Current status of European
Goldfinch (Carduelis carduelis) in
the western Great Lakes region
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Abstract

European Goldfinch (Carduelis carduelis) is a
songbird native to the western Palearctic that
is popular as a cage bird. It has a long history
of deliberate and accidental releases world-
wide, including in the United States. Between

the 1879 to around 1955, this species had
small populations in New York state. Another
population is apparently taking hold in the
western Great Lakes, probably the result of
intentional releases by a Chicago-area bird
importer.
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Introduction

European Goldfinch (Carduelis carduelis) is a
colorful songbird with a natural distribution
across much of the western Palearctic, includ-
ing Europe, northern Africa, and western and
central Asia (Cramp and Perrins 1994, Lever
1987). It has a long history as a cage bird,
with mention of the species in captivity dat-
ing back to the late 1600s (Birkhead 2003).
This species has been successfully introduced
in many regions of the world and has persist-
ed in a number of them (e.g., Australia,
Bermuda, the Azores) for over a century
(Long 1981, Lever 1987, Birds Australia
2005, Rodebrand and Carlsson 2005).

In the United States, one of the first inten-
tional introductions of European Goldfinch-
es apparently occurred in late 1852, when
the trustees of the Greenwood Cemetery in
Brooklyn, New York released four dozen on
the property (Murphy 1945, Lever 1987).
The fate of that group is uncertain, but oth-
ers were released in Hoboken, Hudson
County, New Jersey in early 1878 (Chapman
1932, Cruickshank 1942, Austin 1963).
These reached their maximum numbers
around 1910, and the species was uncom-
mon but probably nesting in Englewood,
New Jersey, roughly 18 kilometers farther
north, up through 1915 (Griscom 1923,
Nichols 1936, Cruickshank 1942). The
Hoboken birds were thought to be the source
of a colony in Central Park in Manhattan.
The first birds appeared in the Park in 1879,
nesting fairly regularly there for several
decades but diminishing and disappearing
between 1907 and 1920 (Hix 1905, Griscom
1923, Chapman 1932, Nichols 1936,
Cruickshank 1942, Elliot 1968). Capture of
birds for the cage trade may have con-
tributed to the reduction in their numbers
(Elliot 1968).

It is presumed the Central Park birds were
the founders for populations in Long Island,
with an early report of several found at Long
Island City in 1889 (Eaton 1914). In 1910,
European Goldfinches were found on Long
Island at Massapequa, Nassau County
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