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Fred Stubbs, Egrets,
Brewes and 

climatic change
W. R. P. Bourne

O
ne of the least-studied aspects of British
ornithology is the twilit zone between
the end of the archaeological record in

the Middle Ages and the beginning of modern
history in the sixteenth century (Harrison
1988). Much of our present understanding of
this period is confused, largely because those
who recorded information, and many who have

subsequently tried to interpret it (see, for
example, fig. 1), appear to have had little under-
standing of the likely species involved. Further-
more, the original common names of many
species are now lost in the mists of history and
speculation about them has replaced knowl-
edge. The resulting confusion has tended to
bring the subject into disrepute.

ABSTRACT F. J. Stubbs was one of the more original and sceptical 
ornithologists of the early twentieth century. One of his more interesting
discoveries was that misinterpretation of British medieval literature had
resulted in references to Little Egrets Egretta garzetta being attributed to
Northern Lapwings Vanellus vanellus. His examination of early literature
showed that, contrary to popular belief, Little Egrets must have bred in 
Britain in the past.The occurrence in Britain of Night Herons Nycticorax

nycticorax during medieval times has also been overlooked.The disappearance
of these species as breeding birds from Britain may have been due to over-

exploitation and drainage, but seems more likely to have been a consequence
of the onset of the Little Ice Age.

231. Flock of migrant Night Herons Nycticorax nycticorax, Greece, May 2000. David Tipling/Windrush



Examples of the information available about
some fifteenth-century feasts include a descrip-
tion of King Henry VI’s coronation on 6th
November 1429, when the menu listed ‘Swanne,
Capyn, Hayryn, Crane, Bytorre, Egretys,
Curlewys, Wodekocke, Snytys, Ploverys,
Parteryche, Pacock, Qualys, Grete Bryddys and
Larkys’ (Gairdner 1876). Later in the same
century, the menu at the installation of Chan-
cellor Neville as Archbishop of York, on 22nd-
23rd September 1465, included such items as
‘1,200 Quayles, 1,400 foules called Rees, 204
Cranes, 204 Bittors, 400 Heronshawes, and
1,000 Egrittes’ (Hearne 1710-15).

Generations of authors have speculated about
the latter list. Even the best-informed commen-
tator, Gurney (1921), concluded that the ‘foules
called Rees’ must be Ruffs Philomachus pugnax,
yet they seem more likely to have been a mixed
bag of smaller waders, of the sort usually con-
sumed at such feasts (Bourne 1999a), but not
otherwise mentioned for this one. Fleming
(1828) also questioned whether there could
possibly have been 1,000 ‘Egrittes’ [egrets
(Ardeidae)] in Britain, and suggested that they
must have been Northern Lapwings Vanellus
vanellus, as the most likely alternative species
with a crest (not mentioned). This assumption
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Fig. 1. The Call of the Birds: apocalypse with figures, probably East Anglia, early fourteenth century (British 
Library MS. Roy. 19 B.xv).The birds have been identified by Yapp (1981) as (clockwise from the top in the tree) 

a miscoloured Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis, a Magpie Pica pica, a Common Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula, a
Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis, a possible Black Stork Ciconia nigra, a Eurasian Jay Garrulus garrulus, another 

Common Bullfinch and a Wren Troglodytes troglodytes. Below, from right to left, a Common Crane Grus grus,
a Woodcock Scolopax rusticola, a parrot (Psittacidae) and a white heron (Ardeidae). I suggest that, in fact, the
‘Magpie’ was a Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica, and the ‘Black Stork’ a poor Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus,

while the ‘Common Kingfisher’ could also be either a Green Woodpecker Picus viridis or a Golden Oriole 
Oriolus oriolus.The ‘parrot’ may be an early record of the occurrence in Britain of a parakeet Psittacula.



has been accepted by all subsequent authors
except Fred Stubbs (1910a,b), the leading icon-
oclast of his day. Following the reappearance of
the Little Egret Egretta garzetta as a breeding
bird in Britain, his evidence surely now deserves
more attention than it received originally.

Frederick J. Stubbs
Fred Stubbs was born in Liverpool in 1878 and
brought up in Bredon, Worcestershire. After
moving to Oldham, Lancashire, he became an
apprentice upholsterer and also an authority on
the local wildlife. He published a checklist of
the local birds in 1904 (Stubbs 1904) and a
string of varied and often interesting short
notes in local journals and in British Birds. In
1909, he argued, as far as I know for the first
time, that birds do not prefer to migrate against

the wind in order to avoid getting their
plumage ruffled, as was then the current doc-
trine, but fly high overhead assisted by fol-
lowing winds, only coming down, and
becoming visible, when the wind turns against
them (Stubbs 1909).

Following a further move, this time to the
East London Museum in Stepney, he published
a learned contribution (Stubbs 1910a) listing
many early references to egrets in Britain, in
which he deduced that the Little Egret must be
a lost British breeding bird. He clinched the
matter later the same year (Stubbs 1910b) with
the discovery of Elizabethan protective legisla-
tion in 1564, indicating that the Little Egret
must have bred in Britain at one time, even if
some were later imported. Unfortunately,
Stubbs then complicated his case by suggesting

that several species of egret
may have been involved, at
least one of which was
dimorphic. Gurney (1921)
concluded ‘that the Egret
was ever in any sense abun-
dant in England would be
difficult to establish, nor is it
conceivable that a thousand
could be obtained at one
time’. Gurney suggested that
the information came from
foreign cookery books,
though ‘the Egret may at
that time have had a more
northern breeding range,
attracted by the [still unre-
claimed] fen lands of Cam-
bridgeshire and South
Lincoln’.

After 1910, Stubbs sub-
mitted his notes to the Zool-
ogist rather than British
Birds, implying an increas-
ingly unsympathetic
response from the editors of
the latter journal. In 1913,
he turned the tables on his
sceptics with a note on the
Asiatic birds on sale in Lead-
enhall Market (Stubbs
1913), ending with the
comment ‘some of these,
one cannot help suspecting,
travel by sinister courses to
unquestioning hands, for
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232. Little Egret Egretta garzetta, Negombo, Sri Lanka, January 2001. Realising
that references to Little Egrets in medieval literature had historically been

misinterpreted as relating to Northern Lapwings Vanellus vanellus was a key
contribution of F. J. Stubbs, writing in the early twentieth century.
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frozen birds stand transport and handling
remarkably well’. This perceptive insight into
the possibility of fraud in British ornithology
still failed to receive recognition, even when the
Hastings records were finally rejected 50 years
later (Nicholson & Ferguson-Lees 1962). In
1919, Stubbs returned north to work in the
Oldham Museum. He contributed weekly
nature notes to the Oldham Chronicle until his
death in 1932 (Anon. 1932), by which time he
had produced at least 32 publications.

The Egret and the Brewe
Stubbs (1910a,b) showed that in the Middle
Ages there were repeated references to egrets in
cookery books and reports of feasts in Britain.
These have been subsequently dismissed on the
grounds that egrets did not occur here natu-
rally, so the birds must have been either
misidentified or imported. Independent evi-
dence is, however, provided by the London
poulterers, who, for some 500 years, maintained
a list of prices (Jones 1965; appendix 1). These
lists show which wild birds were available for
consumption and indicate the pressure they
must have been under. Indeed, some prices (like
those of birds used for falconry) represented
several years’ wages for ordinary folk. The lists,
which go back as far as the prosperous thir-
teenth century, contained fewer species after the
Black Death, and during the Hundred Years War

and the Wars of the Roses. Availability from the
poulterers increased again when peace and
prosperity were restored under the gluttonous
Tudors, and the lists ended with rising prices
and a declining range of species, implying a
shortage of wild birds, in the seventeenth
century, after which the now Worshipful
Company of Poulters became a ceremonial and
charitable organisation.

The poulterers prepared and sold most of the
more edible species found in southern England
– it is interesting that these did not include
grouse, widespread in the north (Bourne
1999a), although Black Grouse Tetrao tetrix
occured fairly close to London then. They did
not sell raptors and scavengers, which were con-
sidered unclean. The only unexpected species to
appear on these lists are the Egret and the Brewe
(see below), and, latterly, storks, presumably
White Storks Ciconia ciconia. These were top-
priced birds: the cost of a Stork was comparable
with that of Common Crane Grus grus and
Great Bustard Otis tarda, while prices for Egrets
and Brewes were similar to those for the larger
waterbirds and gamebirds, such as Grey Heron
Ardea cinerea, Great Bittern Botaurus stellaris,
Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia, the
larger gulls (apparently scarce at that time,
before they became tame scavengers; Bourne
1996) and Common Pheasant Phasianus
colchicus. The Egrets seem unlikely to have been
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233. Night Heron Nycticorax nycticorax, Florida, USA, March 1997. Along with Little Egret Egretta garzetta,
the Night Heron or ‘Brewe’ is one of the most surprising regular items to be found on lists of wild birds 
available from London poulterers, records for which go back to the thirteenth century, and suggest that 

Night Herons may have once bred regularly in Britain.
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Northern Lapwings, which were to be found at
the bottom of the range of prices.

In addition to the Egret, mystery has sur-
rounded the identity of the Brewe. Although
often thought to be a Charadriiform, possibly
the Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus, Stubbs
(1910a) considered it to be either the Glossy
Ibis Plegadis falcinellus or a godwit Limosa sp.,
while I have previously thought it to be a gull
(Bourne 1996). Recently, its identity has been
revealed by publication of the correspondence
of Lord Lisle (Byrne 1981; Bourne 1999a). King
Henry VIII appointed Lisle, his uncle, to the
role of Lord Deputy (Governor) of the Port of
Calais in 1533. At that time, Calais was still held
in English hands and with a monopoly of trade
with the Continent. Lisle regularly supplied the
King with the French ‘Bihoreau’ or Night Heron
Nycticorax nycticorax, which he called ‘Brewe’,
and kept in captivity with Grey Herons (Bourne
1999b). By that time, William Gowreley, ‘yoman
purveyor to the Kinges mowthe’, had to send
further south for egrets, implying that these
were no longer available in England.

The Grey Heron and Great Bittern appear to
have been popular delicacies, which may
explain the demand for other Ardeids as well;
like the Romans, the English must have devel-
oped a liking for the taste of bad fish. Egrets and
Brewes may already have been imported into
Britain in the early Middle Ages, when the

English were campaigning in France and the
Holy Land, and where such exotic tastes might
have been acquired. Thus, there is one early
fourteenth-century apocalypse from East Anglia
showing a white heron standing beside a para-
keet (British Library MS Roy. 19 B.xv, f.37v;
Yapp 1981, reproduced as fig. 1 here). But it
seems unlikely that much importation occurred
during the Hundred Years War or until native
supplies began to run out in the sixteenth
century, when Harrison (1586) reported that ‘as
for Egrets and Paupers [spoonbills] and such
like, they are daily brought unto us from
beyond the sea, as if all the foule of our countrie
could not suffice to satisfy our delicate
appetites’. We know that Eurasian Spoonbills at
least were still breeding in Britain into the sev-
enteenth century (Gurney 1921).

Other possible medieval British breeding birds
While some of the larger waterbirds, such as the
Dalmatian Pelican Pelecanus crispus and Euro-
pean Crane Grus primigenia may have been lost
very early (Harrison 1988), others may have
lasted until the main drainage of the fens began
in the seventeenth century. Unfortunately, one
problem with old records is that they are likely
to include only the most popular and conspic-
uous species, and there is little chance of
detecting changes among the less obtrusive
ones. Here are some further possible examples
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234. White Stork Ciconia ciconia, Algarve, Portugal, November 1996. In sixteenth-century Britain,White Storks
were one of the most sought-after of all wild birds available from the London poulterers, with prices (of between

24 and 48 old pence) comparable with those of Common Crane Grus grus and Great Bustard Otis tarda.

Ra
y T

ip
pe

r



of birds which may once have bred here, from
three different families:

Herons By the late nineteenth century, Britain
had only one breeding heron, the Grey Heron,
compared with several in most comparable
European countries. In addition to the Little
Egret and Night Heron, Muffett, in the late six-
teenth century (in Mullens 1912), and Sir
Thomas Browne, in the seventeenth century (in
Southwell 1902), mentioned a ‘black heron’,
possibly the Purple Heron Ardea purpurea. The
occurrence of this species in Britain and also
the Little Bittern Ixobrychus minutus has already
been suggested by Evans (1904). The latter still
breeds occasionally (Holloway 1996), and was
doubtless commoner, though entirely over-
looked, in the past.

Wildfowl Presumably, the recent increase in
British breeding wildfowl is a recovery from
(inadequately recorded) past over-exploitation.
For example, Strickland (1858; Bourne 2002)
reported that, in addition to Greylag Goose
Anser anser, the ‘Taiga Bean Goose’ A. f. fabalis
may have once bred in the Yorkshire Carrs.
Terns Montagu (1813; Bourne 1996) found

that one of John Latham’s duplicates of his
newly described Sandwich Tern Sterna sandvi-
censis from Sussex was a Gull-billed Tern S.
nilotica, which he named S. anglica (the name
used for many years). In view of their distribu-
tion and past history of decline throughout
northwestern Europe, this species and also
Caspian Tern S. caspia may once have bred here.
I can find no evidence, however, for the latter,
although, in view of its global distribution, it
seems possible that it could have bred in Britain
and later been wiped out.

Discussion
In his autobiography, Charles Darwin remarks
‘On this tour [of North Wales] I had a striking
instance of how easy it is to overlook phe-
nomena, however conspicuous, before they
have been observed by anyone. We spent many
hours in Cwm Idwal, examining all the rocks
with extreme care, as Sedgwick was anxious to
find fossils in them; but neither of us saw a
trace of the wonderful glacial phenomena all
around us…’ (Barlow 1958).

This also applies to the history of British
birds. The scant surviving early medieval litera-
ture contains vague reports suggesting that
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235 & 236. Purple Heron Ardea purpurea (left), Lesvos, Greece, April 2001, and Little Bittern Ixobrychus minutus,
Bayern, Germany, July 2000. Could these two herons once have been regular British breeding birds?
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several of the more conspicuous Mediterranean
birds, such as Golden Oriole Oriolus oriolus,
were occurring in Britain. This was at a time
when the climate was warm enough to support
vineyards, and the people prosperous enough to
build vast cathedrals. The ornithological estab-
lishment was, however, (and still remains) scep-
tical of the ancient menus listing birds provided
at feasts and poulterers’ lists of birds found in
markets. The possibility that some of today’s
rarities may once have been common breeding
birds has largely been dismissed, and little
attention has been paid to this aspect of British
history. Yet generations of ornithologists have
accepted a past confusion between Little Egrets
and Northern Lapwings because they were so
sure that the former did not occur and the latter
did. When an upholsterer from Oldham dared
to question this, he had a cold reception. Now
that it is breeding again, we are informed that
‘the Little Egret was not a regular component of
the British avifauna in historical times’ (Mus-
grove 2002). It seems possible that the disap-
pearance of such birds, usually attributed to
persecution and changes in habitat which even
the once culinarily popular Grey Heron has
withstood (and Little Egrets do not require any
wetter marshland), was really due to climatic
change, and especially the onset of the Little Ice
Age in the fourteenth century (Harrison 1988),
the effects of which are now being reversed. Yet
nobody has recently seen fit to notice that
egrets, never mind Night Herons, have been
reported here regularly before.

The converse of this situation occurred when
William Bullock toured Orkney and Shetland in
1812 at the end of the Little Ice Age and found,
and in at least some cases collected, not only a
pair of Great Auks Penguinus impennis but
breeding Snowy Owls Nyctea scandiaca and
King Eiders Somateria spectabilis (Montagu
1813; Hardy 1978). Such past information may
not necessarily be mistaken, but may help to
interpret current fluctuations in bird distribu-
tion.
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Appendix 1. London poulterers’ prices in old pennies (from Jones 1965).

Century: 13th 14th 15th 16th 17th

Wild birds
Great Bittern Botaurus stellaris 6 12-18 8-32 30
‘Brewe’/Night Heron Nycticorax nycticorax 18 12-16
(Little) Egret Egretta garzetta 18 12-16
(Grey) Heron(sew) Ardea cinerea 6 12-16 12 8-32 30
(White) Stork Ciconia ciconia 24-48
‘Shoveller’/Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia 8-24
Wild geese Anser and Branta spp. 4
Eurasian Wigeon Anas penelope 3-4
Eurasian Teal Anas crecca 1 1-2 1-4 5
Mallard Anas platyrhynchos 1 3-5 3-7 8
Grey Partridge Perdix perdix 1 2-5 3-10 12
Common Quail Coturnix coturnix 2-4 8
Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus 4 8-24 6-32 60-72
Common Crane Grus grus 36 24-80
Great Bustard Otis tarda 20-72
Dotterel Charadrius morinellus 3-4
‘Green’/European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria 2-5 6
Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola 1-5 4
‘Wype’/Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus 1 1.5
Plovers (Charadriidae) 1 1-3 1-2
Red Knot Calidris canutus 4
Ruff Philomachus pugnax 30
Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago 0.25 1 1-3 4
Woodcock Scolopax rusticola 0.75 1-3 2-6 8
Godwit Limosa spp. 12
Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata 3 4-10 4-10 30
Common Redshank Tringa totanus 1
‘Puette’/Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus 6 10
Larger gulls & Mews Larus spp. 12-20
Stock Dove Columba oenas 1-3
(Sky) Larks Alauda arvensis (dozen) 1 3 3-9 10
Blackbird Turdus merula (dozen) 10-18 12
Thrushes Turdus spp. (dozen) 2-6
‘Great birds’ (also Turdus spp.?; dozen) 3-6
Sparrows Passer spp. (?) (dozen) 3
Finches (Fringillidae) (dozen)  1 4
‘Small birds’ (dozen) 1-4 3

Domesticated animals
Swans 36 36-48 40 36-96 108
Geese 3-5 4-6 6 5-16 14-18
Ducks 2-3 3
Hens 1.5 1-6 3-10 12-20
Pullets 0.75 1-3 2 1-6 4-6
Capons 2.5 2-6 6 5-30 22-30
Peafowl 12 14-24
Turkeys 12-72 36-54
Pigeons (dozen) 8 10 6-16 20
Suckling Pigs 6-8 8 6
Rabbits 3-4 3-4 2-5 6-8

Dr W. R. P. Bourne, Department of Zoology, Aberdeen University, Tillydrone Avenue,
Aberdeen AB24 2TZ


	Fred Stubbs, Egrets, Brewes and climatic change
	Frederick J. Stubbs
	The Egret and the Brewe
	Other possible medieval British breeding birds
	Discussion
	Acknowledgments
	References




