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Armstrong had an inventory in fall 1901 of 500 
ducks that included over 200 Redheads described 
as “real beauties [that] feed like pigs.” All of his 
ducks were tame and would almost eat from the 
hand. The crates Armstrong used to ship ducks 
consisted of six compartments partitioned by 
burlap. The bottom of the each crate was slatted and 
the frame covered with doubled burlap so the ducks 
could not see through but would allow the passage 
of sufficient air. The bottom of each compartment 
was a slide-out pan that could be removed and filled 
with food and water. Six ducks were placed in each 
compartment for a total of 3-dozen birds per crate 
(Armstrong 1901e). 

Armstrong redesigned his business letterhead in 
the fall of 1901. Earlier letterheads had described 
him in a four-line heading as a “Collecting 
Naturalist – and Dealer in – Mexican and Southern 
Bird and Mammals Skins – Bird Eggs in Sets.” The 
new letterhead added the words “Living Wild 
Animals and Birds for Scientific and Propagating 
Purposes” (Fig. 2). 

ACTIVITIES DURING 1902–1903 
Armstrong began corresponding with Frank 

Baker, Director of the National Zoological Park in 
Washington, D. C., in 1900 but apparently did not 
sell the Park any birds until early 1902. In February 
of that year, Armstrong wrote to Baker that he did 
not have any Whooping Cranes but might be able to 
get some before spring. Tundra Swans had not been 
seen in the locations where 11 had been taken 
during the past year, a fact attributed to the 
relatively mild winter. However, Armstrong was 
sure that Snowy Egret, Great Egret, and Roseate 
Spoonbill could be taken in the spring (Armstrong 
1902a). In April, Armstrong notified Baker that 
he had sent the two jaguarundis and the bobcat that 
had been ordered. Egrets, herons, spoonbills, 
waders of various species, and ducks could be 
supplied upon request. Young Great Horned Owl, 
Aplomado Falcon, White-tailed Hawk and Harris’s 

Hawk were available, as well as other species 
indigenous to the area (Armstrong 1902b). In August, 
Armstrong notified Baker that he had a “nice flock 
of Roseate Spoonbills” (Armstrong 1902c). 

The transport of animals to the National 
Zoological Park was difficult. Animals shipped 
north were loaded on the Brownsville stage for the 
36-h ride to Alice, Texas, where they were 
transferred onto the railroad for the remainder of the 
trip. The hot and rough stage ride was hard on the 
animals and the freight cost for this section of the 
trip was more than the total cost for the remainder of 
the trip by rail. Because the buyer paid shipping 
costs, Armstrong was informed that he needed to 
find a more affordable method of transport, or the 
National Zoological Park would be forced to limit 
its purchases (Baker 1902a). This dilemma was, 
however, soon resolved. Regular steamship service 
became available between Port Isabel and Galveston 
in April 1902, and in July 1904 the railroad finally 
made its way to the tip of Texas. 

The National Zoological Park ordered a pair of 
Roseate Spoonbills and a Snowy Egret in September 
1902 (Baker 1902a). These birds were sent by 
steamer to Galveston. However, three pairs of 
spoonbills were sent rather than the single pair that 
had been ordered. Armstrong’s rationale for 
including the additional birds was to ensure that at 
least one pair would arrive alive and in good health. 
An invoice for six birds was enclosed provided that 
they all arrived in good shape (Armstrong 1902d). 
However, only a single box containing four birds 
eventually arrived in Washington. Three of the birds 
were in good condition and one was dead. The 
National Zoological Park agreed to take the three 
birds at $10.00 each (Baker 1902b). 

Following receipt of the spoonbills, Frank Baker 
asked Armstrong if he would provide natural history 
information about the species and the method used 
in their capture. Armstrong’s reply to this request, 
particularly the method used to capture the birds, is 
of some interest. – “Habiting along the bay shore 

Figure 2. Armstrong’s business letterhead advertising the sale of “Living Wild Animals and Birds for Scientific and Propagating 
Purposes” as it first appeared in November 1901. 
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where they [the spoonbills] are accustomed to see 
lights from sail boats they are easily captured by 
hunters approaching them cautiously with hunting 
lamps. So intent are they [the spoonbills] in their 
feeding that they pay no attention to a light until 
they are blinded by its rays. One man carries the 
light & another behind him throws a cast net over 
them [the spoonbills]” (Armstrong 1902e). 

Armstrong apparently sold very few birds during 
1903. A shipment of 27 birds consisting of Sandhill 
Crane, Snow Goose, White-fronted Goose, American 
Avocet, Black-necked Stilt, Willet, Gadwall, 
Northern Shoveler, American Widgeon, Black-
bellied Whistling-Duck, and Fulvous Whistling-
Duck was sent to the New York Zoological Park in 
mid-December (Armstrong 1903). Records of other 
shipments have not been found, and it is believed 
that Armstrong was concentrating his efforts during 
the fall and winter of 1903-1904 on assembling the 
collection of animals that the Smithsonian had 
ordered for the 1904 World’s Fair. 

BIRDS SENT TO THE 1904 WORLD’S FAIR 
A collection of birds and snakes for the 

Smithsonian exhibit at the 1904 World’s Fair in 
St. Louis represents Armstrong’s most ambitious 
undertaking. The list of birds wanted for the exhibit 
has not been found. However, the order must have 
been placed several months before the opening of 
the exposition in order to allow sufficient time for 
the capture and transport of the animals requested. 
During the first week of May 1904, the Brownsville 
Daily Herald reported that Armstrong was filling an 
order for 5,000 pounds of snakes, mainly rattlers, to 
be shipped to the World’s Fair (Anon. 1904a). The 
following week it was reported that Armstrong and 
his “corps of trappers” had been busy for several 
months preparing a collection of birds that would 
soon be sent to St. Louis (Anon. 1904b). 

Visitors to Armstrong’s compound on Adams 
Street during the second week in May were amazed 
to find that many of the birds destined for the 
World’s Fair were so tame that they could be fed by 
hand (Anon. 1904b). However, a major disaster was 
in the making. Birds were dying steadily due to the 
hot weather and an epidemic disease attributed to 
“fermented water.” Four apparently healthy 
pelicans had died, as well as 40 geese and many 
ducks. In some cases the stronger birds attacked 
and killed the weaker ones. In addition to the 
problem of mortality, there was no immediate way 
to ship the birds from Brownsville. The steamer to 

Galveston had left in late April before Armstrong 
had received instructions on how to route the birds 
to St. Louis. It had since returned to Brownsville, 
but because of a heavy load and low water level, the 
Manteo could not cross the sand bar in Brazos 
Santiago Pass to enter the harbor. Armstrong thus 
found himself in a waiting situation in which he 
was a “heavy loser” with the prospect of fulfilling 
his obligations very bleak (Armstrong 1904a). 

The collection of birds originally intended for the 
World’s Fair included 15 species of ducks – Northern 
Shoveler, Redhead, Lesser Scaup, Ruddy Duck, 
Canvasback, Blue-winged Teal, Green-winged Teal, 
Cinnamon Teal, Black-bellied Whistling-Duck, 
Fulvous Whistling-Duck, Northern Pintail, American 
Widgeon, Gadwall, Mallard, and American Black 
Duck. Geese were represented by Canada Goose 
(three forms), Ross’s Goose, Snow Goose (three 
forms), and White-fronted Goose. Other waterfowl 
included the White-faced Ibis, White Ibis, Long-
billed Curlew, Snowy Egret, Great Egret, Sandhill 
Crane, Willet, Roseate Spoonbill, Black-necked Stilt, 
American Avocet, Caspian Tern, Royal Tern and 
Ring-billed Gull, as well as other gulls, sea hawks 
[osprey?], and waders. Northern Bobwhite, Scaled 
Quail, Blue Jay, Green Jay, and “many other birds of 
bright plumage” were also to be included (Anon. 
1904b). However, because of high mortality, the 
number of species and individual birds that 
eventually reached St. Louis was greatly reduced. 

Armstrong’s shipment of birds, reptiles and 
mammals was loaded onto the steamship Manteo on 
20 May 1904 for the first leg of their journey to 
St. Louis. The arrival of the Manteo in Galveston with 
its load of wildlife created considerable excitement 
and many residents of the city made their way to the 
dock to view the collection, which was said to be the 
largest ever sent out of the Brownsville district 
(Anon. 1904c). The animals were then transferred 
from the Manteo to railroad cars for the trip to 
St. Louis where they arrived on 24 May (Baker 
1904a). The invoice for the shipment listed 101 
birds as having been sent. However, six Northern 
Shovelers never arrived and of the 95 birds received, 
22 were dead (Armstrong 1904b). Records of the 
Smithsonian [RU70, Box 71, Folder 7] indicate that 
Armstrong was paid $313.75 for the “miscellaneous 
lot” of birds that arrived in St. Louis. What had 
begun as a grand venture with prospects of profit 
had ended in disappointment and financial loss. 

The birds sent to St. Louis were exhibited in the 
“Government Bird Cage” near the Texas State 
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Building in the Plateau of States Section of the 
fairgrounds. The flight cage, designed by Frank 
Baker and specially built for the Smithsonian, was 
at the time of its construction considered to be the 
largest in the world – 228 feet long, 84 feet wide 
and 50 feet high. A screened tunnel passing through 
the center of the cage allowed visitors to walk 
through the cage and view the birds in a natural 
setting (Fig. 3). The cage was to be dismantled at 
the end of the fair but was instead sold to the City 
of St. Louis where it remains today as a major 
attraction of the St. Louis Zoo (Anon. 2003). 

Armstrong was not deterred by the loss of time 
and money resulting from the World’s Fair fiasco. 
By late August 1904, he had assembled a large 
collection of birds that was offered to the New York 
Zoological Park. In addition to the usual ducks, 
geese, spoonbills, pelicans and egrets, Armstrong 
now had in stock White Ibis, White-faced Glossy 
Ibis, Tricolored Heron, Little Blue Heron, 
Laughing Gull, Royal Tern, Caspian Tern, Wilson’s 
Tern, Cabot’s Tern, Gull-billed Tern, Willet, Long-
billed Curlew, Black-necked Stilt, American 
Avocet, Black-crowned Night-Heron, Florida 
Gallinule, Purple Gallinule, American Coot, 
Clapper Rail and Neotropic Cormorant. A second 
offer made to Hornaday in late October included 
Greater Roadrunner, Plain Chachalaca, and 
Whooping Crane (Armstrong 1904c). An offer of a 

Reddish Egret, as well as a large number of ducks, 
geese and other birds including large hawks and 
small perching birds was also extended to Frank 
Baker (Armstrong 1904d), who responded that the 
need for additional ducks and geese could not be 
evaluated until those birds presently in St. Louis 
were returned to Washington (Baker 1904b). 

Shipping birds during the summer months 
presented a special challenge, and Armstrong 
occasionally received complaints of birds dying of 
thirst during transit. To avoid this hazard, he 
developed a self-watering device consisting of a five-
gallon can placed in each crate that would drip water 
for several days into a trough from which the birds 
could drink. This method also saved money since the 
water tanks were filled after the crates had been 
weighed, and Armstrong was not charged either for 
the extra weight or for any care of the birds provided 
by the express agents (Armstrong 1904f). 

A NEW ANIMAL COMPOUND 
Armstrong began to diversify his trade in live 

animals during 1905. Rattlesnakes, armadillos, 
bobcats, coyotes, and badgers were in demand, 
and a rare jaguarundi valued at $100 was sent to 
the National Zoological Park (Anon. 1905a). To 
accommodate this diversity of wildlife, Armstrong 
purchased five acres adjacent to the Brownsville 
city cemetery where holding pens and coops, as a 

Figure 3. Flight cage at the 1904 World’s Fair in which the birds collected by Frank Armstrong were exhibited. Photograph courtesy 
of the St. Louis Zoo. 
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well as a cottage for a permanent caretaker were 
constructed. Only a few animals requiring his 
special attention were kept at the Adams Street 
location (Anon. 1905b). 

The sale of birds was slow during most of 1905. 
During July four boxes of birds were shipped to 
unspecified locations (Anon. 1905c), and White-
tailed Hawk, Crested Caracara, Greater Roadrunner 
and Plain Chachalaca were sent to the New York 
Zoological Park (Anon. 1905d, Armstrong 1905a). 
Two Reddish Egrets and two White-tailed Hawks 
were sent to the Philadelphia Zoo during August 
(De Caro 2008). Two Roseate Spoonbills sent to the 
National Zoological Park died shortly after arrival 
and their study skins (USNM 149701 and 149703) 
were donated to the United States National 
Museum. Although there was a good market for 
animals during 1905, an outbreak of yellow fever in 
New Orleans and the accompanying quarantine 
restrictions resulted in many orders being delayed 
because prompt delivery was almost impossible 
(Anon. 1905b). 

Roseate Spoonbills sent to the New York 
Zoological Park during July died shortly after 
arrival. Armstrong did not charge for dead or sickly 
animals and promised to replace them with strong, 
healthy birds. However, he did suggest to Hornaday 
that the newly arrived spoonbills should be force-
fed small pieces of meat worked well down into 
their crop-stomach so they could not be spit out. 
After each feeding the bird should be released and 
allowed to wade in the water before they were again 
fed. This procedure was to be repeated for a couple 
of days until the birds began to feed for themselves. 
Armstrong used this technique when bringing 
spoonbills in from the wild and found it to be a 
successful way of adapting them to captivity 
(Armstrong 1905b). 

Armstrong’s largest sale of 1905 was to Walter P. 
Geers, a representative of the New England 
Forestry, Fish and Game Association of Boston. 
Thirty-two crates of birds of “a large variety too 
numerous to mention” were purchased by Geers 
and checked as personal baggage when he boarded 
the train to leave Brownsville (Anon. 1905e). When 
the train stopped in Beeville one of the city’s 
residents, W. F. Baldwin, peeked into a crate of 
birds and was pecked in the eye by a hawk causing 
an injury requiring a visit to an ophthalmologist in 
San Antonio (Anon 1905f). The birds purchased by 
Geers were eventually exhibited in the Boston 
Zoological Garden. 

MORE SNAKES, FEWER BIRDS 
Armstrong had over a ton of snakes at his 

compound during January 1906, as well as an 
“immense collection of other animals and fowls” 
(Anon. 1906a). A lucrative market for the venom of 
rattlers, as well as their use as attractions at zoos and 
circuses were undoubtedly market factors that led to 
more of these animals being collected. Snakes also 
required less attention than birds and could be cared 
for by assistants thereby allowing Armstrong more 
time to attend to other aspects of his business. 

Armstrong left Brownsville in early 1906 for a 
“prospecting trip” into Mexico from which he did 
not return until the end of May (Anon. 1906b). The 
presumed purpose of this trip was to identify 
collecting sites and to arrange with Mexican agents 
for the collection of various animals. Known 
shipments or birds during 1906 include four Gadwall 
and a Greater Roadrunner that were sold to the 
Philadelphia Zoological Society (De Caro 2008). 

Visitors to Armstrong’s animal compound during 
July were treated to the “a never to be forgotten 
sight” of over 100 rattlesnakes, many of which were 
of an “immense” size. The assortment of birds at 
this time consisted of some owls, herons, pelicans, 
and Roseate Spoonbills which “were well worth 
seeing” but obviously not as exciting as the snakes 
(Anon. 1906c). 

The increased importance of snakes in 
Armstrong’s business was emphasized in an article 
“Brownsville’s Snake Farm” published in the 
St. Louis Republic and reprinted in the Brownsville 
Daily Herald (Anon. 1906d). In this article of over 
1400 words, it was mentioned only in passing that 
there were a few birds in the compound – “the 
whooping crane, the heron, the hawk.” Birds were 
still a component of Armstrong’s animal trade but 
the emphasis had shifted to snakes and animals 
such as ocelots, jagaurundis, javelinas, coyotes, 
bobcats, badgers and armadillos. After 1906, 
almost without exception, Armstrong’s animal 
compound was referred to in the press as the 
“Snake Farm.” This increased emphasis on snakes 
was also reflected in Armstrong’s new business 
letterhead to which was added the words ‘SNAKES 
& REPTILES” (Armstrong 1906). 

INCORPORATION AND SALE OF 
THE ANIMAL COMPOUND 

The details of the incorporation and sale of 
Armstrong’s business are obscure. The letterhead 
for the business was changed in March 1907 to carry 
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the designation “FRANK B. ARMSTRONG & 
CO.” and the addition of the line “Ornamental 
Water Fowl, Game Birds, Iguanas, Gila 
Monsters, Parrots, Macaws, Paraquets” 
(Armstrong 1907). How or why Armstrong became 
involved in the sale of exotic animals is unknown. 
However, he apparently found little satisfaction in 
the exotic animal trade and near the end of the year 
decided to sell his business to William Odell Learn 
(1861–1932), a dealer in reptiles and parrots from 
San Antonio. The sale was apparently consummated 
in December 1907 when Learn and his wife, 
Martha, ‘We-No-Nah’ the snake dancer, arrived at 
the Miller Hotel in Brownsville (Anon. 1907). The 
purchase was made public in January 1908 with an 
announcement in the Brownsville Daily Herald that 
W. O. Learn had recently purchased the “snake 
farm” (Anon. 1908). Whether Learn purchased the 
business outright or only a controlling interest is 
unknown. Learn operated the business as its 
president until at least February 1909 under the 
name “F. B. ARMSTRONG WILD ANIMAL 
COMPANY” (Anon. 1909a). Learn later moved his 
headquarters to Laredo where he reportedly became 
the largest importer of Mexican and central 
American parrots in the United States (Anon. 1924). 

A LOOK BACK 
Frank Armstrong was a self-described 

“collecting naturalist.” He was particularly 
knowledgeable of the animals of southern Texas 
and northern Mexico, how to identify them, where 
to find them, as well as the methods necessary to 
catch and keep them alive. Birds were his specialty, 
but he was also knowledgeable of the reptiles and 
larger mammals of the brush country. 

Armstrong’s knowledge of natural history and his 
skill in the husbandry of animals were combined 
with a common sense approach to business. His 
birds were reasonably priced (see appendix) and he 
did not charge for animals that died in transit or 
were sickly upon arrival. Information regarding the 
natural history and care of the animals that he sold 
was freely shared with his customers who often 
recommended him to other potential buyers. 

Other dealers would fill the vacuum left by the 
sale of Armstrong’s live animal business. His 
immediate successor, W. O. Learn, developed a 
profitable business from the sale of snakes and 
parrots. The Gulf Coast Wild Animal Farm owned by 
Albert Mason, Edgar McDavitt and James McDavitt 
briefly imported animals from Mexico and Central 

America during 1909 (Anon. 1909b,c,d). William A. 
‘Snake’ King (1875–1952), the flambouyant 
proprietor of “Snakeville”, would later establish an 
extensive trade in snakes, parrots, and exotic animals 
imported from all parts of the world (King 1964). 
However, as successful as they were in the live 
animal trade, none of these men achieved the 
recognition and respect that the biological 
community had given Frank Armstrong, the original 
“collecting naturalist” from Brownsville, Texas. 
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Appendix. Birds offered for sale 1900–1907 by Frank B. Armstrong of Brownsville, Texas. The date(s) in 
parenthesis indicates the year in which the price quote was made. It was Armstrong’s practice not to charge 
customers for birds that died during shipment or that arrived in an injured or sickly condition. The price of some 
birds remained constant throughout the years whereas the price of others increased or, in a few cases, decreased. 

American White Pelican (1901, ‘06) — $10.00 Mallard (1904, ‘06) — $1.50, $2.00 
Brown Pelican (1906) — $8.00 Amer. Black Duck (1904, ‘06) — $1.50, $3.00 
Neotropic Cormorant (1904) — $4.00 Gadwall (1903, ‘06) — $1.50, $2.00 
Night-Herons (1905, ‘06) — $5.00 $4.00 Green-winged Teal (1904, ‘06) — $1.50, $3.00 
Tricolored Heron (1904, ‘06) — $3.00, $4.00 American Wigeon (1903, ‘06) — $1.50, $2.00 
Little Blue Heron (1906) — $4.00 Northern Pintail (1904, ‘06) — $1.50, $2.00 
Reddish Egret (1904, ‘05) — $5.00 Northern Shoveler (1903, ‘06) — $1.50, $2.00 
Snowy Egret (1906) — $10.00 Blue-winged Teal (1904, ‘06) — $1.50, $2.00 
Great Egret (1906) — $12.00 Cinnamon Teal (1906) — $5.00 
Great Blue Heron (1904, ‘06) — $6.00 Canvasback (1901, ‘04) — $3.00, $6.00, 
White-faced Ibis (1904, ‘06) — $3.00, $4.00 Redhead (1904, ‘06) — $1.50, $2.00 
White Ibis (1904, ‘06) — $3.00, $5.00 Scaup (1904, ‘06) — $1.50, $2.00 
Roseate Spoonbill (1901, ‘06) — $8.00, $10.00 Bald Eagle (1900) — $2.00 
Tundra Swan (1901, ‘06) — $20/25.00, $50.00 Harris’s Hawk (1904, ‘06) — $4.00, $3.00 
G.White-fronted Goose (1900, ‘06) — $2.50, $5.00 White-tailed Hawk (1905, ‘06) — $4.00, $3.00 
Snow Goose (1900, ‘06) — $2.50, $4.00, Aplomado Falcon (1905) — $4.00 
Snow Goose “blue” (1903, ‘06) — $4.00, $8.00 Crested Caracara (1905, ‘06) — $4.00, $3.00 
Ross’s Goose (1904) — $4.00 Plain Chachalaca (1904) — $6.00 
Canada Goose (1900) — $6.00 Wild Turkey (1904) — $10.00 
Fulvous Whistling-Duck (1903, ‘06) — $2.00 Northern Bobwhite (1904, ‘06) — $1.50, $2.00 
Blk-bld Whistling-Duck (1903, ‘06) — $1.50, $2.00 Scaled Quail (1905) — No Quote 
Clapper Rail (1904) — $1.50 
Purple Gallinule (1904) — $1.50 
Common Moorhen (1904) — $1.00 
American Coot (1904) — $1.00 
Sandhill Crane (1906) — $10.00 
Whooping Crane (1901, 04, 06) — $25, $50, $75 
American Avocet (1904, ‘06) — $1.50, $3.00 
Black-necked Silt (1904, ‘06) — $1.50, $3.00 
Willet (1904) — $1.50 
Long-billed Curlew (1904, ‘06) — $3.00, $4.00 
Laughing Gull (1904) — $2.00 
Ring-billed Gull (1904) — $8.00 
Sandwich Tern (1904) — $3.00 
Royal Tern (1904) — $3.00 
Caspian Tern (1904) — $8.00 
Gull-billed Tern (1904) — $2.00 
Greater Roadrunner (1904) — $3.00 
Great Horned Owl (1905, ‘06) — $4.00, $3.00 
Green Jay (1905) — No Quote 
Great-tailed Grackle (1905) — No Quote 
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