uplandsbut by 1900restrictedto areasdownstreamof pine-bald cypress
interface.Requiredargetracts of contiguousforestwith verylarge-diametertreesand
adequate deadanddyingtreesto provideforageand nestsites.

TheGuide which draws on afa891article by
- \ ¢ 1 i ¢/ EdwinHasbrouckor the 100 foot
s e \ T PR Ay = elevation,goes on to list three different habitat
| Lok s | types described byamesTannerin his study.
~— ISEEE G ,',j 7 | The habitat types identified areweet gum
I q PR e oak dominated forests in the southeast (with
[ \ns R . \ X . . . .
| _.‘{ | ~\ gl \ species of oak_vary!ng depending on location)
S S outside of Florida; river swamps fiorida
i dominated by cypress, black gum, and green
ash; and creek swamps in Florida characterized
by cypress, red maple, laurel oak, black gum

- The native range of baldcypress. The broken line indicates and Cabbage palmetto, with feeding in
the northern limit of the variety nutans, pondcypress. adJ acent pine woods.

This is not to criticize th&uideor its authorc | recommend the book highly and the overall
treatment of thelvorybill is thorough and evenhanded. The queteerpted heras intended

to point out the pervasiveness of these ideas about habitat requirements, ideas that Tanner
reinforced, especially in I&NJ @ SI NA® ¢ KS@QNB a2 LISNBI aAgs
F2NBadé Ikdryill lgieksinde)®el before Hasbrouck and has influenced almost all
habitat assessments since Tanner.

Audubon, with his romantic, indeed gothic, language isfétieer of the cypress myth.

| wish,kind reader,it werein my powerto presentto yourY A y &/&tte favourite
resortof the Ivory-billedWoodpeckerWouldthat | coulddescribethe extentof those
deepmorassespvershadowedby millionsof giganticdark cypressesspreadingheir
sturdymosscoveredbranchesasif to admonishintruding manto pauseandreflecton
the manydifficultieswhichhe mustencounter shouldhe persistin venturingfarther into
their almostinaccessibleecessesxtendingfor milesbeforehim, wherehe shouldbe
interruptedby hugeprojectingbrancheshereandthere the massytrunk of a fallenand
decayingree, andthousandsof creepingandtwining plantsof numberlesspecies!
Wouldthat | couldrepresentto youthe dangerots nature of the ground,its oozing,
spongy.and miry dispositionalthoughcoveredwith a beautifulbut treacherous
carpeting,composedf the richestmossesflags,andwater-lilies,no soonerreceiving
the pressureof the foot thanit yieldsand endangesthe verylife of the adventurer,
whilst hereandthere,ashe approachesn opening,that provesmerelya lake of black
muddywater, hisearis assailedoy the dismalcroakingof innumerablefrogs, the hissing
of serpentspr the bellowingof alligators! Wouldthat | couldgiveyouan ideaof the
sultry pestiferousatmospherethat nearlysuffocateshe intruder duringthe meridian
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https://sora.unm.edu/sites/default/files/journals/auk/v008n02/p0174-p0186.pdf
https://sora.unm.edu/sites/default/files/journals/auk/v008n02/p0174-p0186.pdf

heat of our dogdaysjn thosegloomyand horrible swamps!Butthe attempt to picture
thesescenesvould be vain. Nothingshortof oculardemonstrationcanimpressany

adequateideaof them.

Hasbrouck (1891) perpetuated the emphasis on cgpr@nd very lovlying locations, as seen in

this excerpt:

On the map all that area bounded by the heavy black line rep-
resents the region as a whole in which the Ivory-bill has been
observed, the part in shade represents an attempt to outline the
present distribution, based on the records for the last ten years
and the information received from various sources, while the sin-
gle isolated spots in black show the localities of comparatively
recent capture. A careful examination of recent records shows
that Campephilus principalis is now confined to the low swamp
country along the coast. This area, for the most part below one
hundred feet in elevation, is characterized by dense forests of bald
cypress ( Zaxodium distichum) in strong contrast to the pine
barrens of the uplands. It will be convenient, therefore, to con-

sider the hundred foot contour as the line marking in general the
boundary between the cypress swamps and the pine barrens, and
consequently the boundary of the present distribution of the
I ;ory-billed Woodpecker.

As before stated, the species is confined almost entirely to
country below the hundred foot line, but there are a few extra-
limital records that are worth considering; these are the Missis-
sippi Valley records for Newport, Arkansas, (elevation from one
hundred to five hundred feet above the sea), and Fayette and Kan-
sas City, Missouri, (altitude six hundred and fifty and seven hun-
dred and fifty feet respectively) which are explained by the fact that
in this vast river basin the slope is so gradual that the cypress
swamps in which the bird delights extend farther into the in-
terior of the country.

The truth is thatvorybills have been found in more diverse habitat types than most have
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studying the species, in the 193@Xat present the only suitable habitat folvorybills is in
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Bayou) that was predominantly regrowthanner became more rigid about habitat

requirements in later years, dismissidghn DennQ a

Warbler was captured on the tape.

Mt[waukee _Grand Rapids Buffalo

s Detroit

Chicago
v Cleveland

o Pittsburgh

v;ndlanapolls ”Columbus

NITED-STATES

_Kansas City _Cincinnati
T StLouis B
s :I7.0u| sville

!:Nashville Knoxville Greensboro
Oklahoma City ° : y

Greenville £

ingham pAtlanta

Austin gacksonville

San Antonio

1 rMI onterrey

o Raleigh

Wees ecording because a Pine

e Similarly, what the historic
/ range as delineated by Tanner
neava 1IN 1942 and as reflected in
Frisdernia - glmost all popular treatments
g of the species is considerably
Richmond too narrow. Jackson (2005)
Sl makes this cleagnd

subsequent work by Leese has
shed additional light on the
historic range. Tanner accepted
additional records from outside
these confines in an
unpublished 1989 update to his
monograph.
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A map drawn by Hasbrouck in the 1890s, showing both the original range and what Hasbrouck
believed to be the limits at the time, includes more of the eastern Plains and the Missouri River
Valley.

It is very difficult to assess
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paper trail. Anlvorybill
specimen in a collection in
Pennsylvania has a tag
suggesting it was collected on
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that tags accidentally switched
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to show that they were.
(Schreffler, Schreffler, and
L . . Leese2019. Thechallenges
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Svely bl Woelfcihe . Objective standard for
' nq evaluation of historic (and pre

5 ) contact) records, even when it
I I a0 NB dzhiled 8Voodpécker Range Map (1890) comes to specimens. In many

cases, location information for
specimens is noexistent or ambiguous? NJ SEI YLIX S5 2y S aLISOAYSYy Ay
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refers to anisland of forest surrounded by the Everglades than to the islands offshore.
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The more surprising of these reports are unsupported by physical evidence. These come from
the Eastern Shore of Maryland, Swedesboro, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. Most date to th
18th century, a time whervorybills were reported to have fed on trees girdled for clearing. The
most interesting of these come frofeterKalm a Swedish naturalist and student of Linnaeus
They have been discussed in several articles by Benfarhaese, who has also written about
early records from Ohio, Indiana, and Kentucky (for which the case is stronger).

Onerecord thaisO2 YLISt f Ay3d R2S8S& y2i0 Ay GdaRéExpeditinJSOA Y Sy
the first scientific exploration of the American West.



http://www.jstor.org/stable/4069787
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3883131?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents

CHAPTER 1I.

OSAGE ORANGE.~ BIRDS. — FALLS OF THE CANADIAN,—
GREEN ARGILLACEOUS SANDSTONE. —— NORTHERN AND
SOUTHERN TRBIBUTARIES OF THE CANADIAN.— COTTON-
WOOD. — ARRIVAL AT THE ARKANSA.-—— CANE BRAKES, —
CHEROKEES, — BELLE POINT.

Sepremser 5th. The region we were now traversing
is one of great fertility, and we had daily occasion to
regret that our visit to it had not been made earlier in
the season. Many unknown plants were observed, but
their flowering season having passed, the fruit of many
of them have ripened and fallen, we were deprived of
the means of ascertaining the name and place of such
as had been heretofore described, and of describing
such as were new. We had, however, the satisfaction
to. recognize some interesting productions, among
which we may enumerate a very beautiful species of
bignonia, and the bow-wood or osage orange.[2]
The rocky hills abound in trees of a small size, and
the cedars are sometimes so numerous, as to give
their peculiar and gloomy colouring to the landscape.
‘We listened as we rode forward to the note of a bird,
new to some of us, and bearing a singular resem-
blance to the noise of a child’s toy trumpet; this we
soon found to be the cry of the great ivory-billed
wood-pecker (picus principalis), the largest of the
North American species, and confined to the warmer
parts. The picus pileatus we had seen on the 25th
of August, more than one hundred miles above, and
this with the picus erythrocephalus were now common,
Turkies were very numerous. The paroquet, chuck-
wills-widow, wood-robin, mocking bird, and many
other small birds, filled the woods with life and music.

Excerpt from the Long Expedition
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Woodpecker is distinguished anéscribed as
common in the area. These facts lend
credibility to the report, as does the fact

that ThomasSayg | & (G KS SELISRAGAZY
naturalist. While Say is best known as an
entomologist.the expedition produced the

first descriptions of a number of bird species,

and an entire genus of flycatchers was named

in his honor.
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The location of this record is approximately

south of Tulsa on the Canadian River, near

the 96th Meridian. This is wehto the

eastern Great Plains. It is also well beyond the
range of the bald cypress. The relatively

narrow floodplain would have been

dominated by cottonwoods and willows, as it

is to this day. This imager@a 1920s shows
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flooded that was discovered by the

expedition a day after thévorybill encounter.
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appearance to supplement thaescription.

Even if one opts to reject this record for
lack of physical evider¢there are several
others from approximately the same
longitude that do involve specimens, and
some are from the 20th century.

TheU.S. Fish and Wildlife ServiRecovery
Planfor the Ivorybilled Woodpecker
suggests that there are two records from
west2 ¥ ¢dzA 4l = | &LISOA 1
collected byS. WWoodhouse along the  NBE W ‘ Bz

Cimarron River, Pawnee County in 1849. Per Jackson, the specimen was sent to the Philadelphia
Academy of Natural Sciences, which has four specimens without location informatien in i
collection. The second is from House Creek in Pawnee County, also Woodhouse 1849, and also
reportedly sent to the Philadelphia Academy but not found there.

There are several Plains records from Texas. A specimen currently in the Dallas Museum was
colleded in 19002 y 2A4 RQ! NO LaflyRZ 2dzad az2dzikKSlIad 2

5


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Say

multiple reports from the area through 1910, and an additiosacimernmay have been
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and examined by an R.E. Huck but not preserved. An additional Texas record, from farther
south but west of the 96th Meridian, comes from New Braunfels County, south of Austin and
east of San Antonio. There were multiple repateund1900, witha collection reported but

no specimen preserved.
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Although only one record from the eastern Plains can be attached with certainty to a currently
SEA&GAY 3T Ydza Sdzy & LIS OA Yifled WoodpkckelsBvera foundNRttist (i K |
region as recently as900 and considerable circumstantial evidence for their presence along
riparian corridors on the plains of Texas, and possibly Oklahiotesthe 20th century. The

habitat involved is markedly different from what so many have belidvedybills require This

is not tosuggest thatvorybills persist at the western edges of their historic range, but as will

be discussethelow, | think their ability to exploit these relatively narrow willeand
cottonwood-dominated floodplains can help explain how the speaould have persisted into

the 21st century.
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Historical records of sightings and collected specimens demonstrate that theldiieqy
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A coupleof mapsmay be useful foadditional information about forest, bioregion, and habitat
types and may help with visualization along with mgp of recordsfrom unexpected habitats.
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Reedy River, South Carolindest with eggs reportedly collected in 1896 and later lost.

The location is in th@iedmont, south of Greenville, at an elevation of approximately
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highly quesibnable.
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Etowah Mounds, GeorgiaPreO2 y i OG aA i8Sz St SOF A2y | LILINR I
y2G GNIRS 322Ra dodzi NBIldzANBa FdzZNIKSNI RA&AO
River is at the northern end of the Alabama River watershed.

Between Martinsburg West Virginia and Winchester, Virgini&pecimen reportedly
02ttt SOGSR o0& 2Afazy OF®d mymnd 9ftS@lraAz2y I i
This would appear to be in the Potomac watershed. The claim is basedione2@ury

speculation and isnsupported by evidence. (Leese and Michaels, in press.)

Moundsville, West VirginiaTwo lower mandibles found in a poontact (early
Common Era,-200) midden(trashheapp t 2GSy GAlFfft& GNIRS 3I22Ra&a
location is on the Ohio River.

Philo, Ohia Near the Muskingum River. Tarsometatarsus found irqorgact midden,
datesfromca. 110mp nnd® 9f SPFGA2Y Top

Scioto County, Ohtg { ' YS | a | 620S® 9ftS@lraAazy 2F (GKS
River is lower. The site is about 10 milemirthe OhioRiver and the elevation at the
O2yFtdzSyOS A& poo o

Ross County, Ohi®@ame as above. Also on the Scioto River but farther upstream.
9t S@GlIiA2Y yco

Near Troy, OhioNear the Miami River, March 1804 sight record by Gerard Hopkins, a

Quaker envoyo the Miamiand Pag G2 YA ® ¢ KS NBLI2 NI Ay Of dzRS A
resembling the red headed woodcock of Maryland, except that its head is black and its
OAff AQ@2NRBO® ¢ o[ SSaS HnamO® hYAOGGSR FTNRBY
but included here because it adds weight to the archaeological records.

Franklin County, Indiand wSLI}2 NI 2F | &ALISOAYSYSI mMychpI y?2
Probably along the Whitewater River, an Ohio tributary. There are a number of early

reports from Indianabut no other reported specimens and no archaeological records.
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the Ohio records, it seems likely thiabrybills were present in parts of Indiana into the

19th centuy.



1 Henderson, KentuckyFemale specimen collected by Audubon in July 1810 and used as
I Y2RStf F2NJ KAA FANRBROG LI AYydAy3a 2F GKS aLlsSo
in the Recovery Plan or Jackson, and it seems to have been overlooked bghesga
| dzRdzo 2y Qa 2¢y y20FGA2y RSaONARO6Sa GKS 201
northernmost limit of the cyprestupelo association, well upstream from the
confluence with the Mississippi. Article by R. Haven WiléemuckyWarble, May
1970.

1 Stanford, KentuckyPair reported, with one specimen collected by a Colonel Fleming,
MT nd® wSO2NR | OOSLIESR o6& ¢FYyySNI AY wMpy pd 9
the Kentucky and thence the Ohio, is nearby.

1 Cahokia Mounds, lllinoisEasif the confluence of the Mississippi and the Missouri,
Mpnna 2NJ SENIASNE GFNR2YSOFGFNBEdzZAD 9f SO (A

1 Forest Park, Missouri or Vicinityi/est of the confluence of the Mississippi and
Missouri.Specimen collected 1896 and in the collection of the GalorMuseum of
bl aGdzNF € 1 A&Z02NEBE® 9f SO GA2Y | LIINBEAYFGSte& p

With regard to Missouri and the Missouri River watershed, Hasbrouck accepted reports from
Fayette and Kansas City, and given the overall picture, this does not seem implausible. In
addition, thee were persistent reports from the vicinity of Lake of the Ozarks, in the Missouri
River watershed, until the end of the 1940s; Tanner received information about Missouri
reports from local Audubofociety officers but apparently disregarded it. Th&sen way to
assess the validity of these old, anecdotal claims and no evidence to support them, but given
this perspective on the historic range, they may be somewhat ledetiened than it seems at
first glance.

There are a number of records from FloridadeSouth Carolina involving offshore islands. While
most if not all of these offshore islands would have been covered wymidth forest at the

time of collection, reaching them would have required crossing expanses of open water or
marsh.

In South Carada, there were multiple reports from barrier islands into the 1880s. A specimen

collected in 1879 or 1880 is now lost. Hoxie, writing in 1918, reportedivoaybills were
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barrier islands, following hurricanes, but disappeared when the food supply was exhausted.

My knowledge about Florida and conditions there is limited, but it seems clealvibigtills
lived and bred in a variety of habitats. Florida is also &ngdst single source of specimens and
probably had the largedvorybill population in the country. What may also be relevant is
their apparent use of mangrove forests, including potentially sor2eniiles away from the
mainland, especially in the Evergésdregion. As with barrier islands, use of this habitat may
have involved crossing some open water between mainland forests (e.g., Big Cypress,
associated forested sloughs, and open pine woods, leading to the Gulf of Mexico) and



mangrove forests, both alanthe coastline and in the area referred to as the Ten Thousand

Islands, extending south to where Tanner relayed reports during the 1930s from Shark and
[2a0YFyQa wWAGSNR AGKAY 6KIFIG A& y2¢ 9OSNALI RS
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by a thousand miles or so and consider records from Arkansas/Missouri and Virginia.

The Arkansas/Missouri records are from George Featherstonhaugh who explored the area in
the 1830s and published his@unt in 1844 a&xcursionlhroughthe SlaveStatesfrom
Washingtonon the Potomacto the Frontier of Mexico;with Sketchesf PopularMannersand
GeologicaNotices Featherstonhaugh reported seeimgprybills in two different locationg

one from a bottomland area above the confluence of the Ouachita and Caddo Rives, i
vicinity of present day Arkadelphia, AR. This passage is\mome 2:

The second location appears\iolume 1 and is more interesting for the purposestbfs

discussion, since it involves fidamaged upland forest, likely calominated, with hickory and
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presentday Missouri. Either way, it appears to be on the edfythe Ozark Plateau where it


https://books.google.com/books/about/Excursion_Through_the_Slave_States.html?id=_XQFAAAAQAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=kp_read_button#v=onepage&q&f=false
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