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Gilber_t Wl1ite to Thomas Pen11a11t: 
Two Original Letters at Harvard 

N 1 767 Gilbert '''hitc began the correspondence ,vith ·1·homas 
Penn-ant tl1at, to\vard the end of his life, l1e revised and published 
in Tbe Natural History of Se/borne ( 1789) ,.1 T,vo letters of that 
correspondence, the originals of l.,etter XXXIII and pa rt of Letter 

XLII of the Natural liistory, acquired by the Harvard College Library 
in 1954t arc here transcribed in full. Each contains material excluded 
fro1n the ·t--lat11ral History and not available to ,,rhitcis editors and 
biograph crs. 

The first letter, dated 26 November 1770, neatly illustrates the con-
tinuous process of collecting, exchanging, and correcting infotn1ation 
that ,vas carried on by eighteenth-century naturalists, for ,vhon1 per-
sonal correspondence served the same purpose as do notes ju the ]earned 
journals for modern scholars~ '-\1hitc's younger brother John, 111ilitary 
chap lain at Gib ral tar, ,v here h c ,vas con1 pi] in g 'l;au na Cal pens is, t a 
ncvcr~publishcd naturai history· of the peninsula, and, after 177 1~ cor-
respondent of both Pennant and Linnaeus, periodically sent Gi1bcrt 
shipments of birds and other ,viid life from Gibraltar, along ,vith con-
jectures and q ucrics about them. After examining the spcci1ncnsl 
:u1s\vering son1c of John's questions and proposing others, "\\'hire 
regularly shipped thcn1 on to Pennant at Do,vning in Flintshire, \vho 
,vas stcadil}7 augmenting his Britisb Zoology (first edition I 766) 4 Pen-
nant \vould study them, have his artist make dra,vings of certain ones 
for the next edition of 1"'be Britisb Zoology, and then return an~""'vers 

1 "\llhite"'s presentation copy to Pennant of d1c first edition is in the Harvard 
Col1cge Library, :along ..-...vith t\\·c::lvc origin,il <lrn_,vjngs made by Samuel Grimm for 
this edition~ copies of scores of other editions 1 and sevenil boxes of letters and p~pers 
of the Whit~ family. These \vere coU ected by Sa rnuel Hens ha ,v I and, through th c 
gracious con5ent of the Bodlcian Library, "\\'-ere acquired by H~rnird jn 1943. 

i! The fir .st letter is hi the.rto un pub1ished. The second \Vas first printed in the 
spring of 1956,. in pamphlet issued (in an edition of se,Tenty-fi\'e copies) by the 
Han·ard class in bibliography~ directed by \V .. A. Jackson and ,,r~ H. Ilond 1 "'hose 
me 111 b E:rs included Ga yno.r Bra dis hj Alfred Davi df Jo an Larsent Stanley 1'·1 il ler,, Jack 
Stillinger, and David l\relJer. The originals of most uf the letters to Penn~nt in the 
Natura I Hi story are in the British A·I useum. 

JOJ 
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and further queries, ,v hicht through 1¥hitci ,v ere relayed back to John 
at Gibraltar. Mca n, v hilc ne\v o bscrv.ations rapidly circulated, and other 
co r resp on den ts, like \:Vb i tc s I Sussex friend~ of the letter, contributed 
and recei vc d info r1na ti on. 

Of this letter~ ,vhitc~s jnrcrim rcpo~t to Pennsnt on a shipment 
of birds that he received in the last ,vcek of August 1770 and subse-
<.Juently fonvarded to Pennant on January 12 of the follo\ving year 3 -

parts of the third and fourth paragraphs and all of the fifth (jncluding 
the friendts Iemarks) a!Jd sixth paragraphs ,vere jncorporatcd, after 
sonic revjsion~ into the Natural History as Letter XXXII I. The Jetter 
is ,vritten on· all four pages of a double folio rnea.suring 8 by 1 2 ¼ inches, 
a.ndi having been sent in a franked cover provided by Pennant, is un-
addre.ssed Except for the restoration of text lost through da1nagc to 
the 1nanuscript (as indicated by pointed brackets ( )) the text that 
fo1lo,vs is unemended. Quotation n1arks beginning and ending lines 
\vithin quoted nlatter a.nd <lots under superscript letters have been 
onlittcd. · The square brackets are \Vhite's. 

Sclborne: Nov· 26: 1770. 
Dear Sir., 

Supposing from your last letter that you arc returned from Lancashire, 
& are settled at Do,vning for the ,vinte:q I c1nploy your frnnk to jnform 
yon th~t I have got an other cargo of birds frotn GibraltarJ ,vhich I have 
::,tudycd over~, & ahn ready to con1111unicatc such as nre ,vorthy of your 
notice & exa n1ina ti on. 
The birds arc as f o 11 O"\V: J\1 o ta cil la sta pazina; 
Falco Nisus fron1 Barbary~ Junco Raij: 
Lanius coHurio: i\1 uscicapa atrica pilla: 
Stri x fl amn1 ea: Pa ru s, erroneous! y so called~ 
- - - pas5'erina: you say it js a nondescript: 4 

Upnpa epops: Em be riza hor tu lana: 
T etrao r of us f rorr1 Barb: J\1 ota ci] 1 a ficed ula: 
- - - a variety from Spain: The fen1ale, I believe, of Ed,vards's 
J\ 1 crops a pia ~re r; grey redstart: 
Ala u da c::tlan dra: V ul turis p ere no pteri cap u t 
.... - - - cristnta: - - & pedcs. 

The shiprnent,s ~rriva] is recorded in -an unpubHshed letter from Gilbert White 
to J ohnl 6 No\rember 1770 (item 114 in the Hensha,v co1Jeccion of '''hite famHy 
letters and papers). The second date is estc1Llishc~ by a letter that he ,vrotc to 
Pennant when he sent him the .spedrnens; see Rashletgh Ho1t-"\¥hite) T/Je l ... ifc 0.11d 

LeU~ts of Gilbert White of Sdborne (London, r 901 )f 11 192. (In subsequent docu-
n1enta tion H olt-Whjte's biography is cited as 'H-W.') 

""'1Nonde::script-i; a species not hitherto described. 
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Gilbert TV h1te ta Tho'l11as Pe1n1a11t 

I-Ii run do m c] ba; 
- - - - - a pus~ - -
for comparing. 

\Vhite throat: 
· Stoparola Raij. · 

You ,vill please to let 111e kno,v \\'hether the variety in the necks of the 
red partridges arc casual, scxical,l:l or the effects of different ages{;) n1y 
Brother is of opinion that th~y arc c,vo .sortsJ invariably so.. The body 
of the grcy~ncckcd one ,vas too far gone to be preserved. The I·Iirundo 
n1elba is a s,vjf t to all jntcnts & purposes, ,vhitc belly & size excepted: my 
Brot very judiciously sent an J-Iirundo apus, that they might be compared. 
Is not my Bro.-\~ parus very like a b1ack cap? The cla,vs of the vulture 
sure are very particular; the mid d] e toe. ha~ three joints., & is 1 on g hut 
the t\VO outer are very short indeed., & hav-e but one joint apiece. 

Tho' the t,vo birds be t,veen the Ii n cs a re far f ron1 curiosities, being very 
common in England; yet I can't say bnt that I ,vas much ple(as)ed to see 
t1lem among the coHection; because they are some of those short-,vinged 
summer bjrds of passages concerning ,vhose departure ,ve have made so 
nn.1ch enquiry. No-,v if these birds nre found in Andalusin to migrate to 

. & from Barbary; it may easily be supposed tha.t those that appear \vith 
us may migrate hack to the continent, & spencl their ,vinters in some of 
the ,virn1er -parts of Europe. This js certain~ thil.t many softbilled birds 7 

seen at Gibraltart appear there only jn spring & autumn; advancing in 
pairs to,vards the north\vard in the spring for the sake of breeding during 
rhc sun1n1er months; & retiring in broods & parties to,va.rds the south at 
the decline of the Year. So that the rock of Gibraltar is the great rendes-
vous, or diversorlum from ,vhence they take their departure each ,vay 
to,vards Europe or Africa. 

Scopoli sec1ns to n1c to have found the I-Jirundo mclba jn Tirol ,vithout 
kno,vjng it. For ,vhat is his Hirundo Alpena, but the afore-mentioned 
bird in other ,vords? Says he ~'01nnia prioris: [ scit: I-Iiiundinis a po dis] 
scd pcctus alb11n1J': & again cipaulo 1nujor priorc.n I cantt suppose this a 
nc,v species. It is true also of the 1nclba, that J 1nidificat in cxcclsis Alpiun1 
rupjbus.'' Not1rvithstanding he js (in 1ny opinion) an cxcclJcnt Naturalist; 
& describe.~ often jn a masterly manner. Some of his nc,v generic .strokes 
arc great. Pray indulge 111c ,vith ·yr scntin1cnts con_ccrning this nc,v 
l-Iirundo. 

J\1 y Sussex fricnd 1 a n1an of observation 1 but no naturalist, to ,vhom I 
applyed on account of the cedicnen1us sends me the foll(o},ving rernarks: 

"In looking over my Journal for the rnonth of Apdl 1 I find the Curle,vs 
are first mentioned on the 17: & 18: ,vhich seems to me rather late. 1"'hey 
H ve ,v it h us all th c spring & su ln rn er: & at the beginning of au ttnnn pre-

1Scxi(:a l) dncs not appc;lr in the NED. 
c. 1Bicd s of p.1 ssag e;,: n1 igra tory b \ rds. In mod crn ns(lgc t b c tc r•n is nf ten rcstr j ctcd 

to passlge migrants, birds thst traverse a phce \Vithout continuing in it. 
7 The ,vord I birds' is inserted -;tu o,•e the J inc. 
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I-I arva rd T~i hr ar y B1, ll e tin 
pare to take leave. l'hey seem to me n bird of passage(,) that may travel 
into some dry hilly country south of ,1s, probably Spajn, becnuse of the 
abundance of sheep-\valks in that king<lo,n. I hazard this conjecture, as 
I have never met ,·vith any one that has seen them in England in the 
,vintcr~ I believe they ncycr drink, or arc fond of going near the ,vater; 
but feed on ,vorms that arc comn1on on shccp-,valks~ They hrecd on 
f~llo\vs, & do,vns nbounding \Yith grey flinrsj \vhich much resemble their 
young in colour. 1"'hcy_ 111akc no ncst1 bnt lay their eggs on the bare 
ground, producing in co1nmon but t,vo at a time. I believe their young 
n1n soon ~fter they are hatched; & that the old ones do not feed thc(1n}, 
hut o(n)ly lead them ~bout at the tirne of feeding1 ,vhich for the most 
pa.rt is in the night."' Thus far 1ny friend. 

In the n1anners of this bird you see there is some thing v·cry analagous 
to those of the bustard; \V(h)om it also some ,vhat rcscinblcs in habit & 
maket & in (the) structure of ies feet. YVhcn the (Cdicncn1us ftys it 
stre{t)ches jes legs straight out bcI1ind ]ikc an l1cron. For a Jong tin1c I 
have desired n1y Bro,. to loo le out for these (birds) in Andalusia! & no,v 
he ,vritcs n1e ,vord that for the first time he sa,v· one dead in the tnarket 
at Gibraltar on th~ 3rd of Septemr 

I-Io pi {n) g (to hca r) fro rn you so ont , vi th some more p ~uric ulars of yr 
N: A tncri can ac'] uisitio n~; 

P: S: 
In damp vtcathcr 1ny birds ,vant 
frequent airings by the fire; because 
the salt ,vjrh ,vhich they ,vere cured 
re 1 axc5, & makes th cm , vet. 

·You ,vill be so kind as to ]ct n1e kno,-v 
,,~hat my fishes arc: they need not be. 
returned: nor the birds 'til yon have 
n other pnrcel.. 

I returned y!: dra,vjngs by the first postj 
& expressed my obligations for the favour. 

I re1n ai n ,vith great esteem~ 
y·r obligedt & 

hun1blc Servant. 
G ii: '\Vhitc. 

The specirnens of the Gibraltar cargo are no,v lost, Pennant nu 
doubt returned the1n to Sclbornc, ,vhere they \Vere kept until John 
arrived in Eng1and in 177 2. 'All yr birds, &c: are preserved ,vith care/ 
"\iVhitc lvrotc to John at Gibraltart tso that ,vhcn ever J•OU return )7<;)U 
n1ay (as ,vill be very needful) rc-exan1inc then1 ,vjrh more care & 
exactnessa' 8 It appears that JohnJs speci~nens ,vcrc ultimatel}T deposited 

" Undated fragment of a ] cttcr in the H ensha \V c0Hection1 i tern J o 7. 



Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XI, Number 3 (Autumn
1957) 

Gilbert 1f1 bite to T hon1as 11 ennant 
in the London n1useurn of his friend Sir Ashton Lc\rer/ ,vhosc collec~ 
tion ,vas scattered by- auction in 1 806.. Identifications based on the 
non1cnclature and the occasional scant <lescriptions given h)7 \~ 1hitc 
can not be completely reliable. The fo11o,ving ]ist~ corresponding to 
'i\'h i tc' s of the first paragraph, a tte n1 pts to translate his tern lS in to the 
scientific and British n2mcs used today. Brief data regarding status in 
the region of Gibraltar have been inclndcd.JC1 

Falco Nisus from Barbary 
Ac ci pit er 11iS11 r (Linnaeus) S parro\v-H a \vk 

Passrtge migrant, resident both sides of Strait of Gibraltar 
I ""'a ni us co I l u rio 

Lanius co/lu rio Lin nneus Re d-b ackcd Shrike 
Passage mi grunt 

Strix fla nun ea 
Tyto alba (Scopo1i) Barn O\vl 

Rcsi dent both sides of Strait 
Srrix pa sseri na 

Glaucidi1uu pnrseti-ntnJI (Linnaeus) Pyg1ny O\vl 
Not found in ,vestern Europe or Africa; pro hably an error for Athene 
noctua {Scopoli), Little O,vl 1 ,vhich is resident borh sides of Strait 

Upupa cpops 
U pupa epops Li nnacus l-Ioopoc 

P~ssa gc n1i grant, sumtncr rcsi dent both sides of Strait 
Tetra o ru f us: f rotn Ba rhary 

Alcctoris-harbara (Bonnatcrrc) Barbary Partrjdge 
Resident both sides of Strait hut not north of Gibn1itar; has sides of 
face and throat gray, so presumably WhitcJs 'grey-necked' bird 

Tetrao a variety from Spain 
A le c to ris ruf a (Linnaeus) Re d-lc ggcd Pa rt ridge 

Resident north of Gibraltar; has .sides of face and throat 1vhitc; for 
John 1:\'hite's 'opinion' that this and the preceding species 'arc t\VO 
sorts, invariably so• see H-\,rt It 199 

· ~1 erops a pi aster 
A 1 er_ ops apia rter Li nna cu s Bee-eater 

Passage n1i grant,, summer resident both sides of Strait 
See the note by AUred Newton in Tho m"J.s. Bell 1s cdi tion of the Nat ur!1l Hi.story 

(London 1 1877 ), II~ EL . 
llJ A-1.y sources are prirn"J.rily the British Omithologists' Unicnls C!Jeck-List of 

the Birds of Great Britain and Ireland (Londont I 952 h J a.mes L. Pctcrs 1 Cheok-Lfrt 
of JU rd s of t be World., \'" o ls. I-VII ( Ca rnbridge) J\-1 ~~s. i 193 1-5 1); ~nd L. H O\V~ rd 
Irbyts Tbe Ornjtbology of the Strr.itr of Gibralta-ri 2nd ed. (London 1 J 895). I am 
indebted to G~ ,v~ Cottrell! Jr~ for help in dctcnnining Gibraltar ~tatus. 
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A1auda calandra 

A1clanoco r ypha calandra {Linnaeus) 
Resident ho th sides of Strait 

-Ala u da cristata 

Calandra Lark 

G nl e,·id a . c ri st ata (Linnaeus) Crested Lark 
R esid en t both sides of Strait 

Hirundo rnelba 
A pus 111elbt1 (Linnaeus) Alpine S\v ift 

}>a ssage migrant, s urn mer resi <lent Gib ra l tnr 
Hirundo apus 

A pus a pus (Linnaeus) Swift 
Passage n1igrant, summer resident both sides of Strait 

1\.1 otaci lla sta pazina 
0 e11 ant be bisptrn i ca (Linnaeus) Bia ck-ca. red \~lhe a tear 

Passage migrant, summer resident Gibraltar 
Iunco Rnij 

Acrocepbalus antndinaceus (1-.iinnacus) Great Reed-\1/arbler 
Passage migrant, sun1n1 c r rcsi dent both sides of Strait 

lvl us cica pa ntri ca pilla 
111uscicapa bypoleuca (Pallas) Pied Flycatcher 

Passage mi grant; see under 'IV1 o raci l la ficc du I a' belO''-V 

Parus 
?Sylvia atricapilla (Linnaeus) Il]ackcap 

Passa gc n1 i grant, summer resident ho tl-i sides of Strait; about th is 
specimen ,~7hite ,vrote to his brother on 25 January 1771: 'The bird 
you call a I'tl1'1IS (if it be not the co111n1on black-cap) is a nondescript: 
if it should prove ne,v,, call it A1 otacilla atricapilloides; l\lr. Pennant 
thinks it a ne"r bird' (H-W, I, 19 5) 

Em6 eriza hortula na 
E111beriz-n borttdaua Linnaeus O.rtolan Bunting 

Pnssa gc n1i grant, sum 111 r resident Tangier and n car Gib ral tar 
MotaciUa ficcduia 

? Afuscicffptt /Jypoleuca (Pnlk1s) Pied F1ycatcher 
See above 11nder 'Muscicapa atricapil]a'; Linnaeus' t,vo 'speciest' 
A1uscicnpa atricapi!Ja and A1 otacilla. ficcdula (S)'sten,a n11t1.1rne, 1 z th 
ed., Stockholm,, I~ 1766, 326 and 330)~ arc both included in the 
synonyn1y of the present A1uscicapa hypoleuca (Catalogue of the 
Birds in tbe Britisb A1useuu1, London, 1\ 7, 1879t 157) ho,vever, it 
is possible that "\Vhitc's 'l\·1 otaciHa ficedula' ,vas a quite dHTcrcnt bird, 
as, for example, the Garden-"\\' ar b] er or Pet tic haps, Sy !vi a bor in 
(Iloddaert), ,vhich ,vas in ,vhite,,s day kno,vn as '.ficedu]a/ 'Leccafigo/ 
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Gilbert TV bite to Tb 011u1s P c11nan t 

"fig eater' (Pennant, The Britisb Zoolagy 1 London, 17661 99)1 a 
passage migrant at the Strait 

Female of Ed,vards's grey rcdstart 
Pboenicurus o cbruros ( Gmeli n) Black R c ds tart 

Passa.ge migr~nt1 ,vinter resident both sides of Strait~ snmn1er resident 
north of San Roque above Gihr~ltar 

Vultur pcrcnopterus 
Neopbron percnopterus (Linnaeus) Egyptian Vulture 

Passage n1igrantt sun1n1cr resident both sides of Strait; the sending of 
the h cad and f cct only of the present sp ccim en ,vas exp lain e d by 
White to Pennant in a letter of 11 January 1771: "The reason that 
my Brother sent only the head and the feet of the vulture ,vas be-
cause he never had any other part. The bird ,vas found dead and 
Roating in the sea ... 4 sotne fishcrn1en picked it up, and flayed jtt 
eat the carcase, and thre,v a,vay the skin1 and gave him the head and 
fcee (I-1-W., It 192.) 

"\ \'hi te thro a. t 
. Sy l•via c 01 m1ni11is Latham , ~lhj tct h roa t 

Passage m igra n t1 summer rcsi dent Gibraltar 
Stoparola Raij 

A1 us ci cttpn. stria ta (Pall as) Spotted F 1 y cntcher 
Passage n1i grant J su n1 n1 er res id c n t both sides of Strait 

The information of the third paragraph concerning the migra~ion 
of 's hort-,v in gcd su1n mer birds"' ,vas important to ,~ 711 i te, for l te had., as 
he told John on 6 Noven1ber 17701 long ,vanted to kno-\V the \vinter 
rctrcae of these hirds. 11 To this paragraph in Letter XXXIII of the 
Natural History he added a rev-jsed version of a sentence from his letter 
to Pennant of 1 z January 177 1: 'It is no small discovery, I think, to find 
that our sma.11 short-,vinged summer birds of passage arc to be seen 
spring and autun1n on the very skirts of Europe: it is a very strong 
presumptive proof of their n1igrations, (H-W, ], 192) Arguing in the 
.second lJctt er. IX of th c Natt tr al History against Dain cs Barrington, s 
denial of migration~ he used the information to shu-\v that 'a bird 111ay 
travel from England to the equator ,vithout launching out and exposing 
itself to boundless seas .. 4 by crossing the ,vater at Dover, nnd again 
at Gibraltar.' It is interesting that ,vhen John '\\lhitc first took up the 
study of natural histOI) 7 Gilbert believed that he ,vo11ld find fc,v birds 
on Gibraltar. He ,vrotc to Pennant about the n1atter on 28 Novcn1bcr 
1768: 'As to birds I fear that the· concourse and din of a garrison \\~ill 

-i.j 1tem 114 in the l.Jcnshaw collection+ 
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not prove very inviting to such tin1id ani1na]s, (H-,\rt I, 165) 4 T,vo 
years and scvcrnl cargoes of birds later, ho\vever, he had come to think 
of Gjbrahar as 'the great rcndcsvous, or divcrsoriunl fron1 ,vhcnce they 
t~kc their departure c8ch ,vay-.' 

'~'hite \Vas correct both in calling the H iruud o 1nel ha a S,vif t and jn 
identifying it ,vi~h the ~Hirundo Alpena> described by Giovanni An~ 
tonio Scopoli in A1111us I bistorico-uaturalir ( 17 69), ,vhich ,¥bite had 
received tlvO 1nontl1s earlier (Letter XXXI to Pennant). For,varding 
the birds to Pennant on 1 2 Januar) 7 177 1, he ,vrote: 'If you should think 
it proper to have the l/jru11do 1nelba takcnt ,vould it not be right to 
have it dra,vn on it.s_ back; because the colour of the belly is, size 
excepted, the chief thing that distinguishes it from the Hir~ apus. · It is 
a s,vif t to all intents -and purposes' (Ii-,~',, I, 193). The t\VO sentences 
praising Scopoli ,vcre on1itted from Letter XXXIII of the Natural 
History., b11t \i\'hite recorded admiration for him else,vhcrc, in Letter 
XXXII to Pennant and Letter VII to Barrington. 

\ V hitc ts 'Sus."ex f ri end, \Vas John ,~, oo ds of Chi1 grove., near Chi-
chester~ brother of Henry ,~roods, 1vho married "\:\7hite~s sister Rebecca 
in 17614 "\¥hire h-ad visited him as recently as October 18-19. 12 In 
L·etters :\"X and XXI of the Nat11ral History he tells of urging '~'oods 
to report on the Stonc-Curlc,v (the -i:nodern Btir/Jiuus oedic11eu1us 
[I~innacus]) -and to buy n copy of Daines Barrington's Natttralist's 
Journal for recording his observations. '''jrh "\l\7oods's remarks a.nd 
those of '''hire in the .succeeding paragraph Pennant enriched his des-
cription of the Stone-Curle" 7 in the next edition of the Britirb Zoology: . 
'The young run soon after they :i're hatched. These birds feed in the 
night on ,,,.om1s and caterpillars .... "fhey inhabit faHo,v lands and 
do,vns; affect dry placcs1 never being seen near 3Il)T ,vaters4 \Vhen they· 
fly·, they extend their legs strait out behind .... Tn habit, n1ake, and 
manners, these birds -approach near to the Bustrrrd+ . 4 _ They are 
n1igrntory: appear in England about the 1niddle of April, and retire in 
·autumn.' 13 John "\~'hite\; report fro1n Gibraltar ans,\~cred a request of 

1~ See E. Ivl. Nie holson !s edition of the l\7 atural 1-l ist oTy (Lon don, 192 9) 11 pp. 31 
146. 

n [Fourth' cd~rion ( quarto ) 1 I (Londont 1776)t i45. PuLlis-hed by \\'hltes brother 
Ilenjan1ini it \vas ~cum.Hy the third cdjtion; White caHs it the ~ccond in a letter to 
John of 2 No,Tember l 77i, ,vhich sho,vs that he was av;arc of his contriLutions 
to Pcnnant 1s ·work~ 'J liave. receiYcd :.:t. n1ost viulent compUmcndng letter frorn l\1r. 
Pennant ]ately. J.1 e is going to pL:lb1ish a second edition of "Ilritish Zoologyt and 
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2 6 i\1ay I 7 70~ 'H-ave you no stonc-cnde,vs . . . ? they certainly leave 
u.s for son1e of the dead months of ,vintce (I-I -"\¥~ It 1 _80) \~1hite"s 
special interest in the bird is evidenced by frequent notice or discussion 
in the Natural His-tory.14 

Pennant's (N; American acquisitions' mentioned at the end of the 
letter prohahly- ,vere ~pecin1cns to be described in the natural history 
of '\ 1irginiaJ that he planned about this time. In the l\1luseun1 of Com-
parative Zoology Librar) 7 at Harvard there i!? a coHcction by hih1 headed 
'\Tirginian Zoology .. Class II. Birds~' ,vhich consists of nineteen pages 
or slips of 111a1111 script and 146 en gr-av c d p 1 ates fro 1n various sources .. 
-A-n :acco1npanying n1emorandum on the cost of (printing Faun. Vir-
ginica' 14s. ptr sheet for 500 copiest 1 5s. for 600, 16s. for 700; paper 
at 11s. per rea1n 111anifests early plans for publi~ation. vVar \Vith the 
An1erican colonies delayed completion of the ,vork, ,vhich ultin1~tely 
renched the public as Arctic Zoology ( 17 84-8 5), 'begun a great 
nu1nbcr of years past" (says Pennant in the 'Adverttsement') and 'de-
signed as a sketch of the Zoology of N ort b A1ueri ca/ bot enlarged in 
scope to inch1de pa:rts of Europe and Asia ,vhen~ after ~the fatal find 
humiljating hour arrived, ,vhich deprived Britain of po\vcr~ strength~ 
and glory,' Pennant lost the opportunity (nndl he felt, the right) of 
con1piling a fl1ll \1{ork on North An1erica alone. 

The fish cs of th c postscript had hcc n sent f ron1 Gibraltar in. an 
earlier cargo and transmitted to Pennant. On 30. J\1-arch 1771 "\~7hite 
thanked Pennant for identifying them (I-I-\\ 11 I, zoo). The dra,vings 
n1cntioncd io the final sentence ,verc ones made by Pennant\ artist 
fro1n another shipn1ent of birds received from John; ,~711ite had in-
spcc·ted -and then returned them late in October (H-,i\', I, 186). These 
an cl o t 11 er dra,vings - t,vc n ty-nin e al to gc t l 1 er ,v ere take i 1 fro 1n the 
Gibraltar spccin1cns - ,verc intended to illustrate both the Jlritisb 
Zoology nnd John)s 'Fauna Calpcnsis .. ' i:i 

Of the second, shorter letter, one of the ]ast i11 the "\\'hire-Pennant 

is to do ,vondcrs \\~ith the. infonnation extracted fro1n n1y lcttcri (11-\ 7{, I, i. 3 ! )~ 
,::\rhrte corrected the proofs of this edition ( H- lV 1 •~ 309) . 

u See Letters XV, XV 1:-XX, XXI I XXV I and XX\ 71 to Pen nu nt, and Lotter 
LIX to Barringtrm. 

:it; I-1-,V, li 195, :255, and the foUo,ving from an unpublished icttcr to' John of 
6 April 1771 (item I 16 jn the I-f cnshJlt' r..:olkction):: 1l\1. r Pennant's art..ist ( \vhich 
_h c keeps in his house) has <l ra \!.'Il all y'" n10 st cur j ous .fish es1 & birds! & the i\1~ ster 
proposes to give permi~sion tllS:t such of thcn1i as n1::1y be deemed illustratjl'e of 
y' ,vork may be engrav~d for th-at purpose,' 
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cor respo nden cei the first three para·gra phs , vcre revised for inclusion 
in the Natural History as part of_Lettcr XLII, dated 91\1arch 1775, six 
days later than its original date. It is \Vritten on t,:vo pages of a double 
folio mcasuri ng 7 ¾ by· 1 2 ¾ inches 1 at1d hears len gth,vise on a third 
page the simple address., 'To Thomas Pennant Eq.' Above the -address 
its recipient has ,vrittcn 'ans\'vcrcdJ nnd1 as if trying to decide ho\,~ to 
spell the ,vord., c:spoon bjll' and 'spoouhiU., In the present tran~crjptton 
square brackets indicate a· deletion hy "\:\'bite., and pointed brackets 
indicate a rcstora tioii of text I ost through da magc. 

Selborne: [VI.arch 3 ro z 7 7 5. 
Denr Sir, 

As I have seen no n1odern n1ap of Scotland, l cannot pretend to say 
ho,v accurate or particular -any such may he: but this I kno,vl' that the 
best old 1uaps of that kingdo111 are-ver)T defective, & continually left me 
at a loss ,vhiJc I ,vas reading your tour. 

The great obvious defect that I h~ve rc1narkcd in i11 1naps of Scotb.nd 1 

that have failcn in my ,vay, is a ,vant of ri coloured linei or stroke{,) that 
shall e:\.'""a.Ctly define the just En1its of the district calle<l the li.lghlanJs. 
i\1 oreover nll the great a vcnu es to that mountainous & ron1nn tic conn try 
, Vi1 n t to be "~cJ 1 distinguished. The 1nil i ta ry roads f onncd by Gen era I 
vVadc ~re so great, & Rom;Jn-Jikc an undertaking., that ther ,veH merit 
your attention. J\1y old 1\1ap1 i\1o1Jls n1ap, takts notice of Fort ¥lil1i~Hll; 
but could not mention the other 16 that have been erected long 5jncc. 
1 ~he ref ore an exact representation of the chain of forts., that bit in the 
n1outh of stiff-necked C'1ledonin~ should he exactly deEneated. The cele-
brated zigzag up the Coryarich n1ust not he passed over. i\1o]i takes notice 
of Hamilton! Drunlfo.nrig1 & some fe,v· capital houses~ but you no doubt 
,vi l l express every seat & castle remarkable for n n y g rca t event, or cele-
bra tcd for jes pictures 1 &c: &c. I~ord Breada]bane's seat, & ben.utifnl policy 
n1adc too strong nn impression 011 your imaginatio·n to be omitted in your 
nev ... plan. 

It does not u ppcar that you sa,v· the seat of the . Earl of Egljntoun near 
Glasr.:o\v in either of your tours. l~hc pinc-pJantationsl' & other in1prove-
n1cnrs on that noblemnnts estate urc very grand & extensive .indeed .. 

You ,vill pardon -the f oHo\ving objection. In some })art of your tour 
you express surprizc to find that the Portugt1l laurc] shou1d thrive in so 
northerly a clin1ate 2s Scotland. No,v you ,vere led into this mistake hy 
the southerly epithet given to that tree: for I [kno\lt] have found by long 
experience that the laurel in question is one of the hardiest of evergreens. 

Vidc l\1iHcr's Gardener"s Dictionarr,. 
Not 1 ong 8i n cc a flock of spoon-btl Is, p ls talc a leu corodia t ,va s s-een near 

Yarn1outh in Norfolk; one of ,vhich \Vas shotr & sent to London., ,vhcrc 
Supply 'I or ts., 



Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XI, Number 3 (Autumn
1957) 

Gilbert White to Tho1JTas I'en11ant 

1ny Bror Thomas Vlhite saw it. These birds are so very rare in England, 
that they arc ncv·er 1nendoned in yt Brit: zool~ not even an1ong the strag-
glers of the appendix. "\Viilughby says that they abound in I-Iollilnd, & 
h u il d in tall trees: these birds therefore n, ust ha vc crossed the German 
occan 117 no narro,v frith; & retreated perhaps before that severe & rigorous 
"rcather ,vhich set-in so early in Novcmr in 3Jinost every northerly region 
of Europe. 

Pray ,vri te so on. 
I an1j ,vith due respect., 

Your n1ost humble servant, 
Gil: \~lhi tc 

The comment on the current lack of geographical kno,vlcdgc of 
Scotland in the first t,vo paragraphs perhaps serves to docurnent Sa1nuel 
Johnson,s n1ention of this lack and his tentative definition of 'the verge 
of the High]ands' in Jour11e')' to tbe Tf7 esteru · Islands of Scotlnud 
( 177 5), rn published seven ,veeks before the letter ,vas \Vrittcn. Basing 
his rcco111 n1cn da ti on s on th c d cfi cicn cics of one of I-I er n1 an l\·1 o 11 J s 
sn1a1Icr n1aps of Scotland, probably the one included jn A New Survey 
of tbe Globe (ca. 1729) and Atlas A1inor (ca. 173 2 ) 1 "\~'hitc ans,vcrs 
Pennanfs request for suggestions concerning a map to be dra\vn for a 
subsequent edition of his Tour in Scotland, i11DCCLXJX ( r 7 7 r) .. 1~ As 
published in 1777, Pennant's n1ap 1net only t\VO of '''hitc's requirc-
n1ents, containing i=an exact representation of the chain of forts' (Fort 
'''illiam, Fort Augustus> and Fort George) and marking the location 
of Lord Brcadalbane)s estate (Taymouth). The (coloured line, or 
stroke,' the military roads constructed h)7 Field 1\-1:irshal George ';\'ade 
in the late 17 2o's1 and the ~celebrated zigzag up' Corryarrick Hill near 
Fort Augustus \Vere on1ittcd. ,i\lhite's 1nention of J ... ord Breadalbane's 
~polic:y' at the end of the second paragraph derives from a note in Pen-
nant's Tour! ~This ,vord here signifies improvements 1 or dcn1csne: 
,vhen used by a n1erchant, or tradesman, signifies their \va.rchou~es, 
shops, -and the like .. ' 20 Dr Johnson a]so paused to exp]ain the ,vord in 
his J our11ey. 21 

11 Thc North Sea. 
iii Ed. R. \:\l', Chapman (Oxford, :r 9 ~4) 1 pp. 1 :z, 2 2. 

n '''hitc had n1cntioncd the 111~p in r'l lencr to J nhn of J ~nuary 1775 (I-I-\\'~ l1 

i 7 5 ) It ,vas pu bli.!ihc d hy Ben j n1 in ,,Thi te on I May 1 7 7 7; a copy fa j nserted in 
Harvard\~ copy of the fourth edition of the Tour (London, 1776). 

:;.-., A Tour iu Scotl'111d. klDCCLXfX 1 2nd ed. (London 1 1'77.2. )~ p. 80; the note 
w~s repeated in A Tour in Scotland. AfDCCLXXll. · Part 11 ( London, I776) 1 p. 34. 

n Chapn1an~s edition, p. 9. O\~erlooking Penna.ntt the 1'1ED cites ''-'hitcts and 
Johnson's uses :as the .first exarnple.s of 'poljcy 1 jn this m~aning, 
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The f on rth paragraph 2Iso concerns a passage in Pe1111ane s Tour of 
I 769: 'T recs of all kinds gro\v here extremely ,vel1; and even so 
southern a shrub as Portugal laurel flourishes greatly/ 2 ~. Disregarding 
"\~1hite 1s objection1 Pennant allo\ved the sentence to stnnd unchanged 
in the next edition of the To11r~ To Letter LXIII 2·~ of the Pilatural 
History, in ,v hich 'i\'hite tells Daines Barrington thnt during the frost 
of Dccc1nber 1784 'even n1y Portugal Jaurels .... ,vere scorched up/ 
a note is appended that eluc.:idatcs \X/hite1s belief in the tree's hardiness: 
'n1r. [Phi]ip] Aiiller1 in his Gardener's Dictionary·, says positively that 
the Portugal laurels rcn1aincd untouched in the rernarkab1e frost of 
1 7 3 9-40. So t hut either that -accurate observer ,vas n1 u ch n1is ta ken, 
or else the frost of Decen1ber 1784 ,v2s rnuch n1ore severe and destruc-
tive than that in tbe y·ear above-mentioned.' 

The last paragraph, , v hich closcl y rescn1 h les a passage in a Jetter to 
John of Iv1arch 9-11 (H-\\ 7., I~ 281), did effect a change ju Pcnnant"s 
,vorks. The 'fourth~ edition of the British Zoology, published in the 
follo,ving year, contained for the first ti1nc ~a1nong the stragglers of 
the appendix, (lit 5 3 8 f.) a nvo-pagc discourse on the Spoonbill (1.,Jn~ 
ta/ea Jeucorodia Linnaeus), beginning: 'A flock of these birds 1nigratcd 
into the 111arshcs near Yar1nouth, in l\7orf olk, in April., 1774. These 
birds inhabit the continent of E11rope. In i\1r. Ray's ti1nc, tl1c}T bred 
annual1y jn a ,v-ood at Se--venbuys'J not remote from Leyden: 24 but the 
,vood is no,v destroyed; and these birds ..... are at present Lel:orne 
very rare., The Spoonbill nevertheless still breeds in some numbers in 
Holland, and i!l a regular visitor to Norfolk and a nearlJ7 regular or 
frequent visitor to _Suffolk., I-Ian1pshirc, Devonshire, and Kent (most 
often from A.pril to Novernber) _uLi 

Editing the nvo letters for publication in the Natrrral I-Iistory, ,vhite 
1nade about fif t)7 textu:il ch:ange~ ( other than ~Iterations in spelling, 
punctuation, and italicization) in the passages that he retained. A fe,v 
of these ,vere necessit~ted by the exclusion of jnrroductory· 1naterial, so 

. that, for exan1pJe, 1arnong the collection" becan1e \1n1ong the collection 
Sc cond edition, p. 7 8. 

!::) 1\ 1.isn u1n be rel1 LXII in the original edition; the nvo letters j 1n1neclia~cl y prc-
ced ing it \Vere both headed '"Letter LXI.' 

$!~ The ref crcnc:c, ~s in the: final paragraph of ,,.7hitcis Jetter, is to John Ray"'s 
edition of Frands v~1iUug-huy\; Ornitf.,o[og}a (London., 1676)! pp. l I l t! or to his 
Eng]ish tr8nslation of it (London, 1678), p. :289 . 

. I-L F. ~Tit herby and othcrs 1 T ha l land book of Brit isb Bird t, I 11 {London, 
1939 )t 120. 
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of birds f ro1n Gibraltar, at the begjnn ing of Letter XXXII I 4 0th crs 
,vere factu2l corrections (like 'sto11e-c11rlewl for 'C\lrle,vs"), clarifica-
tions (like 'birttndo 111elha, the great Gibraltar s,vift' for 'Hirundo 
melba/ a.nd '111y Na.rur2Iises Journal'" "for (my lournaP), and the re-
sults of striving for more accurate description ( 1seeming to advance 1 

for 'advancing,' and the on1ission of the re1nark that Stone-CurJe,vs 
never drink) 4 l'vlany··of the changes in dictjon ~re accountable in tcr1ns 
of style or sense (like 'place of _obscrvationt for the inkhorn ~divcr-
sud um/ and 'country' for 'kjngdom' app~icd to Spain). A f c,v arc un-
ex pl a i u ah 1 et ] i kc th c s11 bsti tu ti on of 'a cco nn t' for 're 111a r ks, that resul tcd 
in an unfortunate repetition: cl\1y Sussex friend .. to \vho1n I ap-
p1icd on account of the sto11e-curlews., oedic11eu1us, sends me the fol-
lo\ving account.' "\¥hen not n1ade as corrections or clarifications, ex-· 
pansions ,vcrc generally dictated by the availabilit)T of nc,v inf orina-
tion (as in the description of the Stonc-Curlc,vs), ,vhilc 0111issions 
serv cd to cli111i n a tc red u n d a ncics + 

~l'hc mo st significant al tc rations ,vere motivated by t\ vo desi dera-
ti ons, rcstrai n t and in1 pcrso na1i za ti on. An example of the first is the 
toning d o,vn of th is sentence: (Therefore an exact representation of 
the chain of forts~ that bit in the mouth of stiff-necked Caledonia, 
should be exactly delineated/ ,vhich became in the printed version 
simply, 'therefore a good representation of the chain of forts should 
not be omitted.' The removal of personality is effected by brief sub-
stitutions (Hke 'birds that come to Gibrnlt(rr, for "'birds seen at Gibral-
tar,/ and 'There is reason to think' for tI believe") and by 111-ajor ch-angcs. 
Though J_,etter XLII is still nominally addressed to Pennant~ all refer~ 
ences to 11i1n and to his books and travels v?crc omitted in revision, so 
that a. passage like the follo,vingt .cyou no doubt "rill express every scat 
& castle re1n-a.rkable for 2ll) 7 great event, or celebrated for it's pictures, 
&c: &c. Lord Breadalbanc~s scat, & beautiful policy made too strong 
an impression on your im~gination to be on1ittcd in )7 0Ur nc,v plan/ 
is considerably n1odificd ns printed: ~a nc\v survey., no doubt, should 
represent every seat and castle remarkable for any great event, or cele-
brated for it"s paintingst &c. T ~ord Rreadnlbtrne"s seat and heautif ul 
policy arc too curious and extraordinary to he on1itted.' The ~Itera-
tions of '1ny Bror, to 'my rel~tion' and ~the n1arkct at Gibraltar~ si111 ply 
to .'the n1arket' ( no,v located .son1c,\rhcrc in Andalusia!) in the penulti...; 
mate sentence of the earlier letter further exemplify '''hitc,s desire to 
rcn1ove the specific details of the original. 
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In \vhat appears to be the latest manuscript version of the Natural 
History (lvritten out h)T a.n amanuensis and corrected by 1''hite), now 
u\vncd by l\1r .A..rthur A. 1-ioughton., Jr, of Ne,v York., :.:e 1nost of these 
changes are e1nbodicd ,vithout signs of revjsion. Correcting the pas-
sa gcs based on the 1--Iarvard le ttcrs, White introduced only eight signifi-
cant additional changes to arrive ·at his final n1an uscri pt tcxt 1 f ron1 
,v11ich the ,vork ,vas set in type. (The n~g]igible variants from cor-
rected 1nanuscript to printed text arc easily attributed to the printcr4) 
It is not kno,vn ho,v 1nany intcrn1cdiatc versions separate the original 
1cttcrs· fron1 l\1r Houghton's manuscript4 Ho\vever, because one_ of 
these eight final changes ,v.as the insertion of 1forts, jnro the incotnplete 
phrase 'other that have been erected' ~1 it may be suggested that the 
manuscript is removed by not 1nore than one or nvo stages of rc-
,vri ting from the earliest versions though \\thitc 's progress jn shap-
ing the Natural History can be merely guessed at until all available 
materials, letters, j ou rn als., man user i pts, pr in tc d t cxt 1 are :; tudie d at 
length. It may· be of interest that Letter XXXIII ,vas originally nun1-
bcrcd '2 2' and then '2 3/ and l..~ettei XLII originally "28, and '3 2 / 

}ACK STILLINGER 

MI =i.m indebted to 1\1"r Houghton and -to his :.lssistnnt, i\1rs 1\.1::iry Jane BcaU11 for 
info nu:l ti on -and photo stats. . 

,., See f ootnotc 1 6 -a ho\' c. Though the in com pl eten css of the p hrasc is question-
ab 1 c, the latest example cited br the NED of 'other' as p1nral form ·rne::uung 'the 
rem:rl i ni n g on cs] th~ rest' ( ,:vhi te 1.s Letter XU( to Penna nt1 r 7 A ugu~ t 1 768: 1 it is 
a size forger than the t'i.VO other~-) is not a cle~r instance of the plur~l substantive, 
,vhile the second late-st cxanipk, tl1c last ins~ance ghren of 1other' as the subject of 
a plural ,Terbt antedates \Vhirc'.s l~tc'crs hy more than a century. 

. . . 
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