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ALFRED NEWTON died on June 7th, 1907, and two years 
later Mr. A. F, R. Wollaston, one of his old pupils, was 
invited to write a " Life " of the Professor. The task of 
searching through Newton's voluminous correspondence 
proved to be a work of several months, and after that Mr. 
Wollaston was unavoidably occupied in New Guinea for a 
term of years. During his absence from England—and 
later during the war when he gave his services to the N a v y -
he made attempts to induce others to complete the " Life," 
but without success. It so happens that I was one of those 
who was thus approached in Mr. Wollaston's absence, and the 
whole of his manuscript was unreservedly handed over to 
me in May 1919. A glance was enough to show me that this 
was no rough sketch which I was called upon to work up but 
that it was an unfinished picture to which only the original 
artist could put the finishing touches. On Mr. Wollaston*s 
release from his Naval duties in January 1920 I promptly 
approached him on the subject, and, whether my persuasion 
was, or was not, the final factor which induced him to resume 
his labours, he agreed to complete the work which he had so 
diligently undertaken. I mention these facts not only because 
I congratulate myself for being in any way responsible for 
Mr. Wollaston's completion of the "Life," but also because 
they show in what a peculiar position I now find myself 
when called upon to review his work. 

The Life of Alfred Newton has been advertised as treating 
" of such diverse matters as travels in Iceland and Spitsbergen, 
Bird protection and migration, Anglo-Saxon derivation of 
names, Gilbert White, the Great Auk, and Greek plays at 
Cambridge," and this gives an idea of the varied nature of 
the subjects dealt with. Sir Archibald Geikie, in the Preface 
to the book, says that Mr. Wollaston " has been fortunate in 
having had access to so large a number of the Professor's 
letters and journals as to give the chapters not a little of the 
character of an autobiography," and this may be taken as 
an indication of the style of the composition. A happier 
arrangement of the material at Mr. Wollaston's disposal 
could hardly be imagined and this makes it the more 
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regrettable that the present-day cost of printing and publish
ing should have necessitated the reduction of the volume 
by nearly a half of its bulk. Probably the best and most 
characteristic letters of the Professor have been preserved, 
but there are many more which would have been welcome; 
moreover, had it been possible, it would have greatly added 
to the interest of the book if short biographies, and even some 
portraits, of his correspondents could have been given. 
The lack of illustrations is certainly disappointing ; a picture 
of the beloved Elveden (Elden) was to have been expected, 
some of the Professor's sketches of birds might justly have 
been reproduced, a facsimile of one of his letters, or at least 
his signature, would have been of interest, and portraits of 
Newton at different ages might have been included. The 
character sketch of the Professor drawn by his nephew, 
C. M. Newton, gives a capital impression of his later day 
appearance but I prefer the full-faced portrait, as reproduced 
in British Birds Magazine (Vol. I., p. 33), to that given as a 
frontispiece to the book. 

It would have been useful, if not instructive, to have had 
at least a list of the obituary notices which appeared at the 
time of the Professor's death, and in spite of Sir Archibald's 
Geikie's preface, Sir A. E. Shipley's reminiscences, Professor 
Skeat's appreciation and Dr. F. H. H. Guillemard's 
recollections, which are published in the book, I feel that it 
is, perhaps, left too much to the reader to discover what a 
truly remarkable man Newton was. Mr. Wollaston knew 
the Professor well, and it would have been valuable for the 
general reader had he given a short summary of his personal 
views of the greatest ornithologist of his day. His Dictionary 
of Birds, with its thousands of references and quotations, is a 
piece of work which it is doubtful if any other man could 
have compiled, and, though it may be possible to keep the 
work up to date in future editions, the original foundations 
will always be found to have been well and truly laid, and 
it must be remembered that it is to Newton that the world 
is indebted for this standard work. That he was slow in 
the publication of his books is undeniable, but this delay 
was solely due to his passion for accuracy. At the time of 
his death he left a vast stock of material for writing " The 
Story of the Gare-fowl " and " The Bustard in Britain " ; 
anyone who has seen this collection of manuscripts and 
pamphlets has probably gazed at it in reverence mingled 
with awe since it comprises as heterogeneous a mass of 
scribblings and notes as it is possible to conceive. The 
Professor had hoped to have written books on both these 
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subjects and he was anxious, when he realized that he would 
not live to do so, that this should be undertaken by someone 
else. Personally I think it extremely doubtful if anyone 
will ever be found sufficiently venturesome to tackle the task, 
and I am sure that, even so, no one will ever be able to utilize 
his material as the Professor would have done: the world 
is therefore deprived of standard works on our two most 
interesting British birds solely, it may be argued, on account 
of Newton's dread of inaccuracy. As characteristic of the 
Professor it may be pointed out that because the article on 
" Gilbert White of Selborne," which he wrote for the 
Dictionary of National Biography, did not appear therein as 
originally written and corrected in proof by him, he had it 
reprinted at his own expense for circulation in pamphlet 
form. Newton was possessed of a highly ideal sense of the 
beautiful, though this attribute would seem to have been 
denied him by his biographer, and, although his life was of 
necessity mostly spent indoors, all his real pleasures were of 
the open air. Outdoor life and observation were his special 
enjoyment—as a boy at Elveden, later as a traveller and 
even in his old age when, crippled with infirmities, he had to 
be content with but a simple drive in the country. 

The inaccuracies which I have found in the book are but 
few. It may be of interest to point out that the letter, in 
which Newton said he did his best work between the hours 
of 10 p.m. and 2 a.m., quoted (p. 238) as written to Thomas 
Southwell on January 21st, 1888, was in reality addressed 
to Mr. W. Eagle Clarke on January 31st; unless, indeed, the 
Professor had written to Southwell ten days earlier in exactly 
the same words. A misstatement, probably caused by the 
Professor's handwriting, occurs (p. 275} where he is made 
to say, when writing from Bloxworth in Dorsetshire in 
September 1870, " I oscillate between a gun and a proof 
sheet." Newton never shot after leaving Elveden in 1863 
and the word which he wrote was probably "game " : re
ferring to an after-tea game of croquet or to a game of 
backgammon or picquet at night. It is, I think, regrettable 
that the references given to Mr. Arthur C. Benson's article 
on the Professor should refer the reader to the Cornhill 
Magazine of " June " 1911, and it may be noted, as a matter 
of fact, that the article appeared in the issue of March, on 
pp. 334-349. This particular article aroused considerable 
difference of opinion and Mr. Benson was at no little pains 
to reconsider it and to add a preface when reprinting it 
in 1911 in The Leaves of the Tree: it is therefore to this 
book that the reader might more generously have been 
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referred. The list of Newton's publications, given as an 
appendix (pp. 316-324), is by no means complete, and this 
incompleteness is not excused by the footnote (p. 324). 
Certain " reviews " by Newton have been included in the list 
and it is incomprehensible, from a bibliographer's point of 
view, why Yarrell's History of British Birds, Vols. I. and II., 
The Dictionary of Birds and Ootheca Wolleyana should not 
have been tabulated in their proper place; using the date of 
the publication of the first volume, or part, as the indication 
for their insertion in the chronological sequence adopted in 
the list. It is, moreover, provoking to find several items 
included with no indication as to where they were published 
and in some cases the references given are not correct : e.g. 
Newton's review of A. H. Evans's Turner on Birds appeared 
in the Ibis of 1904, not 1903 ; his paper on " The edible frog 
in Norfolk " will be found in the Zoologist (1877, p. 61), and 
a glance at this periodical will show that the Professor con
tributed far more notes to its pages than have been enumerated. 
As a whole the book is very free from misprints and errors, 
which is only the more fitting when it is remembered that 
Newton's guiding rule was " verify your references," but a 
careless blunder is to be found on p. vi. where the late John 
Alexander Harvie-Brown (John Always Hunting Birds) is 
called Mr. James E. Harvie-Brown. 

I have already expressed my regret that the book could not 
have been made longer, and it is perhaps a pity that Mr. 
Wollaston could not have hastened its publication ; it is, 
however, a matter of congratulation that, at long last, the 
book should have been completed by him. There can be no 
doubt that Newton's " Life " was a very difficult one to which 
to render full justice, and I have suggested that the reader is 
left too much to discover what a truly remarkable man he 
was ; it may therefore be permissible to say that he has 
been defined as " a man, who even in his age, when his 
peculiarities were more marked, sincerely desired truth, 
practised kindness, feared no opponent nor adversary, and 
lived a full and gallant life to the very end, enjoying existence 
and making the most of it in his own vigorous fashion, and 
not pretending or wishing to enjoy it in anyone else's way." 
The above, I think, may be taken as a well considered estimate 
of the character of the Professor, who has been summed up 
by one of his friends, as: " The only man I have ever known 
who had all the characteristics of John Bull " : could any 
true Englishman desire a more honourable epitaph ? 

HUGH S. GLADSTONE. 
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