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ETHICS

other ancient towns and villages.
We know from Pueblo oral histories

and myths that birds have been impor
tant to these peoples from the distant
past to the present. The Hopi of north
eastern Arizona recount how birds
helped lead them from the Underworld
into this, the Fourth World.

Archaeological excavations also
confirm the importance of birds in
ancient Pueblo life. The Pueblos domes
ticated turkeys from wild turkeys per
haps 1,500 years ago. Turkey burials
in which the (now) skeletal remains are
adorned with jewelry and other grave
goods attest to the importance of the
turkey, as do the remnants of turkey
feather robes and numerous artifacts
madefrom turkey bones.

Most birds - eagles, hawks, ducks,
and a wide variety of others - were
obtained locally, but the majority of
macaws and parrots were imported
(The Military Macaw [Ara militaris)
and the Thick-billed Parrot
[Rhynchopsitta pachyrhynchaJ, howev
er, were indigenous in what is now
southern Arizona and northern
Mexico. CUriously, they were less uti
lized than more distant species).

Casas Grandes in Chihuahua,
Mexico, a large, urban site that was
destroyed in the 15th century, was a
major breeding and distribution center
for Scarlet Macaws (Ara macao). Blue-
and-Gold Macaws (Ara ararauna)
were also present at Anasazi sites. The
skeleton of at least one Lilac-crowned
Amazon Parrot (Amazonafinschi) has
been excavated in the Southwest and
might be the most distant import. In
summary, birds and theirfeathers were
critical resources for Pueblo life, espe
ciallyfor religious ceremonies, and they
still are today.

Winter Solstice,
Pueblo Bonito, Chaco canyon, NM

Shortly before daybreak, the old
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N
ote: The place names in the
first section of this article are
modern. Archaeologists do

not know the ancient name ofthe town
we now call Pueblo Bonito ("beautiful
town" in Spanish). We do not know the
ancient namesfor what we call Chaco
Canyon and New Mexico. We do not
know the names by which the ancient
inhabitants of these places referred to
themselves. We usually refer to them as
Anasazi. But Anasazi is a Navajo term
meaning "ancient ones" or "ancient
enemies, " and the NavajO had not yet
atrived in the Southwest from their
homeland in interior northwestern
North America at the time when the
first part of this account takes place.
Indeed, the Navajo did not migrate into
the Southwest for another 400+ years.
Finally, archaeologists do not know the
term the ancient inhabitants of Chaco
Canyon used to refer to the winter sol
stice, or ifthey named or numbered the
years.

What we do know is that they built
Pueblo Bonito and about 10 other large
pueblos in and adjacent to Chaco
Canyon plus hundreds of smaller vil
lages and hamlets in the canyon and
its immediate environs. They also built
several dozen more large towns in the
surrounding area. We do know that
they worshiped the sun and used its
apparent movements along the horizon
to create a solarcalendar by which they
planned and implemented the reli
gious, economic, andpolitical activities
that structured their lives. And we know
that they kept and used macaws and
parrotsfor ritual activities. The remains
of more than 400 macaws have been
found at archaeological sites in the
American Southwest; objects with
macawfeathers stillpreseroed have also
been found; and macaws and parrots
are the most common animals depicted
in murals discovered at PotteryMound,
New Mexico, Awatovi, Arizona, and at
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Conunercial Me11lbers--'man, wrapped in a turkey feather
robe, stands in the small, second story
room in the southeastern section of the
village and gazes out through the diag
onal window in the wall. He is the Sun
Priest, and he waits patiently for Father
Sun to climb above the horizon. Sun
Father's appearance today marks the
winter solstice sunrise and signals the
start of the New Year as Sun Father
begins his journey back toward the
north and the warmth of summer. The
year has no number, but this solstice
sunrise occurs about 500 years before
an Italian man known as Columbus, in
service to the Spanish royal court, dis
covers the continent on which the Sun
Priest's village stands. Sunrise today
takes place more than 550 years before
the first Spaniards enter this part of
Nueva Espana (New Spain) that they
will refer to as Nuevo Mejico (New
Mexico). By our calendar, the year is
sometime between AD. 950 and 1000,
and the date is December 21st.

Father Sun arrives in a flash fol
lowed by a burst of brilliant light. He
has kept his promise and returned to
start the New Year. His son, the Sun
Priest, is pleased. He recites his prayers
of welcome, pulls his robe tightly
around himself for warmth, and then
turns to begin a short walk to the north
section of Pueblo Bonito. Here he
enters a room where several Scarlet
Macaws perch. Sun Father needs to be
welcomed and thanked properly in
ceremonies from now until the sum
mer solstice in June, and the beautiful
red feathers of the Scarlet Macaw are
needed for this purpose. The long tail
feathers are especially prized.

Cochiti Pueblo, NM Ouly 14, 1968)
I have just finished watching the

Com Dance at the Cochiti Pueblo Feast
Day along with hundreds of other peo
ple, Anglos and Indians alike. Scarlet
Macaw (Ara macao) and Blue-and
Gold (Ara araraurza) Macaw tail
feathers were prominent on several
ceremonial objects, testimony to the
fact that the Pueblos continue to use
these feathers in traditional religious
ceremonies as they have for more than
1,000 years.

As I prepare to leave, a short, wiry,
late middle-aged man approaches. I
know him; he is a good friend of one
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FOR EXOTIC SPECIES
THE INCUBATOR

they sometimes reciprocate by giving
jewehy or other items to the Project.
These are distributed to those who
donate feathers: the zoo workers who
collect molted feathers, bird club
members, breeders, turkey hunters,
and others. The Project is not operated
for financial or material gain.

What began as a response to a
request by one man from one Pueblo
has developed into a national network.
Feathers arrive from various sources
around the U.S. Macaw and parrot
feathers come from zoos such as the
Aquarium of the Americas and the
Audubon Zoo (both in New Orleans),
the Brookfield Zoo (Chicago), and the
Belle Isle Zoo (Detroit); bird clubs
such as the Kentuckiana Bird Club in
Louisville are major contributors, as are
organizations of bird clubs such as the
Bird Clubs of Virginia. The Tropics
Exotic Bird Refuge and other sanctuar
ies provide molted feathers; breeders
and bird owners also donate large
numbers of feathers, and some, such
as G & G Aviary in Springfield, IL have
done so for more than 10 years. Corby
is now 72 years old, and his feathers
are still being sent to the Pueblos. 0

macaws or parrots are killed or other
wise harmed to provide feathers,
although several owners whose birds
died have provided their feathers. Of
the 4,500,000 feathers the Project has
distributed, about 2,000,000 are macaw
and parrot feathers.

Zoos also donate wild turkey feath
ers, but turkey hunters, especially
members of The National Wild Turkey
Federation, donate most of them.
These donations conserve a resource
that would otherwise be wasted as a
byproduct of hunting. The Project has
distributed about 2,500,000 wild turkey
feathers and will surpass 3,000,000
feathers by the end of 1998.

All the macaws and parrots tradi
tionally used by the Pueblos are now
threatened or endangered and pro
tected by CITES (Convention on
International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Flora and Fauna), and
a federal permit is required to import
them. The Project does not need an
importation permit because we do not
import birds or feathers; the vast
majority of macaw and parrot feathers
come from captive bred and raised

The Feather Distribution Project,
Springfield, II. (1998)

The Feather Distribution Project is
now well into its 17th year of opera
tion. To date, it has provided some
4,500,000 macaw, parrot, and wild
turkey feathers to Pueblo tribes in New
Mexico and Arizona for use in tradi
tional religious ceremonies. The feath
ers are provided free-of-charge, as
gifts. othing is asked in return. The
Project neither buys nor sells feathers
though it does reimburse donors' ship
ping costs. Because the Pueblos are
generous and appreciative peoples,

parrot feathers.
Later that year, while on a research

trip, I visit the Cochiti man who first
requested the feathers. After mutual
greetings, I hand him a package con
taining several hundred macaw and
parrot feathers. He opens the package,
and his eyes widen as he sees the con
tents. He takes a breath from the
feathers to absorb their spiritual
power, thanks me, and says, "You
thought of something." The Feather
Distribution Project has begun.

of my graduate school professors. We
discuss the dance briefly, and then he
asks, "Can you get us macaw feathers?"

" o. I don't know where to get
them. Sorry."

"It's okay. Possibly you will think of
something."
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Ottawa, II. (FebnJary 2, 1982)
I am in the Hillside Pet Shop to buy

rawhide chew bones for my Brittany
Spaniel. In one comer is a sign,
"Corby's Comer," and beneath it is a
Scarlet Macaw. The floor is littered
with feathers. The question from 1968
pops into my mind.

I pay for the bones, introduce
myself, and ask, "What do you do with
Corby's feathers?"

"Why?"
I explain that Pueblo Indians in

New Mexico and Arizona use macaw
feathers for their religious ceremonies
and have for more than 1,000 years.
The shop owner tells me he throws
away the feathers. I ask him to save
them for me and he agrees. I leave the
store with a couple of dozen Scarlet
Macaw feathers and a few Amazon
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birds. We do, however, have a permit
from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
to distribute those feathers that come
from imported birds seized and quar
antined by law enforcement officials.
Less than 1% of the feathers come
from this source.

All feathers received at the Illinois
State Museum are immediately placed
in the freezer, as per Museum policy,
to prevent possible damage to our col
lections from insects, bacteria, etc.
After a suitable time, the feather are
removed, washed, dried, sorted, and
packed for shipping or hand delivery
to the Pueblos. Tail feathers and wing
feathers are individually counted, but
other feathers - the vast majority 
are tallied by weighing 50-200 of each
type. Weight-number equivalencies
have been established for all the feath
ers distributed by the Project, and
using weight, we ship or deliver packs
of up to 1,000 feathers of each type.
Depending upon their request and our
supply at the time, Pueblo individuals
receive anywhere from several hun
dred to several thousand feathers in
each shipment or delivery.

To obtain fe~thers from the Project,
Pueblo Indians are asked to fill out two
forms., one for wild turkey feathers, the
other for macaw and parrot feathers.
The information is entered into a com
puter database, and we use this to try
to deliver the requested feathers before

they are needed. Of course, supply
and demand do not always coincide,
and demand is almost always greater
than supply. As is the case with all
Pueblo religious matters, this file is
completely confidential. Names of
recipients are never divulged or dis
cussed, even to other member of the
same Pueblo, except with the express
permission of each individual,

As an anthropologist, I am deeply
interested in Pueblo religious and cer
emonial life. I am particularly interest
ed in how feathers are distributed
within the Pueblos and used by indi
viduals, both today and in comparison
with the past (see above). Such specif
ic information, however, is never
requested and if volunteered, is never
published. No sacred information is
ever released for research or other pur
poses. This reinforces the fact that the
feathers are an outright gift and not a
means to acquiring sacred knowledge
for dissemination to other anthropolo
gists or to the public.

The original purpose of the Project
was to provide the Pueblos with the
macaw, parrot, and wild turkey feath
ers needed for the practice of their tra
ditional religious observances and to
help the Pueblos secure their First
Amendment rights to freedom of reli
gion. Two unplanned results have
developed during the 17+ years of
operation: first, the Project is helping to

reduce the smuggling of live birds and
feathers from Latin America into the
American Southwest, though it is diffi
cult to assess with precision the degree
to which this has helped; and second,
it alleviates some of the stress on the
native bird populations and their habi
tats in Latin America.

How ha this happened? When this
Project began, the Pueblos paid from
25¢ for a small macaw or parrot body
feather up to $100 for a long, perfect,
Scarlet Macaw tail feather. Many, per
haps most of these feathers came from
illegal imports, though the Pueblos did
not know the sources. Advertisements
offering to buy macaw feathers
appeared in some bird magazines.
The approximately 2,000,000 macaw
and parrot feathers that the Project has
distributed free-of-charge would have
been worth perhaps $18-20 million on
the illegal market. By distributing large
numbers of feathers without charge,
the Project has managed to eliminate
most of the commercial dealers. Some
Pueblo individuals still purchase feath
ers, but most obtain them from the
Project. The price of Scarlet Macaw tail
feathers has dropped to $25-35, and
there are few buyers. Advertisements
in bird magaZines are now rare. The
decreased commercial market means
that relatively few birds and their habi
tats are exploited and destroyed to
provide feathers for the Pueblos and
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Acoma Polychrome jar with painted macaw motif.

other American Indian groups.
everthele the smuggling of "pet"

birds acros the U.S. and Mexican bor
der remains a lucrative bu iness in
some places in the Southwest.

The Pueblos Today
The Pueblos still revere birds and

need their feathers for religious rites.
Feathers are used in a wide range of
ceremonial contexts, and special feath
er holders are used to store and protect
them when not in use.

By federal law, many American
Indians are permitted to possess eagle,
hawk, macaw, parrot, and other feath
ers from threatened, endangered, and
migratory species. Even so, they often
find it difficult to obtain enough feath
ers for their religiOUS needs.

Wild turkey feathers are also in
short supply, and few Pueblo individ
uals now raise turkeys.

The shortage becomes clear when
we consider the needs of one large
Pueblo. A prayer stick often has at least
three wild turkey feathers on it. If a
man makes 80 prayer sticks per year,
then he uses 240 wild turkey feathers
annually. If there are 500 men in the
Pueblo making prayer sticks, then
120,000 turkey feathers are required
for this one religious activity. An adult

Photo by Gary Andrashko

Illinois State Museum staff photographer

turkey has about 1,200 usable feather,
but only about half are suitable for
prayer sticks. Thus, the feathers from
about 200 turkeys are necessary to
meet the needs for prayer sticks for just
one Pueblo. Still more are needed for
other ceremonial paraphernalia and
costumes though, unlike prayer stick ,
these last two might be used for years
rather than once. When macaw, par
rot, eagle, hawk, cardinal, bluejay,
blue bird, magpie, flicker, duck, and
other birds are taken into considera
tion, the number of feathers required
by the more than two dozen Pueblo
villages is enormous.

Future Plans
Although the Project receives dona

tions of macaw, parrot, and wild
turkey feathers from dozen of con
tributors, the demand continues to
exceed the supply. New donors are
always needed, especially because
some of the larger donors such a zoos
have reduced or eliminated their
macaw and parrot populations in favor
of other animals.

Replacenlent donors are often diffi
cult to find, and many donors give
feathers once and then never again.

The Pueblos could once again
become self-sufficient with respect to

their needs for feathers; indeed they
must become self-sufficient becau e
The Feather Distribution Project can
not continue indefinitely. A five-year
plan has been developed toward this
end and is currently under considera
tion. It differs from one that I proposed
two years ago, one with which some
readers might be familiar. It must be
noted that neither this plan nor any
other can succeed without approval by
the Pueblos and their cooperation in
all phases of its establishment and
operation. The five-year timetable
should allow for the recruitment and
training of the necessary professional
personnel, as well as for the construc
tion of the proposed facility. This
timetable is flexible, however, so if
additional time is needed to ensure the
success of the proposed project, then
more time can be allotted. The goal is
to establish a first class faCility operat
ed in accordance with modern avicul
tural standards and practices.

The fir t part of the proposed plan
earmarks a small portion of income
from Pueblo gambling casinos to build
a macaw and parrot sanctuary, includ
ing a full-scale avian clinic. As with
similar sanctuaries that now exist else
where in the U.S., the Pueblo facility
would house unwanted birds, overage
breeding pairs, and, perhaps, abused
birds that would be accepted and
placed in a large, semi-free flight aviary
located on Pueblo land in either New
Mexico or northeastern Arizona. All
birds would come from the U.S.; no
birds would be imported so there
would be no diminution of the endan
gered and threatened wild populations
in Latin America.

The birds would be well cared for;
indeed, before any birds would be
accepted, a professional staff (avian
veterinarian, trained assistants, et al.)
would have to be recruited, and addi
tional staff would have to be hired and
trained. There would be an education
al program for those Pueblo people
who might already own macaws and
parrots to improve the general care of
the e birds as well. Pueblo people
with birds would have access to the
avian health care facilities at the aviary.

The aviary would be a tourist attrac
tion, and molted feathers would be col
lected and distributed for use in reli-
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ficient with regard to their needs for
macaw, parrot, and wild turkey feath
er. If so, then this should further
reduce the smuggling of macaws and
parrots into the Southwest and lessen,
again, the destructive pressures on bird
populations in Latin America - at
least those not due to the general
destruction of the rainforests and other
habitats. Thus, The Feather Distribution
Project would ultimately succeed by
becoming obsolete and unnecessary.~

the afa WATCHBIRD 15

c
co

~
Q)

a:
W
c
~m
c
o

J
>
.0
o
o
.!:
Q...

c
co

~
Q)

a:
W
c
co
.!:m
c
~
>
.0
o
o
.!:
Q...

educational opportunities to become
trained in lnodern aviculture, especial
ly as avian veterinarians, as various
technical specialists, as bird keepers,
and in other necessary occupations.

Feathers would be distributed
accordingly, and any income in excess
of expenditures would be used as an
endowment and to expand the facility,
if necessary. If the Pueblos ultimately
accept this plan and manage it suc
cessfully, they should become self-suf-

gious ceremonies. Given the situation
around the U.S., this facility could
quickly house several hundred macaws
and parrots, or about the number we
find at ancient Southwest sites when the
Pueblo population was substantially
larger than it is today. All Feather
Distribution Project records would also
be turned over to the Pueblos so that
they can continue to receive donations
of feathers from outside sources and to
olicit new ones. This aviary should

also provide jobs for Pueblo people, a
matter of critical importance to Pueblo
economic well being.

It is worth noting here that one
Pueblo is already involved in the sanc
tuary program: the Zuni Fish and
Wildlife Department, in cooperation
with the federal government is build
ing a raptor sanctuary and rehabilita
tion facility on the Zuni Reservation.
This project requires strict adherence
to federal law, rules, and regulations,
and th Zuni will operate the facility in
accordance with modem avicultural
standards and practices

As noted earlier, Scarlet Macaws
were successfully bred at the site of
Casas Grandes, Chihuahua, Mexico for
several hundred years and exported
from there to sites in the ancient
American outhwest. The late Charles
DiPeso, who excavated Casas Grandes,
unearthed an .entire breeding facility
with the remains of everything froln
macaw eggs through aged macaws, all
of which were lost when the city was
destroyed in the late 15th century.

The second part of the plan
involves wild turkeys. This is of less
interest to Watchbird readers and is
not discussed further except to note: 1)
that the National Wild Turkey
Federation has restocked the wild
turkey population at Zuni Pueblo and
that the Zuni Fish and Wildlife
Department is successfully managing
the resultant wild population; and 2) as
Inentioned above, the Pueblos domes
ticated turkeys over 1,000 years ago

.and had large populations in their vil
lages until World War II.

To be effective, however, the entire
plan must be conducted as a pan
Pueblo undertaking. Some Pueblos
would provide financial resources;
others would provide land, food, and
labor. Pueblo people would be offered


