
LETTERS! 
DUNLIN OR DUNLING ? 

To the Editors of B R I T I S H B I R D S . 

SIRS,—The Editorial note appended to my letter in your las t issue 
I am unable to regard either as satisfactory or logical. The very first 
sentence is open to objection, namely the statement t h a t ' ' the proper 
scientific names to be used can be decided by following definite rules, 
the English names cannot ." Why not ? We have only to turn to 
such works as those of Dr. R. G. Latham, the Rev. Isaac Taylor, 
Professor Skeat and others, to find that there is no lack of rules. Then 
why not apply them ? 

The Editors remark : ' ' The English name must, we think, be chosen 
(if there is a choice) on the authori ty of the majority of scientific 
writers." The " n a m e " yes, bu t not necessarily the spelling of it, 
if it can be shown to be erroneous—which is m y point—as in the case 
of Redpole for Redpoll, Cole-tit for Coal-Tit, Shielddralce for Shelddrake, 
Shoveller for Shoveler, Widgeon for Wigeon, Buff el-head for Buffle-head, 
Pomarine for Pomatorhine and others. I n the use of scientific names 
such corrections of orthography have been frequently proposed and 
adopted, as, for example, spipoletta for spinoletta, hiaticola for hiaticula, 
podicipes for podieeps, and so forth. Other emendations mightbe made, 
as for example praticola for pratincola, phalaridopus for phalaropus. 
And I see no reason why these emendations should not be made. The 
fact tha t some of our predecessors could not spell properly does not 
necessitate our adoption of their mistakes ; and the proper spelling 
of a word, as Professor Skeat and other philologists have shown, 
depends upon its derivation. 

I n regard to the name now in dispute, the only argument adduced 
by the Editors for retaining the form ' ' Dunlin ' ' is tha t it is used (as 
I had already admitted) in the majority of standard works ; though 
this would apply equally to " cole-tit," " redpole " and others, which 
have been changed with the approval of all educated naturalists. 

The Editors ignore my reminder t h a t " Dunling " is sanctioned by 
Professor Newton (Ootheca I I I . , 225-26) with the concurrence of 
Professor Skeat, and are apparent ly unaware t h a t i t was adopted in 
print by the poet Gray, no mean authori ty, whose at tainments as a 
naturalist were much greater than many people suppose. 

Bu t the argument is fallacious, for the Editors would apply the 
principle of " nomina auctorum plurimorum " in the case of English 
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names, but not in the case of Lat in ones. Hence the inextricable 
confusion in which the scientific nomenclature of our British birds 
ia now involved, through the change of names continually proposed b y 
those who, without disrespect, may be termed " sticklers for pr iori ty." 
The Editors are good enough to suggest t ha t I would do bet ter " to 
agitate for priority in scientific names ra ther than for priority in the 
spelling of colloquial names for which no dates are fixed nor rules in 
existence." Bu t it is no answer to a question on one subject to ask 
the writer to turn his at tention to another ; nor is i t accurate to say 
that in the spelling of colloquial names no dates are fixed nor rules in 
existence. I n the case of " Dunling " I fixed the date 1530-4, and one 
of the many valuable objects of the Oxford Dictionary, as everyone 
knows, is to indicate the earliest mention of English words with authori
tative examples of their use. As to the existence of rules, I have 
already indicated where they m a y be looked for. B u t I have no desire 
to labour the point. I have merely thrown out a suggestion for an 
emendation in spelling which has commended itself to others besides 
myself, and for reasons which appear to me to be sufficiently convincing. 

J . E . HAKTi*ra. 

[Mr. Hart ing's letter is an excellent example of wha t he deprecates 
in others, and it seems to us tha t he fails entirely to carry out to their 
logical conclusion the principles he advocates. In Zoology we now 
have a date agreed upon by the representative naturalists of the world 
as our starting point in nomenclature, namely the publication of the 
tenth edition of the Systema Natural of Linnaeus. By the general 
adoption of the first names given to each species from this time onward, 
uniformity of nomenclature can, and in t ime undoubtedly will, be 
attained. Yet we find Mr. Har t ing , with an inconsistency which is 
almost sublime, actually ascribing the chaos in nomenclature, which 
has been caused by the absence of a generally accepted rule, to " the 
sticklers for pr ior i ty"—that is, those who obey it now tha t i t is in 
existence ! Still further, he speaks with approval of those who have 
made ornithology more confusing, by altering the spelling of generic 
and specific names arbitrarily, in accordance with their own ideas as 
to the derivation of the name, and threatens to make confusion worse 
confounded by suggesting fresh alterations of his own. 

Let us say tha t we recognize t h a t most of the alterations mentioned 
would be for the better, if Zoology were a subordinate branch of 
Philology. Bu t it is nothing of the kind, and any trifling aesthetic 
gain would be outweighed a thousand times by the disadvantages cf 
added confusion in practice. No one can read through a list of scientific 
names without seeing tha t many have been framed in defiance of all 
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the laws of language. Look a t the innumerable barbaric compound 
names invented by ornithologists who were not classical scholars ; 
consider such names as wumizusume, mlokosiewiczi, caparoch, etc. 
I t is most deplorable tha t such names should be given, bu t when once 
applied they should be accepted. 

As to popular names, it is true tha t Dr. Latham, Professor Skeat 
and others have thrown much light on the origin and history of modern 
English. Bu t a t present we have no Academy, as in France, to 
regulate the spelling of our language, and no laws on the subject exist. 
I t is really decided simply and solely by general use. For the spelling 
of the name of the Dunlin, Mr. Hart ing tells us t h a t he has fixed on the 
date 1530-4. B u t this date is a purely arbitrary one. I t has not 
been agreed upon by the representatives of English-spelling peoples. 
Early modern English literature, it is true, may be said roughly to date 
from about 1500, b u t e v e n i n 1375 Barbour wrote in the"Yngl is toung" 
of "byrdis smale" such as the "nychtyngale" and " tu r tu r i s . " Does 
Mr. Hart ing seriously suggest t ha t the spelling of all English words 
should be altered to tha t in vogue in 1530 ? Or are we to understand 
tha t this date applies to the Dunlin alone, and tha t he will fix dates for 
other species later on ? 

When we open one of Mr. Hart ing's books we find, in accordance 
with common usage, the Wheatears and Titmice mentioned. Yet 
the author is perfectly aware tha t the name Wheatear has nothing to 
do with " wheat " or " ear " ; the " mouse " of Titmouse has nothing 
to do with the rodent of that name. Perhaps we may be allowed to 
suggest another change to Mr. Harting, if he proposes to continue his 
work of reform. There is little doubt tha t our word Grouse was 
originally introduced into our language from the old French word 
" Griesche," as a collective or plural noun " Gr i ce" I t is thus 
written by Cotgrave in his Dictionarie of the French and English Tongues 

(1611). By a false analogy the word Grouse (variously written Grows, 
Grous, and Grouss) seems to have sprung up. Mr. Harting points out 
that the most correct spelling is that which shows the derivation 
most clearly, so that he should adopt Cotgrave's spelling in accordance 
with the " rules " of Professor Skeat and other authorities on Philology. 
Why has not our critic the courage of his convictions, and why does he 
not spell these names in accordance with their etymology ? 

As to Professor Newton's adoption of the spelling " Dunling," we 
think this was sufficiently answered in our last number, where we 
pointed out tha t Professor Newton also adopted the spelling' ' Cuckow," 
which had not found acceptance even by Mr. Har t ing .—EDS.] 
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