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A TRTTE conception of the position Mr. R. J . Ussher 
occupied amongst Irish Naturalists, cannot be readily 
conveyed. Amongst Irish ornithologists he was facile 
princeps, the " Recording Angel," and had at his 
finger-ends all the records of the distribution, county 
by county, of the Irish avifauna. 

As a speliologist, he also took first place—and certainly 
no Irishman, and very few Englishmen, have spent the 
same amount of time and money in excavating caves. 

He was born in April, 1841, and died after a short 
illness on the 12th October, 1913, aged 72 years, and 
was buried in the family vault at Whitechureh, near 
his residence, on October 15th. His father, who married 
a daughter of Colonel Grant, at one time Governor of 
Upper Canada, was 63 years old at the time of R. J. 
Ussher's birth, so that the two lives extended over a 
period of 135 years. At the age of 12 he was sent 
to a school at Portarlington, and subsequently to 
Chester, and afterwards, being delicate, he was educated 
by a tutor, and entered Trinity College, Dublin, as a 
non-resident, but owing to ill-health, never took his 
degree, but passed successive winters travelling with 
his mother and a tutor in Spain, Italy, Corfu, etc. 

When twenty-five, he married the eldest daughter of 
the Rev. John Finlay, of Corkagh House, co. Dublin, 
and again travelled abroad for some years. He then 
devoted himself with energy to public duties in his 
own county, and became Deputy-Lieutenant, Grand 
Juror, and High Sheriff, and taking a great interest in 
Church matters was for many years a member of the 
General •Synod. 

His interest in Natural History was partly inherent, 
for as a boy he was fond of egg-collecting, and this 
taste was developed chiefly owing to the circumstances 
of his life, for in 1877 his wife became a confirmed 
invalid, and under this great family sorrow, relief was 
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sought in his early love for ornithology. His summers 
were spent at Ardmore, on the coast of Waterford, 
where the cliffs and seabirds were a constant source of 
attraction, and Ussher became an expert climber and 
a great egg-collector. 

Almost every part of Ireland was visited in ceaseless 
search for the breeding-haunts of rare birds, and the 
assistance of correspondents was enlisted in nearly 
every county, so that his egg-collection became almost 
unique, and was acquired some years ago by the National 
Museum in Dublin. After its removal from Cappagh, 
he gave up egg-collecting, but his energy as an orni
thologist was even greater than before. Annual summer 
journeys, not only to the cliffs and islands of the west 
coast but also to the lakes and marshes of the midlands, 
were undertaken. 

Students of ornithology in Ireland have been singularly 
few compared with Great Britain, and from the time 
of William Thompson, 1849-51, down to 1900, with 
the exception of A. G. More's valuable List of Irish 
Birds (1885 and 1890), one was at a loss to know where 
to seek for information. Papers and notes were scattered 
everywhere, and the contents of private museums were 
practically unknown. Ussher, after immense labour 
and correspondence, tabulated and extracted everything 
he considered of value. Possessing leisure, enthusiasm 
and knowledge, and being a persistent and unwearying 
letter-writer, he collected material from all sources 
with astonishing assiduity, and we have the result in 
the well-known Birds of Ireland, a volume which will 
hold its own with any of a similar kind for painstaking 
and original work. I t is not merely a topographical 
ornithology : it also contains descriptive notes on the 
habits of birds—some quite new, and almost all simply 
and happily expressed. 

If Ussher had any fault, it was being over-patient 
with correspondents, whose feelings he would avoid 
hurting by any show of incredulity. He delighted to 
encourage poor men by presenting them with books 
and pamphlets on Natural History, and for their benefit 
lie wrote long letters of explanation. 
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Since the Birds of Ireland, perhaps the most laborious 
work he undertook was revising More's List of Irish Birds 
for the National Museum, and writing Par t XX. (Aves) 
for the Clare Island Survey. A list of his more important 
ornithological papers is given at the end of this memoir. 

He was fond of archaeology, and it was Prof. Leith-
Adams who chiefly aroused his interest in cave-digging. 
Ussher published with him, and in conjunction with 
others, many papers on cave-exploration. The brunt 
of the labour and a large share of the expense were 
always borne by him. He thoroughly enjoyed working 
underground, and he provided himself with a complete 
digging equipment. So far back as 1879, a paper 
appears in the Zoologist under his name on a cavern 
near Cappagh, and he explored with Leith-Adams 
the Shandon Cave, and the limestone cave on his own 
property at Ballynahemery, and after Prof. Adams's 
death, the Keshcoran Cave in Sligo, the Edenvale Cave 
in Clare, and the Castle Pook Cave near Doneraile. 

He was always accompanied by his faithful valet, 
John Power, and usually erected a hut at the mouth of 
the cave, spending weeks laying bare the bones of 
mammoths, bear, red deer, hyaenas, lemmings, etc., 
The hyaena and three of the lemmings he was the first 
to discover in Ireland. Thousands of bones and many 
interesting pre-historic human relics have been deposited 
in the National Museum,-Dublin ; its Curator, Dr. Scharff, 
rendering valuable assistance in their identification. The 
writer well remembers a visit paid to Castle Pook; 
when shown into his " room " (one side of the hut) the 
huge shoulder-blade of a mammoth, just exhumed, 
was found laid out on the bed. 

Nothing, however, pleased Ussher more than the 
finding of the remains of the Great Auk in co. Waterford 
and other localities, and at the time of his death he 
was preparing a further report on cave-exploration. 

Though by no means a rich man, he gave a few years 
ago a sum of £300 to the Royal Irish Academy to 
promote the study of Zoology in Ireland, including 
researches in Irish caves, and he bequeathed to the 
same body all his manuscripts, books, schedules, notes 
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and papers on Natural History, cave-exploration and 
antiquities, and the hut in which he resided when 
engaged in cave-work. Mr. C. B. Moffatt, Dr. R. F. 
Scharff, and the writer of this memoir he recommended 
for the administration of the above. 

In appearance he was a fairly big man, almost six feet 
high, well set-up, with reddish hair and beard. He 
had a rugged, but good-natured face, kindly blue eyes, 
and a quiet, courteous manner. He was anxious about 
detail, fond of children, and ready to explain with great 
minuteness. He was gentle, yet resolute, and if some
times inclined to be credulous, this failing was best 
overcome by the good-natured jokes of those who knew 
him well. 

I t has been truly said that " his integrity, unfailing 
courtesy and strong desire to be fair to those with 
whom he might differ, were bound in the end to win 
him approval, or at least, respect." 

SOME OF R. J. TJSSHER'S MORE IMPORTANT 
CONTRIBUTIONS TO ORNITHOLOGY. 

1883. " The Siskin in Ireland." Zool. (3), VII . , p. 493. 
1884. " Irish Breeding-stations of the Gannet." ib., VIII . , p. 479. 
1886. " Bird Life on the Saltees and the Keraghs." ib., X. , p. 88. 
1889-91." The Invasion of Crossbills in the East of France." ib., 

XII I . , p. 70. " Crossbill Breeding in Co. Waterford." t.c, 
p. 180; XV., pp. 199, 311. 

1892. " The Crossbill in Ireland." Irish Nat, I., pp. 6, 28. 
1893. " The Breeding of the Garden Warbler in the Shannon Valley." 

ib., I I . , p. 185. 
1894. " Report on the Breeding Range of Birds in Ireland." Proc. 

R.I. Acad., XIX . , p. 401. 
1894. " The Birds of the Co. Cork." Cork. 
1895. " An Ornithological Exploration in Donegal, Fermanagh, 

Sligo, and Roscommon." Irish Nat., IV., p. 142. 
1896. " T h e Birds of Connemara." ib., V., p. 319. 
1897. " T h e Distribution of Birds Breeding in Ireland." ib., VI . ,p . 64. 
1900. (with R. Warren) T H E B I R D S OF IRELAND. 
1901. " The Great and Sooty Shearwaters on the South Coast." 

Irish Nat., X. , p. 42. " The Colours of Guillemots' Eggs." 
Nature, LXV., p. 5. 

1902. " T h e Bird-Fauna of Ireland as affected by its Geography." 
Brit. Assoc. Report, p. 658. 

1904. " Birds met with in the Shannon Valley." IrishN.,XIII., p. 101. 
1905. " Birds met with on the Connaught Lakes." ib., XIV., p. 125. 
1908. " A List of Irish Birds." Dublin (National Museum). 
1910. " B i r d s of Rosepenna." Irish Nat., XIX. , p. 170. 
1911. " The Fulmar Petrel breeding in Ireland." ib., XX. , p . 148. 
1912. " Clare Island Survey." Aves. Proc. R.I. Acad., X X X I . , pt. 20. 
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Born April, 1841. Died October 12th, 1913. 

(From a photograph taken about 1900.) 


