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Early Annals of Ornithology. By J. H. Gurney, F.Z.S. 
With Illustrations from photographs and old prints, 
i Vol. 8vo. London (H. F. & G. Witherby), 1921. 
Some Critical Notes by W. H. Mullens, M.A., LL.M. 

MR. GURNEY has succeeded in compressing into this volume 
of 225 pages an extraordinary amount of welcome informa
tion concerning matters ornithological in bygone days, and 
has in the course of his researches explored many literary 
avenues with good result, but he has unfortunately failed to 
carry out the main idea of his work, which as he tells us in 
his preface, was " to collect all the ancient passages about 
birds of any special interest, but more particularly those 
which concerned British birds." This project comprised on 
the face of it a most formidable undertaking, and one which 
if carried to its conclusion would have resulted not in a single 
book but in a series of volumes. The book moreover cannot 
be treated as one of reference, partly on account of the many 
omissions made ; some no doubt from want of space and 
from the many difficulties attending publication at the time 
it appeared, and partly from the fact that the different species 
of birds dealt with " are strung together in order of date," 
and consequently the passages quoted concerning them are 
scattered through the work without order or system. The 
index is moreover deplorably incomplete, much new matter 
having been evidently interpolated after the first proofs had 
been set up and the size of the book determined on. In spite 
however of these defects we must cordially congratulate 
Mr. Gurney on what he has accomplished, which is to provide 
us with a storehouse of historical and ornithological informa
tion extracted from rare books and MSS. quite inaccessible 
to the ordinary reader, and copiously illustrated with maps, 
photographs, and careful reproductions of old plates and 
portraits. In fact it may be said of Mr. Gurney's Annals, in 
the words of the " great lexicographer "—" In this work 
when it shall be found that much is omitted, let it not be 
forgotten that much likewise is performed."* 

In the following notes we have endeavoured in small 
degree to supply some of the omissions in the Annals, and 
have, at the risk of being tedious to the ordinary reader, 
given the passages quoted, where difficult of access, in extenso, 

* Preface to Dr. Samuel Johnson's Dictionary cf the English 
Language. 
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having found by bitter experience the pitfalls of part quota
tion. The notes are arranged in alphabetical order. 

AVOCET.—The only reference to this remarkable and 
striking bird appears to be that on p. 210 (Annals) where 

A HAWFINCH. From Walter Charleton's Onomasticon Zoicon. 

WiUughby's mistaken opinion that it " t o the Gull kind 
doth belong " is quoted. The earliest reference of impor
tance as regards this country seems to be that made by 
Walter Charleton in his Onomasticon Zoicon, the first edition 
of which appeared in London in 1668. On p. 96 he writes :— 

" Avoseita, Italorum Spinzago d'aqua, Recurvirostra, the Scooper 
(because his long narrow beak, arched upward, resembles the long 
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crooked scoop with which the Dutch mariners threw up water to wet 
their sails." 

The rest of the Latin passage may be thus translated : " On the 
approach of winter they congregate in flocks on the western coasts 
of England and after a month or two disperse to shores perchance 
less vexed with cold. In my youth I have killed no small number of 
these birds with small leaden shot on the banks of the River Severn." 

Sir Thomas Browne (1605-82) in that same year (1668) 
writing to Dr. Merrett* from Norfolk says :— 

" A Shoeing-horn or Barker from the figure of the bill and barking 
note, a long made bird of white and blackish colour, finne footed, a 
marsh bird and not rare, some times of the yeare in Marshland, it may 
upon vewe be called Recurvirostra nostras or Avosetta, much resembling 
the Avosettae species : in Johnstonusf tab. (54). I send you the head 
in a picture." 

[For other allusions to the Avocet by Browne cf. Notes and 
Letters on Nat. Hist, of Norfolk, by T. Southwell, London, 
1902.] 

Robert Plot (1641-96) in his Natural History of Staffordshire, 
Oxford, 1686, p. 231, informs us that 
" of whole footed water foule the Avosetta Italorum or Recurvirostra, 
is also found here, as well as in the Eastern parts of Norfolk and 
Suffolk, there having been of them killed at the Black Lakes near 
Aqualat, eight of them being seen first in the morning, and but six at 
night when they shot : which needs no other description, but that its 
bill is reflext upward, which is peculiar to this bird, ending in a thin 
slender weak point somewhat of the consistence and strength of a 
whale-bone of the same size." 

From this somewhat cryptic passage, which he does not 
quote, Newton in his Dictionary of Birds deduces the proba
bility that the bird bred in Staffordshire. J 

In Gough's edition of Camden's " Britannia," 1806, Vol. II., 
p. 381 (wrongly quoted by Yarrell as p. 271), the following 
occurs under Lincolnshire : --

" Opposite to Fosdyke Wash, during summer, are vast numbers of 
Avosettas, called there Yelpers, from their cry as they hover over 
the sportsman's head like Lapwings." 

AUK, GREAT (Alca impennis), vide British Birds, Vol. XV., 
No. 5, p. 98. 

BELON, PIERRE.—Belon is mentioned on p. 155 of the 
Annals as the author of Historie de la Nature, des Oysseaux, 
but no reference is made to his Observations des Plusieurs 
Singularities, 1551, which contains several passages concerning 

* Christopher Merrett (1614-1695), author of Pinax Rerum, London, 
1666. The first printed work to contain a list of British birds. 

f Johannes Jonstonus (1603-73) author of Historia Naluralis, 165(3. 
J Other early references to the Avocet will be found in Willughby 

and Pennant but as these are easily accessible they are not quoted. 
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birds, and in its later editions a note which is perhaps worth 
quoting, Bk. II., Ch. XXXVI . :— [Translation]. 

" I reckon that I scarcely saw a greater concourse of Kites in Cairo 
than is to be seen most commonly at any time of the year in the City 
of London, in England ; for since it is illegal to kill them in order that 
they may pick up and devour the filth thrown out by the inhabitants 
into the streets and even into the river Thames itself which flows by 
the City, they crowd there in very great multitude and are become 
so tame that they are not afraid of carrying off amid the crowd of 
people the spoil they have espied while circling in the air on high. 
While I was there I saw this with amazement over and over again." 

CAPERCAILLIE.— There is no mention of this bird in the 
"Annals" as occurring in England, but apart from the dis-

A CROSSBILL. From Walter Charlcton's Onomasticon Zoicon. 

covery of the bones of this species in the counties of Yorkshire 
and Durham (cf. Nelson, Birds of Yorkshire, Vol. II., p. 
503-4) reference is made in the Zoologist, 1870, p. 468, to the 
old British name of " Ceiliog Coed," i.e., Capercaillie, and to 
certain grants of land held in the county of Durham by 
tenure of paying, inter alia, " one Woodhenne yearly " to the 
Bishop of Durham for the time being. These are thus set out 
in Tenures of Land, by Hazlitt, London, 1874, p . 220. 

" Midridge, Co. of Durham. In the eleventh year of the pontificate 
of Bishop Bury, 1343, Thomas dc Midrigg held of the Lord Bishop in 
capite one messuage and twenty acres of land with the appurtenance 
in Midsidge, paying in the Exchequer of Durham (inter alia) one 
wood-hen. . . ," and on p. 286 :-— 
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" Sokyrton, Co. Durham. In the seventeenth year of Bishop 
Hatfield, 1361, Margaret, late wife of Robert Orleans, held of the Lord 
Bishop in capite one messuage and fifteen acres of land . . . in Sokyr
ton by paying (inter alia) yearly . . . one hen called a wood-hen (et 
unam gallinam, voc. woodhen.)" 

It is most probable that this Wood-hen was the Capercaillie.' 

CAREW, RICHARD (1555-1620) is merely mentioned in a 
note on p. 136 Annals, but he is well worthy of inclusion, not 
only on account of his considerable description of several 
local birds in his Survey of Cornwall, London, 1602, but because 
his work is the earliest of our County histories to deal with 
local ornithology. There were three subsequent editions of 
The Survey, viz. 1723, 1769, 1811. 

CHARLETON, WALTER.—One of the most serious omissions 
in the Annals is that of all reference to the works of Walter 
Charleton (1619-1707). This remarkable man, whose princi
pal work, so far as touches our subject, the Onomasticon 
Zoicon, was published in 1668, was the first of the English 
writers to append illustrations to a list of birds, and these are 
in themselves so excellent and so far in advance of the badly 
executed figures in Willughby's well-known Ornithology 
published seven years later, that we here reproduce three of 
them for the information of the reader. The Onomasticon 
contains some fifty-six pages concerning birds, and contains 
many important observations on those of this country, and 
also includes an account of Charles II. menagerie in St. 
James's Park. In his preface Charleton tells us that in addition 
to the assistance he had received from observing the living 
birds in the menagerie, of which he writes :—[Translation 
from Latin]. 

" I t contains such a multitude of beasts and birds . . . brought 
thither from the utmost corners of the earth . . . tha t you may, by 
no means without cause, believe that you are present a t the entry 
into Noah's Ark for the second time of all living things." 

He had also studied the specimens in the Museum of the Royal 
Society, and that he had moreover— 
" derived no mean help from the pursuit of fouling which I have 
constantly and keenly practiced from boyhood (. . . having no great 
love for anatomy). How many times has some bird either hitherto 
insufficiently known to me or new to the British Isles been perchance 
discovered and as is my wont I have followed it up and shot it flying 
with my hand gun, then with it thus in my possession, having first 
consulted Aldrovandus* and Johnstonus as to its name and nature, 
I have duly recorded it in the above mentioned Tables." 

* Ulyses Aldrovandus, author of Historia de Avibus, 1599. 
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Some further references to Charleton's observations on birds 
will be given under their respective headings. 

CHURCHWARDENS' ACCOUNTS. Mr. Gurney mentions in 
a note on p. 154 of the Annals entries of money paid by 
Churchwardens for the destruction of vermin, and on p. 144 
refers to the statute of 24 Henry VIII., cap. 10., in so far as 
it applies to Crow-nets. 

The record of the various birds for which these parish 
officials paid money is an important source of information 

A HOOPOE. From Waller Charleton's Onnmasticon Zoicon. 

concerning the bird-life of this country in bygone times, and 
has in some cases been most carefully recorded. It should 
be remembered that these payments and records were not 
due to the individual enterprise of parishes or officials but 
were imposed on them by the Act of Henry VIII. above-
mentioned and by the two continuing Acts of 8 Eliz. cap. 
15 and 14 Eliz. cay). 11. The text of the first cited Act is 
as follows : -

"AN-XO _'| I [KN\ VI IT. A.I). 1532-3. CAP. X. 
" An Act made and ordained to destroy Choughs, Crows, and Kooks. 

" FORASMUCH as innumerable Numbers of Kooks Crows and 
" Choughs do daily breed and increase throughout this Realm, which 
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" Rooks Crows and Choughs do yearly destroy devour and consume 
" a wonderful and marvellous great Quantity of Corn and Grain of 
" all Kinds, that is to wit, as well in the sowing of the same Corn and 
" Grain as also a t the ripening and kcrnelling of the same and over that 
" a marvellous Destruction and Decay of the Covertures of thatched 
" Houses Barns Reeks Stacks and other such like : So that if the said 
" Crows Rooks and Choughs should be suffered to breed and continue, 
" as they have been in certain Years past, they will undoubtedly be the 
" Cause of the great Destruction and Consumption of a great Part of the 
" Corn and Grain which hereafter shall be sown throughout this 
" Realm, to the great Prejudice Damage and Undoing of the great 
" Number of all the Tillers Husbands and Sowers of the Earth within 
" the same. 

" Everyone shall do his best to destroy Crows etc. upon Pain of 
" Amerciament. Every Town Hamlet &c. shall provide and maintain 
" Crow-nets during Ten years. The Inhabitants shall during Ten 
" years assemble and Take Order to destroy Crows Rooks &c. The 
" Defaults shall be given in Charge in Leets &c. Any Man with 
"Licence of the Owner of the Ground may take Crows &c. The Taker 
'' of Crows &c. shall have after the Rate of Two-pence the Dozen. None 
" under Pretence of this Act shall kill Pigeons upon the Pain limited 
" by the Laws and Customs of the Realm." 

And the gist of the two continuing Acts is thus quaintly set 
out by William Lambard "of Lincolnes Inn, Gent." in his 
Eirenaica or of the Office of the Justices of Peace, London, 1594 : 
" The Office of the Distributers of the provision for the destrucion of noisome 

foule and Vermine, 8 El. cap 15, and 14 El. cap. 11. 
" These Distributers being so chosen, and having money (as is before 

shewed in the eight Article of the Churchwardens Omcc) shall give and 
pay of the same money so to them delivered to every person that shall 
bring to them any heades of old crowes, chouhges, pies, or rookes 
taken within the severall Parishes, for the heades of every three of 
them a penny ; and for the heads of every five1 young crowes, choughs, 
pies or rookes taken, as is afore saide, a pennie, and for every five1 

egges of any of them unbroken, a pennie : and likewise for every 
twelve stares8 heades a pennie. All which said heades and egges, the 
saide Distributers in some convenient place shall keepe, and shall 
every moneth at the least bring forth the same before the sayde 
Churchwardeins and Tarors15 or three of them, and then and there 
unto them shall make a true account in writing what money they 
have payed foorth and payed for such heads and egges, and for the 
heads of such other ravenous birds and vermine as are hereafter in 
this Acte mencioned. That is to say, for everie head of merton3, 
hawkes, fursekite, moldkite, buzzard, scag,4 cormerant, or ringtaile, 
two pence and for everie two egges of them, a pennie ; for every iron5 

1 F ive=in the Act " syxe." 
2 Stares=starlings. 
3 Merton, hawkes—in the Act " Martyn Hawkes." This may 

refer to the Hen-Harrier or Montagu's H. which is the " Buzard St. 
Mar t in" of the French. Fr. Martin-chasseur cf. New Eng. Diet. 

1 Scag=in the Act " schagge." 
5 Iron, probably erne or eagle, cf. N.E. Diet. ; it certainly is not 

Heron as suggested by Cox (Churchwardens' Accounts). 
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or osspraees0 head, foure pence ; for the head of every woodwall' pie, 
jay, raven or kite, a pennie ; for the head of every bird, which is called 
the kings fisher, a pennie : for the head of every bullfinch, or other 
bird that devoureth the blonth8 of fruit, a pennie : for the head of 
evcrie fore'J or grey10 twelve pence : and for the hcade of every fitchew11 

polcat, wesell, stote, faire12, badge, and wildecat, a penny ; for the 
heades of every otter, or hedgehogge two pence : for the heades of 
cverie three kattes,13 or twelve mice, one penny : for the heades of 
cverie moldwarpe,14or want,1 4an halfepennie : for the heades of evcrie 
which birdes and vermine last mentioned the last Distributers shall 
likewise pay and give to the bringer of them, for evcrie head killed 
and taken within their sevcrall parish, as before is limited, and shall 
keepe the same to be shewed foorth upon their account in manner and 
fourme as is aforesaid. All which said heades and cgges shall bee 
foorthwith after such account made in the presence of the saide 
Churchwardeins and Tarors15, or of three of them, burned, consumed, 
or cut in sunder. And if upon any account to be made in the end 
and determination of the office of any such Distributers, it shall appeare 
that anie summe of money is remaining in the hands of the said 
Distributers, or anie of them, then the same shall be by Bill indented 
as is aforesaid, delivered over to such persons as be or shall be elected 
to the same Office for the yeere next following, by them to be dis
tributed as is aforesaid. This shall not in any wise extend to give 
anie libertie or authoritie to any person or persons, to use or exercise any 
meanes or cngin, for the destruction of crowes, or rookes, choughs, or 
other the vermine aforesaid in any place or places, to the disturbance, 
let, or destruction of the building or breeding of any kind of hawkes, 
herons, egrittes,16 paupers,17 swanncs, orshovelcrs17 : or to the hurt and 
destruction of any doves, dove houses, deere, or warren of conies, nor 
extend to give or appoint any summe or summes of money to be given, 
payed or distributed, to any person or persons for the head or heads 
of any buzzards, ringtails, heme,18 polcat fitchew, or stote, taken in 
anie Parke, Warren, or ground, imployed to the maintenance of anie 
game of conies or to anie stares taken in dove houses, nor to the killing 
or bringing the head of anie kite or raven, killed in anie citie or towne 
corporate, or within two miles of the same." 

For further information on this subject, Cox's Church
wardens' Accounts, London, 1913, may be consulted. 

0 Osspraees, in the Act " Osprayes," i.e., Ospreys. 
7 Woodwall = Woodpecker. 
8 Blouth = blossom. 
3 Fore = Foxe, cf. Cox. 
10 Grey = Badger. 
11 Fitchew = Polecat. 
12 Faire, badge, Cox in his transcript has " Fayrc bade or Wilde 

Catte." 
13 Ka t t e s= in the Act " Rat tes ." 
14 Moldwarpe or want = Mole, this duplication of names is a legal 

precaution. 
16 Tarors = Taxours (Cox). 
10 Egrittes==possibly a repetition of Heron. 
17 Paupers—possibly popelers, i.e., Shovelers or Shovelards = Spoon

bills, but see The Annals, p. 179, for possible meanings. 
18 Herne = Erne or Eagle as in Note 5. 
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