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SOME EARLY BRITISH ORNITHOLOGISTS 
AND THEIR WORKS. 

BY 

W. H. MULLENS, M.A., LL.M., M.B.O.TT. 

III.—CHRISTOPHER MERRETT 

(1614—1695). 

THE first printed list of British Birds is that contained in the 
" Pinax Rerum . . . Britannicarum " of Christopher Merrett, 
or Merret. This small 8vo work was published in London in 
1666, and was, as its name denotes (Pinax = a list, or index) 
an attempt on Merrett's part to catalogue the vegetables, 
animals, and minerals, of Great Britain. Of the 223 pages 
of which the book consists, 165 are devoted to botany, 42 to 
zoology, and the remainder to minerals. In making his 
list Merrett was content, at any rate as regards the birds, 
to do little more than enumerate those which he considered 
he had identified from the descriptions of Ulyses Aldrovandus, 
whose twelve books on birds, largely founded on the work 
of Gesner, appeared between 1599 and 1603, and of Johannes 
Jonstonus, a Scotsman by descent, but by birth a Pole, the 
first edition of whose " History of Birds " appeared jn 1650.* 
The English names are added in many cases, but the few short 
notes are rarely original, and Merrett does not seem up to this 
time to have devoted much personal attention to the observa
tion or study of birds ; indeed, the chief object of his book 
was to replace the " Phytologia " (London, 1 vol., 8vo) of 
William Howe (1620-1656) a " Flora " which had appeared 

* Merrett 's references to Gesner and Belon, both, as authors, far 
more accurate than the two above-mentioned, are, unfortunately, 
but few. 
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in 1650, and speedily passed out of print. Meagre and im
perfect as Merrett's efforts must now appear, his work was 
at any rate the first of its kind, and was held in high estimation 
by his contemporaries. Sir Thomas Browne (1605-1682), 
the celebrated author of the " Religio Medici," with whom 
Merrett had entered into correspondence when he was 
contemplating a new and enlarged edition of the " Pinax," 
thus writes :— 

" July 13th, 1668. 
" To Dr. Meret. 

" most honoured Sir,—I take ye boldnesse to salute you 
as a person of singular worth and learning and whom I very 
much respect and honour. . . . I should be very glad to 
serve you by any observations of mine against yr. second 
edition of your Pinax which I cannot sufficiently commende." 
(cf. Southwell's Notes and Letters on the Natural History of 
Norfolk, etc." London, 1902. 1 vol., 8vo, p. 57). 

Dr. John Fleming, the author of " A History of British 
Animals " (Edinburgh, 1828, 1 vol., 8vo) also appreciates the 
" Pinax," and describes it as " This small work, which, though it 
claims little more than the merit of a catalogue, exhibits many 
proofs of great diligence, and rises in importance, when viewed 
as a first attempt at the construction of a British Fauna," 
a far juster criticism than Pulteney's (Richard Pulteney, 
1730-1801, author of " Historical Sketches of the Progress 
of Botany," 1790) that it was " extremely superficial." 

As regards the book itself, a facsimile of the title page of 
the first edition (1 Vol., small 8vo) is here given. 

The Collation is :—pp. 2, Title & Imprimatur, + pp. 7, 
Epist. Dedicat. -r pp. 21, Epist. ad Lect., + pp. 231 + p. 1. 

This edition (of 1666) is very rare, many copies having 
presumably been destroyed in the Great Fire of London of that 
same year, either at the printer's or at Merrett's house. 

In the next year, 1667, there appeared two editions, or 
re-issues of the " Pinax," similar in contents to the original, 
but with different title pages, as below, one entitled " Editio 
Secunda," as follows :— 
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Pinax / Rerum Natural ium / Britannicarum, / continens / 
Vegetabilia, Animalia, / et / Fossilia, / In hac Insula reperta 
inchoatus / Editio Secunda. / Auctore / Christophoro Merrett,/ 
Medicinae Doctore utriusque Societatis / Regiae Socio primoque 
Musaei Har- / veani Custode. / (quotation from Hippocrates) 
Londini, / Typis T. Roycroft, Impensis Cave Pulleyn, Prostat 
apud / Sam Thomson in vico vulgo dicto Duck lane, 1667. / 
1 vol., small 8vo. 

Collation : pp. 2, Title & Imprimatur . + pp. 10, Epist. 
Dedicat. + pp. 20, Epist. ad Lect. + pp . 223 + p . 1. 

The other, a mere reprint of the original edition :— 
Pinax / Rerum Naturalium / Britannicarum, / continens / 

Vegetabilia, Animalia, / et / Fossilia, / In hac Insula reperta 
inchoatus. / Auctore / Christoporo Merrett, / Medicinae Doctore 
utriusque Societatis / Regiae Socio promoque Musaei Har- / 
veani Custode. / (quotation from Hippocrates) Londini, / 
Typis T. Roycroft, Impensis Cave Pulleyn. / MDCLXVII. 

1 vol., small 8vo. Collation as above. 
I t will be noticed tha t the date of this last edition, unlike 

tha t of the first, and the " editio secunda," is in Roman, not 

Arabic, figures. 

(Engelmann gives an Edition of 1704. N.S.) 

Although there appears to be no evidence tha t Merrett 

published any edition of the " Pinax " later than 1667, he cer

tainly contemplated doing so, and in August, 1668, he writes 

Sir T. Browne t h a t : " Besides those mentioned in ye pinax 

I have 100 to add & . . . I doe entreat this favour off yu 

to inform me fuller off those unknown things . . . " and in 

response to this request Sir Thomas Browne placed at his 

disposal the notes which he had prepared " of many animals 

in these parts whereof 3 years agoe a learned gentleman of 

this Country wished me to give him some account, which while 

I was doing ye gentleman my good friend died." 

Christopher Merrett, who, like so many of the earlier 

ornithologists, was by profession a physician, was born at 

Winchcomb, in Gloucestershire, on Feb. 16th, 1614. In 

1631 he became a member of Gloucester Hall, Oxford, and 

removed to Oriel College in 1633. He took his B.A. degree 

in 1635, and then, devoting himself to the study of medicine, 
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graduated M.B. in 1636, and M.D. in 1643. He afterwards 
settled in London, became a Fellow of the Royal College of 
Physicians in 1651, and Gulstonian Lecturer in 1654. Through 
the influence of his friend, Dr. William Harvey (1578-1657) 
Merrett became the first librarian of the College. He resided 
at Amen Corner, and is stated by Wood (Athen. Oxon.) to have 
acquired a considerable practice. The bulk of the library 
belonging to the College, and Merrett's house were, however, 
destroyed in the Great Fire, and Merrett lost his appointment. 
He thereupon brought an action against the Royal College 
of Physicians, in which he claimed that he was entitled to 
his office for life. In this claim he failed, and was ultimately 
in 1681 expelled from his Fellowship, nominally for non-
attendance. He died at his house in Hatton Garden, August 
19th, 1695, and was buried " 12 feet deep in the church of 
St. Andrew's, Holborne." (Wood.) Merrett was the author 
of numerous other works, chiefly on medicine, and he also 
contributed several papers on " vegetable physiology " to the 
" Philosophical Transactions." His name is commemorated 
in Botany. S. F. Gray having in his " Natural Arrangement 
of British Plants " (1821), given the name of Merrettia to a 
group of unicellular Algce. 

We here print Merrett's list of birds verbatim, adding, with 
the assistance of Mr. W. Warde Fowler, a few short explanatory 
notes, which are placed within thick square brackets. The 
pages of the original text are enclosed within ordinary square 
brackets. 

[Page 170] Aves Britannicce. 
Terrestres Camivorm. 

Aquila, the Eagle, I. 10, tab. 1. 2. Aid. 110. G. 149. quandoq ; 
hue migrat ex Hibernia ubi abundat. 

[" Migrates out of Ireland where it abounds." Merrett 
has here, as elsewhere, availed himself freely of information 
contained in Giraldus Cambrensis' (1146-1223) "Topography 
of Ireland."* Giraldus in his ninth chapter, which deals with 

* First printed in 1577 (Anderson). 
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•*' The Eagle and its Nature," informs us that " Eagles are 
as numerous here (i.e., in Ireland) as kites are in other 
countries."] 

Aocipiter, the Hawk, I. 20. tab. 7. Aid. 225. 228. G. 3. 
Haliaetus, the Sea Eagle, vel Osprey Turn. Quandoq; 

conspicitur in Cornubia, I. 12. tab. 2. Aid. 188. 190. G. 177. 
sine ieone. 

[The Osprey, cf. Turner (Evans' edition, pp. 35, 37,193-195).* 
Giraldus seems to have been responsible for the idea, freely 
copied by later writers, that " By an extraordinary con
trivance of sportive nature, one of their feet spreads open, 
armed with talons, and adapted for taking their prey, the other 
is close, harmless, and only fit for swimming." Merrett's 
statement that it is seen in Cornwall is, no doubt, taken from 
Carew's " Survey of Cornwall " (1602, Fol. 35).] 

Lanarius, the Lanar, mas vocatur, the Lanaret, Aid. 381.382. 
I. 24. tab. 9.—in Shirwood Forest, in agro Notinghamensi, 
and in Dean Forest, in agro Glaucestrensi. 

[The name " Lanar " has been applied to various species 
of Falcons (cf. Newton, Diet. Birds, p. 503). I t is doubtful 
if Merrett here means Falco lanarius—probably this bird 
never bred in the British Isles—but vide Latham's " Falconry " 
(1618, Book 11, p. 112), and Hollingshead "Description of 
England " (1577, Ch. V., p. 227) to the contrary.] 

Accip. Palumbarius, the Goshawk, mas dicitur the Tassel, 
Tertiolus, G. 43. 

[The Goshawk, cf. Willughby (p. 85). "Tassel," or 
Tercel, the term applied by falconers to the male of the 
Goshawk and Peregrine.] 

Aceip. Fringillarius, & Nisus, the Sparrow-Hawk, I. 22. 
tab. 8. Aid. 346. 347. G. 44. mas appellator, the Muschel, 
In plerisq ; locis sylvaticis. 

[" The male is called Muschel." The male of the Sparrow-
hawk was termed in falconry the Musket—cf. " Diary of 
Master William Silence" (p. 151), and " Merry Wives of 
Windsor " (3.3.21) : " How now, my eyas-musket."] 

Tinnunculus mas & raemina, a Stannel, or StonegdU, I. 
22. tab. 8. Aid. 358. a Keshrel, or Kastrel, in tractibus Austral. 
G. 46.. 

[" Stannel" = Kestrel, cf. Swainson " Provincial Names of 
British Birds " (p. 140).] 

* References to Turner are from Mr. A. H. Evans ' edition. Cam
bridge. 1903. 1 vol. 8vo. 
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Faleo, the Faulcon, I. 30. tab. 12. speciem nescio, in Pem-
brook-shire. 

[The figure in Jonstonus is seemingly that of the Peregrine, 
cf. Willughby (pp. 76 and 79) for Peregrine.] 

Coccyx, Cueulus, the Cuckoe, or Quckoe, I. 24. tab. 10. Aid. 
414, 416. sub medium Aprilis nos advolat. 

Lanius, the Butcher, or murdering Bird, I. 24. [Page 171.] 
tab. 10. Aid. 389. G. 520. vidi juxta Kingsland, sestivo tempore 
ter. quaterve. Lanius Cinereus Anglice, a Skreek, G. 520. 

Laniorum duas alias species observavit nobilis vir D. 
Willoughby totius naturae diligentissimus Callentissimusq; 
scrutator non solum per Britanniam sed maximam partem 
Europae. 

[Most probably the Red-backed Shrike, since he saw it in 
summer. The two other species of Shrike observed by 
Willughby were (1) "The greater Butcher-Bird, or Matta-
gesse, and in the Peak of Derbyshire after the German name 
Wierangel, or Werangel, Lanius Cinerus Major" ; and (2) 
" The Wood-chat, Lanius Minor Cinereo-ruffus," cf. " The 
Ornithology " (p. 21). 

The word " Shreek" was applied to the Mistle-Thrush 
and also to the Barn-Owl in old English vocabularies of the 
eleventh and fifteenth century. Willughby seems to infer 
that Turner was responsible for the name Shrike, as applied 
to the Butcher-bird, and John Ray, in " A Collection of 
English Words " (London, 1674, 1 vol., 12mo, p. 83) confirms 
this.] ' 

Milvus, the forked taiVd Kite, I. 24. tab. 11. Aid. 395. G. 
549. Turn, a Olede, a Puttock. 

IPf. Turner (Evans' Ed., p. 117) " milvus, in English, a 
glede, a puttock, a kyte." The name " puttock " was also 
applied by Willughby to the Buzzard (p. 70).] 

Subuteo, the ring-tail'd Kite, I. 24, tab. 9. 
[The Ringtail was the old name for the female Hen-Harrier. 

Cf. Willughby (p. 21). Merrett seems to have added Kite by 
mistake.] 

Buteo Triorchis, the Buzzard, Aid 367. 
[Willughby makes the curious statement (p. 21) that 

this bird is a great destroyer of conies.] 
Peronos, the bald Buzzard, or Kite. 
[Turner applies the name " Bald-Buzzard " to the Marsh-

Harrier, which he says the English call" Balbushard"(c/. Evans' 
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Edition, p. 33). Merrett here again wrongly introduces the 
word Kite.] 

Noctua, the Night, or little grey Owl, I. 48. tab. 18. Aid. 
torn. 1. 544. Bubo Turn, a like Fowl, 

[Turner says " bubo, in English alyke foule" (p. 47). 
I t is difficult to determine what Owl Merrett here refers to. 
Can it be the Little Owl ? The Short-eared Owl is called to 
this day the " grey yogle " in the Shetlands (cf. Swainson, 
p. 129). I t is not, however, a night Owl. Charleton in 
his " Onomasticon Zoicon" (1668, p. 70) calls "Noctua" 
" the Common Grey Owl."] 

Ulula, the white hooping Owl, or Owlet, or Howlet, I. tab. 19. 
Aid. 538. G. 700. 

[Ulula = the Barn-Owl.] 
Strix, tJie Screech, or Screeching Owl, I. tab. 19. Aid. 563. 
[The Screech Owl = the Tawny Owl(c/. Swainson, p. 129.)] 
Corvus, the Raven, I. 38. tab. 16, Aid. 694. in ulmetis juxta-

sedes nobilium, G. 294. 
Corvus, I. 38. tab. 16. our common or Carrion Crow, G. 282. 

Cornix nigra, Aid. 736. & Cornix simpliciter Turn. 
Cornix frugilega, spermologus, a Rook, I. 40. tab. 17. Aid. 

torn. 1. 753. 
Cornix aquat. Hanc videt Turn, apud Morpetenses in ripis 

fluminum, G. 293. suspicor esse, the mur Cornuhiensium. 
[This is the Water-Ouzel, or Dipper. Merrett has been 

misled by Turner's use of the Northumbrian name 
" Watercraw" (Evans' Edition, p. 23), and has placed it 
among the Corvidce. He has further confused the matter by 
suspecting it to be the Cornish " Mur." The word " murre " 
is used in Cornwall to designate the Razor-Bill, called also 
the Sea-Crow (cf. Swainson, p. 217).] 

Cornix Cinerea, the Royston Crow, I. ubi supra, Aid. 755. 
[Formerly also spelt Roiston Crow (cf. Ray, op. cit., p. 83, 

and Cotgrave's Dictionary). Willughby (p. 22) says : 
" Common in Cambridgeshire about Newmarket and 
Royston."] 

[Page 172.] Graculus vel Monedula, a Jackdaw, a Chough, 
Turn, a Caddo, a Ka, I. 38. tab. 16. Aid. 771. G. 467. 

[Jackdaws were sometimes called Choughs (cf. Harting's 
Ornithology of Shakespeare, p. 119).] 

Coracias Arist. the Cornish Chough, I. 38. tab. 16. Aid. 
768. In omnibus oris maritimis a Cornubia ad Doroberniam. 
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[Charleton (op. cit.) says its Cornish name was " the 
Killegrew " (cf. Swainson, p . 74).] 

Pica Glandaria, a Jay, I. 40. tab . 17. Aid. 789. Garrulus 
avis, G. 634. 

Pica, the Magpie, Pyot, Py-anet, I . 40. tab . 17. Pica varia 
seu caudata, Aid. torn. I . 85. G. 628. 

[Ray (p. 84) has Pianet (cf. Swainson, p . 75).] 

Pica Marina, the Sea Pye, I . u t supra Aid. tab . 792. 794. 

[The Oyster-Catcher (cf. Turner, Evans ' Edition, p. 199 ; 
and also Swainson, p . 188). The Pica Marina of 
Aldrovandus is the Roller (cf. also Willughby, p . 132). Ray 
properly places the " Sea-pie " among the Waders (p. 80).] 

Vespertilio, a Bat, Flittermouse, Rearmouse, I. 52. tab . 
20. Aid. 574. G. 604. vesperi apparet sestate. Hyeme vero 
latet in cryptis, & rupibus. 

[Merrett, following the example of Gesner,* Belon,f 
Aldrovandus,J Jonstonus,§ and LovellJ has placed the 
Bat in his list of birds. Charleton follows Merrett, and 
Albin as late as 1738 includes the Ba t in his " History of 
Birds " (cf. Linnaeus, Fauna Suecica, p . 7). Turner, avoiding 
this error, makes no mention of the Bat in his " Avium . . . 
Historia." Rearmouse = Reremouse, cf. Bartholomew (de 
Proprietatibus Rerum, Berthelet 's Edition, 1535, Book XII . , 
Eo. 38), and Shakespeare (M.N.D., I I . , 2.4.) :— 

" Some war with rere-mice for their leathern wings 
(To make my small elves coats ."] 

Loxias, the Shell-Apple, Aid. 2. 877. I . 46. sine Icone in agro 
Warwic. in Pomariis, Mr. Willoughby. 

[The Shell-apple = the Crossbill (cf. Carew, Fol. 25,Willughby, 
p . 248, and Swainson, p . 67).] 

Caprimulgus, the Goat-sucker, I. 52. tab . 20. Aid. 568. G. 
215. Hunc ccepit Dominus Cole, in agro Hantoniensi, an. 
1664. rara admodum avis. 

[ I t is strange tha t Merrett should describe the Goatsucker 
as a rare bird. Turner also does not mention it as a British 
bird, but relates tha t he made enquiries concerning its habits 
in Switzerland.] 

* Conrad Gesner (1516—1561), " De Avibus," 1555. 
t Pierre Belon (ob. 1564), " L'Histoire des Oyseaux," 1555. 
% Ulyses Aldrovandus (1522—1605), " Ornithologia;," 1599. 
§ Johannes Jonstonus (1603—1675), " De Avibus, 1650. 
|| Robert Lovell (1630—1690), " History of Animals," 1661. 
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Aves Granivorce non canorm. 
Pavo, the Peacock, I. 52. tab. 22. Aid. 219. G. 594. 
. . . Easm the Peahen, I. 56. tab. 22. Aid. ib. plo. 
Gallo pavo, the Turkey-cock, I. 58. tab. 24. Aid. tab. 2. 

39. G. 426. 
Phasianus, the Pheasant, I. ut supra Aid. torn. 2. 49. G. 619. 

Horum pulli vocantur Pouts, Est albus & alter fuscus. 
[Page 173.] Urogallus, major Cock of the Wood, I. 60. tab. 

25. Urogallus seu Tetrao major Aid. 2. 64. in Hibernia 
occurrit. 

[The Capercalzie (also as Caprieala, p. 179). Merrett's 
statement that it occurs in Ireland is derived from Giraldus 
Cambrensis' " Topography of Ireland " (Chapter X.), " wild 
peacocks here abound in the woods," c/. also Willughby 
(p. 23), " This is not found in England, but in Ireland there 
be of them," and Ussher and Warren, " Birds of Ireland " 
(P- 330).] 

Gallina Coryllorum, the Easel Hen, Grous, I. 60. tab. 25. 
Aid. 2. 82. Bonosa Albert, G. 203. 

[Merrett here differs from Aldrovandus, who figures what 
is apparently the Erancolin, under the title Attagen, and 
states that it was also called the Hazel Hen. Gallina 
coryllorum, Aldrovandus calls Rab-hun. There is some con
fusion here, as in many other of Merrett's statements, the 
Hazel Hen, as far as we know, never having inhabited Great 
Britain.] 

Gall. Africana, the Guiney Hen, I. 58. tab. 24. Gallina 
Guinea, Aid. torn. 2. 337. meleagris vel Gallus Numidicus, 
G. 424. 

Otis, Tarda, Bistarda, the Bustard, I. 62. tab. 26. Aid. 
288. G. 430. On Newmarket Heath, & in Campestribus 
Sarisburiensibus. 

[Turner (p. 167), " i n English a Bustard or a Bistard" 
(c/. Willughby, p. 178).] 

Attagen, a Godwit, I. 62, tab. 26. Aid. 275, in agro Lincoln. 
[Turner's " Attagen " (p. 45) is the Godwit, cf. also Wil

lughby (p. 292).] 
Perdix Ruffa, the Partridge, I. 62, tab. 27. Aid. 2. 139. G. 

606. 
Coturnix, the Quail, I. 62. tab. 27. Aid. torn. 2. 153. G. 311. 

(To be continued.} 


