The Theft of Morton’s Hawk, Now Known as
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Matthew R. Halley
The northern subspecies of Harris’s Hawk (Parabuteo unicinctus harrisi) was described as a new species
(“Louisiana Hawk / Buteo harrisi,” Pl. 392 in The Birds
of America, 1837) by John James Audubon (1785–
1851), who named it after his friend and benefactor,
Edward Harris (1799–1863). Many years after Audubon’s death, B. harrisi was declared conspecific with
Falco unicinctus Temminck, 1824, of South America,

and the taxa were united under the genus Parabuteo
(Ridgway in Baird et al. 1874: 250). The two populations have since been treated as sister subspecies. The
name harrisi is currently used for the northern subspecies and Pl. 392 in The Birds of America (Audubon 1837) is cited as the taxonomic authority (Stone
1904). The common name Harris’s Hawk is used for
the entire complex (AOU 1998).

Figure 1. (Above) Digital photograph of ANSP 1166, the probable type specimen of Parabuteo unicinctus harrisi (Audubon).
(Below) “Louisiana Hawk Buteo Harrisi,” from the double-elephant folio (Havell) edition of The Birds of America, plate 392 (1837).
Image reproduced in black and white courtesy of the John James Audubon Center at Mill Grove and the Montgomery County
Audubon Collection.
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To my knowledge, the extraordinary tale of how
Harris’s Hawk came to be included in The Birds of
America has never been fully researched or explained.
Audubon seems to have wanted it that way. In this
paper, I expose contemporaneous primary sources
that reveal that Audubon concealed the provenance of
his type specimen from his readers, in what appears to
have been a deliberate attempt to draw attention away
from the unscrupulous means by which he obtained it.

engraved for Pl. 76 in The Birds of America (reproduced by Halley 2015). There is a simple explanation:
the Louisiana Hawk was painted from a stuffed specimen, not a fresh pliable one.
Where did Audubon get the specimen? Some
authors have claimed that he collected it himself (e.g.,
Bent 1937, Turcotte and Watts 1999) although Audubon stated otherwise in Ornithological biography vol.
5 (1839: 34):

Audubon’s published plate of the “Louisiana Hawk /
Buteo harrisi” (Pl. 392 in The Birds of America) features
an adult female perched on a bare branch and facing
to the left (Figure 1). The plate was based on his original painting of “Buteo Harrisi” (N-YHS 1863.17.76)
which he signed and dated in graphite (“J.J.A. 1837”).
The image looks stiff and awkward when compared to
other renderings of hawks in Audubon’s portfolio. For
example, compare the image to Audubon’s painting of
an immature Red-shouldered Hawk (Buteo lineatus)
diving on Northern Bobwhites (Colinus virginianus),
which was executed more than 10 years earlier and

“The specimen from which I made my drawing, was procured by a gentleman residing in
Louisiana, who shot it between Bayou Sara
and Natchez. A label attached to one of its legs
authorizes me to say that it was a female; but
I have received no information respecting its
habits; nor can I at present give you the name of
the donor, however anxious I am to compliment
him upon the valuable addition he has made to
our Fauna, by thus enabling me to describe and
portray it.”
In fact, Audubon knew who collected the specimen
but concealed it from his readers. It was one of his subscribers: John Carmichael Jenkins (1809–55, Figure 2)
(see Fries 2006: 189–90). Jenkins was born in Carlisle,
PA, and earned a doctorate in Medicine from the University of Pennsylvania in 1833. He soon relocated to
southern Mississippi to take over the medical practice
and business of his uncle, a plantation owner and slaver who had lost his sight.
Jenkins was elected Corresponding Member of the
Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia (ANSP)
in 1836, at the age of 27. The following notice was
penned by Samuel George Morton (1799–1851, Figure
3), then Corresponding Secretary, in his official letterbook: “[Sept.] 27. [1836] Gave the report Diploma of
Dr. J. Carmichael Jenkins into his own hands” (ANSP
Archives, coll. 80). Jenkins replied to Morton a few
days later, with earnest gratitude:

Figure 2. John Carmichael Jenkins (1809–55), miniature oil
portrait executed c.1840. Reproduced in black and white courtesy of Joseph Stone, proprietor of the Stone House Musical
Bed & Breakfast in Natchez, MS.

28

Cassinia

“Be so good as to represent to the Society my
thanks for this unmerited mark of their regard
& to be assured that I shall ever feel the [liveliest] in its welfare & shall at all times use my best
endeavor to promote the interests & objects of
the institution.” (ANSP Archives, coll. 567)

Matthew R. Halley
Had it not been for an unlikely event, one decade
later, we might not know about this controversy at all.
On January 15, 1846, Jenkins collected a second specimen of Harris’s Hawk in Mississippi and again sent
it to Philadelphia, where its arrival was announced at
the ANSP on September 1, 1846 (ANSP Archives, coll.
502). Fortunately, by this time Jenkins was keeping a
diary:

Figure 3. Portrait of Samuel George Morton (1799–1851), intended namesake for the species now known as Harris’s Hawk.
Image reproduced from Meigs (1851).

Jenkins wasted no time in collecting and preparing a
series of bird specimens from southern Mississippi for
the ANSP museum. In that era, it was common practice for Corresponding Members to ship specimens to
Philadelphia from distant localities, with manuscripts
describing their discoveries. Such manuscripts would
be read before the ANSP members, voted to committee for peer review, and then published in the Journal
of the Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia or
rejected by committee.
When new species were published without the
author present, ANSP members passionately defended
the discoverer’s rights of authorship (e.g., Townsend
1837). However, when Jenkins’s collection arrived in
Philadelphia with a new species of hawk and a manuscript naming it Morton’s Hawk (presumably Buteo
mortoni or Falco mortoni), for inexplicable reasons, the
normal protocols were not observed. Before the specimens were deposited in the ANSP museum, Audubon
mysteriously obtained the specimen and manuscript
and took them to Europe, where he rapidly named the
new species after Harris and then denied knowing the
collector of the specimen (see Audubon 1839: 34).

“Shot a Hawk to-day of the species Falco Harrisii or Louisiana hawk of Audubon, see page
30 of Birds of America [i.e., Royal Octavo Edition, 1840]. This bird is very seldom seen in
this country and the only specimen now in any
museum or cabinets are the two I shot—viz—
the first one in October [1836] near Pinckneyville and which I presented to the Academy
of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia ... They both
were females and full or adult age. Mr. Audubon
obtained my first specimen, and described and
named it without my knowledge or consent. I
had described and named this beautiful bird
after my friend Dr. Morton of Philadelphia.”
(LSU Libraries Special Collections, Mss. 141,
142, 184, 187).

The Theft of Morton’s Hawk
At the end of June 1837, after his Gulf Coast expedition and just before he sailed to London, Audubon
“passed rapidly through Baltimore and Philadelphia,
[his] wish being to reach New York as soon as possible” (Audubon 1838: xx). His traveling companions
were his son, John Woodhouse Audubon (1812–62),
and his daughter-in-law Maria, who was the daughter
of Reverend John Bachman (1790–1874). Audubon
stopped in Philadelphia for a specific reason, to collect
subscription dues from the ANSP for the latest numbers (sets of five plates each) of The Birds of America.
Audubon made this clear to Morton in a letter dated
June 12, 1837:
“When last I saw you at Philadelphia, you were
so good to me as to promise to me that you
would attend to the collecting of the amount
due me on my work by the Academy of Natural Sciences. I feel at present greatly in want of
funds, and should like much to receive this balance during my short stay in your city, which
I expect to be early next month, previous to
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my embarking for England.—This balance
amounted last winter to 195 dollars, up to No.
66. and now 60 dollars will have to be added for
Nos. 67, 68, 69, 70, 71. which the Academy has
received lately.” (APS Library, Mss.B.M843)
However, when Audubon arrived in Philadelphia
in early July, he found that Morton had only been
partially successful in collecting dues from the other
ANSP members. At a meeting of the ANSP on July 4, it
was announced that “the 4th vol. of the plates of Audubon’s American Ornithology [sic] from Nos. 331 to
355 inclusive” had been deposited in the ANSP Library
[i.e., up to No. 71, as Audubon promised]. The ANSP
owed Audubon $255, of which Morton was only able
to give him $165, leaving an unpaid balance of $90.
Coincidentally, Morton had recently received a
shipment of bird skins from Dr. Jenkins of Mississippi that were intended for donation to the ANSP but
had not yet been announced at a meeting. There is no
contemporaneous record of the transaction, but one
of two nefarious scenarios must have transpired when
Audubon visited Morton in Philadelphia: (1) Morton, perhaps feeling guilty about his inability to pay
the ANSP debt to Audubon in full, gave him Jenkins’s
specimen and the manuscript naming it “Morton’s
Hawk,” which Jenkins had intended to be submitted
for publication in the Academy’s journal; or (2) Audubon took the specimen and manuscript without Morton’s knowledge. In either case, Jenkins was robbed.
During his visits to the Philadelphia region, Audubon often stayed at Harris’s home in Moorestown, NJ

(see Corning 1969). On July 2, 1837, perhaps the same
day he visited Morton and acquired the specimen, he
returned to Moorestown and announced in a letter
to Bachman: “I have a New and Superb Hawk from
Louisianna [sic] as large as the Caracara Eagle, and
somewhat like it in Colours...” (Corning 1969, 2: 162).
Audubon did not explain how or where he acquired it.
His only mention of Morton in the long and rambling
letter appeared four paragraphs later, in reference to
financial matters: “Docr Morton is now my Friend and
Agent, it was him [who] collected the $165 for Me, and
paid a portion of it himself to assist me.”
Two weeks later, when “a series of about 51 birds
from Mississippi presented by Dr. J. C. Jenkins of
Pinckneyville, Mississippi, through Dr. Morton,” was
announced at the ANSP meeting on July 18, 1837, no
one realized (except perhaps Morton) that the crown
jewel of the Jenkins collection was missing (ANSP
Archives, coll. 502). By this time, Audubon was en
route to Europe with the specimen, which he painted
soon after he arrived in London (New-York Historical
Society 1863.17.393). Audubon’s painting was quickly
engraved by Robert Havell, Jr. (1793–1878) onto Copper Plate 392 and the double-elephant folio prints
were hand-colored by Havell’s team and distributed
by the end of the year in installment “No. 79” of The
Birds of America (1837).
In print, Audubon (1839: 34) claimed to “have
received no information respecting its habits; nor
[could he] at present give you the name of the donor,”
but the falsity of those statements is confirmed in
another private letter to Bachman, dated October 4,

Figure 4. Excerpt from a list of specimens in Audubon’s possession made by John Kirk Townsend (1809–1851) and Thomas
McEuen in 1839, which they thought should be returned (ANSP Archives, coll. 404).
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Figure 5. Excerpts from the ANSP specimen ledger that show Jenkins’s two specimens of Harris’s Hawk (“Antenor unicinctus harrisi”), ANSP 1166 and 1167, from Mississippi (ANSP Archives, coll. 297). The pencil annotation (“Des”) indicates that ANSP 1167
was destroyed.

1837, written by Audubon shortly before Pl. 392 was
published:
“The Hawk I received from Natchez proves
quite new, and it is a superb bird. I have received
a letter from Docr Jenkins of Natchez in which
he says that it is not a very rare bird, giving me
the measurements, color of the eyes etc.” (Corning 1969, 2: 182)
The “letter from Docr Jenkins” was probably Jenkins’s manuscript (now lost) that was shipped to
Philadelphia with the specimen. Vital information
like the “color of the eyes” could only have been procured by the collector before the specimen was prepared, and such details would have been included in
a formal taxonomic description. Furthermore, not
only did Audubon feign ignorance of Jenkins when
he published the name B. harrisi in Ornithological
biography (1839: 34), he cleverly omitted the color of
the eyes from his description, a detail that may have
exposed the ruse.

Current Status of Jenkins’s Specimens
Two years after Audubon’s Pl. 392 was published,
on October 25, 1839, ANSP ornithologists John Kirk
Townsend (1809–1851) and Thomas McEuen made a
list of “10 specimens [they believed were] in the possession of Mr J. J. Audubon” (ANSP Archives, coll.
404). Most of the specimens on the “McEuen list” (so
named because it is written in McEuen’s hand) were

procured by Townsend in western North America
(Mearns and Mearns 2007), but toward the bottom of
the page, McEuen wrote:
“[the] Hawk sent to the Acad. By Dr Jenkins
from Mississippi, [was] lent by Dr Morton to Mr
Audubon Buteo Harrisi X. / Of the above list,
those marked thus X being 10 specimens we
believe are in the possession of Mr J. J. Audubon...This list was made up by Messrs Townsend
& McEuen October 25th 1839.” (Figure 4, ANSP
Archives, coll. 404)
Audubon apparently returned the precious specimen sometime after 1839, though no contemporaneous record of its return has been located. After the
death of John Cassin (1813–69), there was a dormant
period of more than two decades when almost no
ornithological work was done on the collection. Witmer Stone (1866–1939), who was a child when Cassin
died, initiated the restoration of the collection in the
late 1880s, and created an official specimen ledger to
implement the catalog numbering system that is still
in use today (Figure 5; ANSP Archives, coll. 297). Two
specimens of “Antenor unicinctus harrisii” from Mississippi are recorded in the ledger, both donated by
Dr. Jenkins (ANSP 1166 and 1167). ANSP 1167 was
regrettably destroyed, probably in the 20th century,
according to a penciled note in the ledger (“Des”), no
doubt by an ANSP researcher who did not know of its
extraordinary provenance.

No. 77 (2017–2018)

31

The Theft of Morton’s Hawk, Now Known as Harris’s Hawk
Today, only one of Jenkins’s specimens is extant in the ANSP bird collection (ANSP 1166). The older of its
two labels, written in black ink by an
unknown hand, reads: “Buteo Harrisii,
Aud. / Mississippi — / Dr. J. C. Jenkins”
(Figure 6). Penciled below Audubon’s
name is the year “1839,” which presumably refers to Audubon’s account in
Ornithological biography, vol. 5 (1839),
not the collection date of the specimen.
On the reverse side, an updated taxonomic treatment is written in pencil:
“P. unicinctus Temm. / [C[ol.]...313]
1838.” That year appears to be an error
because, while P. unicinctus did appear
on Temminck’s plate 313, the work was
published in the year 1824 – not 1838.

Figure 6. Extant labels of ANSP 1166, type specimen of Parabuteo unicinctus harrisi (Audubon). See text for discussion of the label contents.

Thus, there is no definitive evidence that determines whether ANSP 1166 is the type specimen of
Audubon or the second specimen collected by Jenkins.
Nevertheless, there are several pieces of evidence that
support the claim that it is Audubon’s type. (1) The
bill of ANSP 1166 is slightly open, exactly like the bird
in Audubon’s plate. (2) The body posture is nearly
identical, the only difference being the extension of
the legs. Both specimens from Jenkins were originally
prepared as study skins (i.e., not mounted) according
to the ANSP ledger, so the extension of the legs must
have been an artistic embellishment by Audubon. (3)
Finally, it seems likely that Stone would have assigned
the older specimen the first number (1166) and the
younger specimen the second (1167), although he
overlooked the fact that one of the two Jenkins specimens was Audubon’s type (see Stone 1899). For these
reasons, it is more likely than not that ANSP 1166 is
the holotype specimen of P. u. harrisi (Audubon). Its
provenance has been updated in the ANSP ornithology database and a red type label has been attached
to the tarsometatarsus. ANSP 1166 is now stored with
the other types in the ANSP bird collection for study
by future researchers.

Modern Records Near the Type Locality
After nearly 200 years, no other specimens of Harris’s Hawk have been collected in Mississippi. To my
knowledge, the only other records were three sightings
in the summer of 1943, presumably all of the same
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vagrant individual, and a bird seen and photographed
in 1988 (see Turcotte and Watts 1999). Dwyer and
Bednarz (2011) wrote that the species “nested historically” in Louisiana, but the citations they provided do
not contain evidence of nesting. Winter records are
more common. According to Coombs (1892), the species was once “fairly common in winter [in Louisiana],
hovering low over open land,” and “one specimen
[was] taken in October.” Likewise, Bailey and Wright
(1931) wrote only of winter records: “This is a rare
species. Mr. McIlhenny has secured a few specimens
from time to time, at Avery Island. One, a female, was
taken on October 1, 1918, and is in the Louisiana State
Museum.” Only three wild-caught specimens from
Louisiana are extant in collections, and all were apparently taken in winter (LSUMZ 296, LSUMZ 297, SUI
27522). Numerous sightings of the species in Louisiana in the eBird database (http://www.ebird.org, Cornell University) in 1994, 1995, 2017, and 2018, were
also during winter months and a solitary bird photographed by numerous people in Mobile, AL, was
observed in November and December, 2017.
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