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SOME EARLY BRITISH ORNITHOLOGISTS 
AND THEIR WORKS. 

BY 

W. H. MULLENS, SI.A., LL.M., M.B.O.U. 

V.—ROBERT PLOT (1641—1696) 

AND SOME EARLY COUNTY NATURAL HISTORIES. 

IN the year 1661, Joshua Childrey (1623—1670), antiquary, 
schoolmaster, and divine, published in London a small 
duodecimo work entitled " Britannia Baconia: / or, the 
Natural / Rarities / of / England, Scotland, & Wales." This 
book, although of no particular value in itself, being merely 
a brief and somewhat imperfect compilation, was nevertheless 
destined to be of some considerable influence on the literature 
of natural history in this country. For, according to Wood's 
" Athense Oxonienses" (p. 339), it inspired Robert Plot 
(1641—1696), the first keeper of the Ashmolean Museum at 
Oxford, with the idea of writing the " Natural History of 
Oxfordshire," which appeared in 1677, and which was followed 
in 1686 by a " Natural History of Staffordshire," the work of 
the same author ; who is said to have also contemplated 
similar histories of Middlesex and Kent. These two works of 
Robert Plot's also proved in their turn to be the forerunners 
of a numerous series of county natural histories by different 
writers. 

The full title of the " Natural History of Oxfordshire" 
is as follows :— 

" The / Natural History / of / Oxford-shire, / being an Essay 
toward the Natural History / of / England. / By R.P., LL.D. / 
[quotation from Arat. in Phsenom.] / [engraving] Printed at 
the Theater in Oxford, and are to be had there: / And in 
London at Mr. S. Millers, at the Star near the / West-end of 
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St. Pauls Church-yard. 1677. / The price in sheets at the 
Press, nine shillings. / To Subscribers, eight shillings. 

1 Vol. folio. 
Collation: pp. 4, Imprimatur & Title. + pp. 8. un. +• 

pp. 358. + pp. 12, Errata & Index. Map & XVI. Plates. 
A second edition of " The Natural History of Oxfordshire " 

appeared in 1705 " with large additions and corrections: 
also a short account of the Author, &c." 

It cannot be said that Plot's observations on the birds of 
Oxfordshire contain anything of much interest or value; 
he was a somewhat credulous writer, and seems to have been 
a better authority on plants than on birds, and, indeed, is 
mentioned by the eminent John Ray, in the latter's 
" Synopsis Methodica Stirpium Britannicarum" as 
" Robertas Plot LL. Doctor, e oujus Historiis Naturalibus 
lectu sane dignissimis territorii turn Oxoniensis, turn Stafford-
iensis, non pauea in Historiam & Synopsin hanc nostram 
transtuli." It must not, however, be forgotten that Plot's 
book was written at a time when but little was known of 
British birds, in fact, the " Natural History of Oxfordshire " 
was published a year before the appearance of Willughby's 
famous " Ornithology " (English translation).* 

Robert Plot dealt with the birds of Oxfordshire on 
pp. 175—180 of his book, under the head " of Brutes." It will 
here suffice to state that, having informed his readers that 
there was but little that he could mention in the way of new 
matter " since the feathered kingdom has been so lately and 
so carefully surveyed by the learned and industrious Francis 
Willughby," he proceeds to describe, amongst other birds, 
one " about the bigness of a sparrow, with a blue back, and 
a reddish breast, a wide mouth and a long bill . . . . from 
the noise that it makes commonly called the Wood-cracker," f 
although this bird, which was undoubtedly the Nuthatch 

* The Latin edition of Willughby's work entitled " Ornithologist) Libri 
tres " appeared in 1676. 

t Of. Swainson, p . 35. 
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had been duly noticed in Willughby's Latin edition of the 
" Ornithology " (pp. 19 and 95). 

Plot's other work, " The Natural History of Staffordshire," 
was published in 1686, and is altogether a more important 
and far rarer book than the one above mentioned. Its full 
title is as follows :— 

The / Natural History / of Stafford-shire / by / Robert Plot, 
LL.D. / Keeper of the / Ashmolean Museum / and / Professor 
of Chymistry / in the / University / of / Oxford. / Ye shall 
describe the Land, and bring the Description hither to me. 
Joshua 8. v. 6. / [Engraving] Oxford / Printed at the 
Theater, Anno M. DC. LXXXVI. 

1 Vol. folio. 
Collation: pp. 16 un. ~ pp. 450 + pp. 14, Index, 

" Proposalls of the Author," and list of Subscribers. Map, 
XXXVII. Plates, and extra Plate of " Armes omitted." 
(This last plate is very seldom found in the original state.) 

Birds are treated of in Chapter VII., pp. 228—236, and 
though the observations are somewhat fuller than in the same 
author's " Natural History of Oxfordshire," their principal 
interest lies in the curious account of the nesting of the Pewit 
(i.e., the Black-headed Gull, Larus Hdibuiidus). A small 
portion of this account is given in the fourth edition of 
Yarrell's " British Birds " (Vol. III., p. 599).* But as it is 
of considerable interest we here give it in full, together with a 
facsimile of the original plate, showing the taking of the young 
Pewits.f 

" But the strangest whole-footed water fowle that frequents 
this county is the Larus Cinereus Omithologi, the Larus 
Cinerus tertius Aldrovandi, and the Cepphus of Gesner and 
Turner ; in some Counties called the black-Cap, in others the 
Sea or Mire-Crow, here the Pewit; which being of the 
migratory kind, come annually to certain pooles in the Estate 
of the right Worshipfull Sr. Charles Skrymsher Knight to 

* The quotation in " Yarrell " is by no means word perfect; it did 
not appear in the first three editions of tha t work. 

f H o t uses the spelling, Pewit or Pewet, indifferently. 
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build and breed, and to no other estate in or neer the County, 
but of this Family, to which they have belong'd ultra hominum 
memoriam, and never moved from it, though they have 
changed their station often. They anciently came to the old 
Pewit poole above mentioned, [chap. 6. §§. 36, 40, 42] about 
| a mile S.W. of Norbury Church, but it being their strange 
quality (as the whole Family will tell you, to whom I refer 
the Reader for the following relation) to be disturb'd and 
remove upon the death of the head of it, as they did with-in 
memory, upon the death of James Skrymsher, Esq., to Offley-
Moss near Woods-Eves, which Moss though containing two 
gentlemans land, yet (which is very remarkable) the Pewits 
did discern betwixt the one and the other, and build only on 
the land of the next heir John Skrymsher, Esq., so wholy 
are they addicted to this family. At which Moss they 
continued about three years, and then removed to the old 
pewit poole again, where they continued to the death of the 
said John Skrymsher, Esq.; which happening on the Eve to 
our Lady-day, the very time when they are laying their Eggs. 
yet. so concerned were they at this gentleman's death, that 
notwithstanding this tye of the Law of Nature, which has 
ever been held to be universal and perpetual, they left their nest 
and Eggs ; and though they made some attempts of laying 
again at Offley-Moss, yet they were still so disturbed that they 
bred not at all that year. The next year after they went to 
Aqualat, to another Gentleman's Estate of the same family 
(where though tempted to stay with all the care imaginable) 
yet continued there but two years, and then returned again 
to another poole of the next heir of John Skrymsher deceased, 
called Shebben poole in the parish of high Offley where they 
continue to this day, and seem to be the propriety as I may say 
(though a wild-fowle) of the right worshipfull Sr. Charles 
Skrymsher Knight, their present Lord and master. But being 
of the migratory kind their first appearance is not till about 
the latter end of February and then in number scare above 
six, which come as it were as harbingers to the rest, to see 
whether the Hasts or Islands in the pooles (upon which they 
build their neasts) be prepared for them ; but these never so 
much as lighten, but fly over the poole scarce staying an hour : 
about the sixth of March following, there comes a pretty 
considerable flight, of a hundred or more, and then they alight 
on the hasts, and stay all day, but are gon again at night. 
About our Lady-Day, or sooner in a forward Spring, they come 
to stay for good, otherwise not till the beginning of April, 
when they build their nests, which they make not of sticks, 
but heath and rushes, making them but shallow, and laying 
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generally but 4 eggs, 3 and 5 more rarely, which are about the 
oignes of a small Hen-egg. The Hasts or Islands are prepared 
for them between Michaelmass and Christmass, by cutting down 
the reeds and rushes and putting them aside in the nooks and 
corners of the hasts, and in the valleys to make them level; 
for should they be permitted to rot on the Islands, the Pewits 
would not endure them. 

" After three weeks sitting the young ones are hatch't, 
and about a month after are almost ready to flye, which 
usually happens on the third of June, when the Proprietor 
of the poole orders them to be driven and catch'd, the Gentry 
comeing in from all parts to see the sport; the manner thus. 
They pitch a Rabbit-net on the bank-side, in the most con
venient place over against the hasts, the Net in the middle 
being about ten yards from the side but close at the ends in 
the manner of a bow ; then six or seven men wade into the 
poole beyond the Pewits, over against the Net, with long 
staves and drive them from the hasts, whence they all swim 
to the bank side, and landing run like Lapwings into the Net, 
where people standing ready, take them up, and put them into 
two nenns made within the bow of the Net, which are built 
round, about 3 yards Diameter, and a yard high or somewhat 
better, with small stakes driven into the ground in a circle, 
and interwoven with broom and other raddles, as in Tab. 19, 
at the bottom whereof is represented in Sculpture, the poole, 
and whole method of taking these Pewits ; and Norbury Manor 
at the top, the seat of the Proprietor, a most generous 
Encourager of this work. In which manner they have taken 
off them in one morning 50 dozens at a driving, which at 5s. 
per dozen (the ancient price of them) comes to twelve pounds 
ten shillings : but at several drifts that have been anciently 
made in the same morning, there have been as many taken as 
have been sold for thirty pounds, so that some years the profit 
of them has amounted to fifty or three score pounds, besides 
what the generous Proprietor usually presents his Relations, 
and the Nobility and Gentry of the County withall, which he 
constantly does in a plentifull manner, sending them to their 
houses in Crates alive, so that feeding them with livers, and 
other entrals of beasts, they may kill them at what distance 
of time they please, according as occasions present themselves, 
they being accounted a good dish at the most plentiful tables. 
But they commonly appoint 3 days of driving them, within 
fourteen days or thereabout, of the second or third of June; 
which while they are doing, some have observed a certain old 
one that seems to be somewhat more concerned than the 
rest, being clamorous, and striking down upon the very heads of 
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the Men; which has given ground of suspicion that they have 
some Government amongst them, and that this is their Prince, 
that is so much concern'd for its Subjects. And 'tis further 
observed that when there is great plenty of them, the Lent-
Corn of the Country is so much the better, and so the Corn-
pastures too, by reason they pick up all the worms, and the 
Fern-flyes, which though bred in the Fern, yet nip and feed 
on the young corn and grass, and hinder their growth." 

Robert Plot, as we are informed in " a short account of the 
Author" appended to the Second Edition of the " Natural 
History of Oxfordshire," was the son of Captain Robert Plot, 
of Borden in Kent, and was born in 1641 at Sutton-Barn 
in the said parish. He was educated at Magdalene Hall in 
the University of Oxford, and afterwards at University College 
there. In the year 1683 he was appointed first Keeper of 
the Ashmolean Museum, and about the same time was made 
Professor of Chemistry to the University. In 1694 he was 
nominated Mowbray Herald, by Henry, Duke of Norfolk, 
and died at his house, Sutton-Barn, April 30th, 1696. A 
monument to his memory stands in the Parish Church at 
Borden. 

In the year 1700* Charles Leigh (1662—1701), " Doctor of 
Physick," published in imitation of Plot's works a worthless 
" Natural History of Lancashire, Cheshire, and the Peak in 
Derbyshire," the full title of the book being as follows :— 

The / Natural History of / Lancashire, Cheshire, / and the / 
Peak, / in Derbyshire : / with an / Account / of the / British, 
Phoenician, Armenian, Gr. and Rom. Antiquities / in those / 
Parts. / By Charles Leigh, / Doctor of Physick. / Oxford : / 
Printed for the Author, and to be had at Mr. George West's,/ 
and Mr. Henry Clement's, Booksellers there: Mr. Edward 
Evet's / at the Green-Dragon, in St. Paul's Chureh-yard; 
and Mr. John/ Nicholson, at the King's Arms in Little-Britain, 
London. MDCC. 

1 Vol. folio. 
* I n 1684 appeared the " Scotia illustrata sive Prodomus Historiae 

Naturalis," Edinburgh, 1 vol. folio, of Kobert Sibald (1641—1722) 
which contained some short notes on the birds of Scotland. 
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Collation : pp. 20 un. + pp. 4. + pp 2 un. + pp. 196. 
(Book II.) pp. 99. (Book III.) pp. 112 + pp. 33 Index. Portrait, 
Map & XXIV. Plates. (Numerous mistakes in pagination.) 

Birds are treated of, pp. 157—164, Book I., but Leigh's 
ornithological observations are useless and trivial, though 
he could not well complain of any lack of material, since he 
informs us on p. 157 that " These Counties afford us great 
variety of Birds, and in some places, even, clog the Inhabitants 
with their Plenty." 

County Natural Histories now began to appear at frequent 
intervals, and contained more or less useful notices of the local 
birds, but it is here only possible to mention some of the rarer 
or more important of them in their chronological order :— 

1709. Robinson (Thomas)— 
An / Essay / towards a / Natural History / of / Westmoreland 

/ and / Cumberland. / . . . . By Tho. Robinson, Rector of / 
Ousby in Cumberland. / London . . . . 1709. 

1 Vol. 8vo. (Contains some worthless remarks on birds, 
pp. 64—68, and pp. 94—98 of the " Moral Conclusions," which 
form the latter part of the work.) 

1712. Morton (John)— 

The / Natural History / of / Northamptonshire : / . . . . by 
John Morton, M.A., / Rector of Oxenden in the same County 
. . . . / London . . . . MDCCXII. 

1 Vol. folio. (Birds, pp. 423—438.) 
1758. Borlase (William)— 
The / Natural History / of / Cornwall. / . . . . By William 

Borlase, A.M.F.R.S. / Rector of Ludgvan, and Author of the 
Antiquities of Cornwall. / Oxford . . . . MDCCLVIII. 

1 Vol. folio. (Birds, pp. 242—248, the information being 
chiefly derived from Carew's Survey of Cornwall, 1602.) 

1769. Wallis (John)— 

The / Natural History / and / Antiquities / of Northumber
land : / and so much of the County of / Durham / as lies 
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between the Rivers Tyne and Tweed ; / . . . . By John 
Wallis, A.M. / London MDCCLXIX. 

2 Vols. 4to. (Birds, pp. 309—346, a considerable account.) 
1772. Rutty (John)— 
An / Essay / towards a / Natural History / of the / County 

of Dublin, / . . . . By John Rutty, M.D. / . . . . 1772. 
2 Vols. 8vo. (Birds, Vol. I., pp. 295—343, and IV. plates 

of birds.) 
1789. Pilkington (James)— 
A / view / of / the / Present State / of / Derbyshire ; / . . . . 

by James Pilkington. / . . . . London. / MDCCLXXXIX. 
2 Vols. 8vo. (Birds, Vol. I., pp. 480—496.) 
We will conclude our short list with the earliest of the local 

ornithologies, i.e. :—-
1809. Tucker (Andrew)— 
Ornithologia Danmoniensis ; / or, / an history of the habits 

and Economy / of / Devonshire Birds. / Embellished with 
coloured plates, engraven from accurate and / Beautiful 
Drawings from Nature : / . . . . By Andrew G. C. Tucker. / 
. . . . London : / Printed for the Author, and published 
by T. Cadell and / W. Davies, Strand. / 1809. 

1 Vol. 4to. 
" An ambitious work of which not even the whole of the 

somewhat turgid Introduction was published, but the two 
parts printed show the author to have been a physiologist, 
anatomist and outdoor-observer far beyond most men of his 
t ime" (c/. Newton's Dictionary of Birds; introduction, 
p. 45). 
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