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The Heath Hen, Tympanuchus cupido cupido, was a 
distinctive subspecies of the Greater Prairie Chicken, 
Tympanuchus cupido, a large North American bird in the 
grouse family.  
 

Heath Hens lived in the scrubby heath land 
barrens of coastal New England, from 
southernmost New Hampshire to northern 
Virginia in historical times, but possibly 
south to Florida prehistorically. The prairie 
chickens, on the other hand, inhabited 
prairies from Texas north to Indiana and 

the Dakotas, and in earlier times in mid -southern Canada. 
 

Heath Hens were extremely common in their habitat during Colonial times, 
but being a gallinaceous bird, they were hunted extensively for food. In 
fact, it has been suggested that the Pilgrims' first Thanksgiving Dinner 
consisted of Heath Hens and not wild Turkey. By the late 1700s, the heath 
hen had a reputation as poor man's food as they were cheap and plentiful. 
Thomas L. Winthrop stated that they could be found on the Boston 
Common (a 20ha park in Boston itself) and that servants would sometimes 
bargain with a new employer not to be given Heath Hen for a meal more 
often than two or three times a week.  
 

The length of the bird was approximately 43cm (17ó) and the weight  
about 900gm (2lb). Heath Their plumage was usually of a rich reddish hue, 
especially around the crop area, with thick barring on the breast and sides. 
Their pinnae (horns) were generally pointed, and the tail was a greyish -
brown.  
 

Owing to the intense hunting pressure, the population rapidly declined. As 
early as the 1840s Heath Hens disappeared from the mainland. There was 
however a population of about 300 left on the island of Martha's Vineyard, 
off the coast of Massachusetts, but by 1890 even these had declined to 120
-200 birds, mainly due to predation by feral cats and poaching. By the late 
1800s, there were about 70 left.  
 

These were protected by a hunting ban and the 1908 establishment of the 
"Heath Hen Reserve" (today the Manuel F. Correllus State Forest) and the  
population rapidly grew to almost 2000. By the mid -1910s, the observation 
of these birds on their lekking grounds * had become a tourist attraction.  

SPECIMEN IN THE BOSTON 

MUSEUM OF SCIENCE 

Photo: C. Horwitz 

 ǀ             

GREATER 

PRAIRIE CHICKEN  

Photo:  South Dakota                             

 Tourism 

ǁ 



However, a destructive fire during the 1916 nesting season, severe winters, 
an unusual influx of predatory goshawks, inbreeding, an excess number of 
male individuals and apparently an epidemic of blackhead disease which 
might have been transmitted by poultry brought the numbers down 
quickly; after a last recovery to 600 in 1920, the population began its final 
decline.  
 

In 1927, only about a dozen were left - a mere two being females - despite 
being afforded the best protection according to contemporary science, and 
that number had declined to a handful, all males, by the end of the year. 
After December 8, 1928, apparently only one male survived (Gross, 1931), 

lovingly nicknamed "Booming Ben". He was last seen 
on his traditional lekking * ground between West 
Tisbury and today's Martha's Vineyard Airport on 
March 11, 1932 - early in the breeding season -, and 
thus presumably died, about 8 years old, days or only 
hours afterwards from unknown causes.  
 

Heath Hens were one of the first bird species that 
Americans tried to save from extinction. As early as 
1791, a bill "for the 
preservation of heath -hen and 
other game" was introduced 

in the New York legislature. Although the effort to 
save the Heath Hen from extinction was ultimately 
unsuccessful, it paved the way for conservation of 
other species. Ironically, the establishment of the 
reserve on the open shrub-land of what was then 
called the Great Plain may have accelerated the 
Heath Hen's extinction. Fires were a normal part of 
the environment, but with the attempt to suppress 
fires instead of enforcing ecological succession with 
controlled burns, habitat quality decreased and 
undergrowth accumulated until a normally limited 
fire would have disastrous consequences as it did in 
1916. 
 

R.V.C. With help from Wikipedia 

*A lek is a gathering of males, of certain animal and bird species, for the purposes of competitive 

mating display. Leks assemble before and during the breeding season, on a daily basis. The 
same group of males meet at a traditional place and take up the same individual positions on an 
arena, each occupying and defending a small territory or court. Intermittently or continuously, 
they spar individually with their neighbours or put on extravagant visual or aural displays (mating 
"dances" or gymnastics, plumage displays, vocal challenges, etc.). 
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As the previous article details, this attempt at re-establishing the species unfortunately failed. However, the 
attempt is praiseworthy as it eventually led to the establishment of practical procedures for the saving of other 
species in the future.  (Ed.) 
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