
foot an extensive stretch of lowland countryside, none of it all that distant from
home, as he had to do in the first instance, is hardly comparable with the feats 
of endurance that some authors have found it necessary to perform in areas that
are both faraway and rugged. For example, to procure specimens of two endemic
species of whitebeam that grow in a remote part of the Isle of Arran, for his artist,
Florence Strudwick, to draw for their Further Illustrations of British Plants, R. W.
Butcher made the 400-mile journey from London in a third-class railway carriage
overnight and made it back again the following night, in his anxiety to keep the
cost to a minimum and sacrifice no more of his annual leave allowance than
absolutely necessary. But that was nothing to the rigours undertaken by some of
the pioneer bird photographers, whose cumbersome equipment added an extra
layer of arduousness. One of those, Cherry Kearton, made a train journey of more
than 400 miles preparatory to lugging his camera up and down a mountain for
over a dozen miles further – only for a thick mist to descend just as the apparatus
was being erected and completely obscure the nest that he had travelled all that
way just to capture a shot of.

In common with other pursuits, natural history seems always to have had its
share of individuals endowed with such superabundant energy that discharging
some in hectic bursts acts as a kind of release. The botanist John Lindley was
famously one of those. For the first three-quarters of his life he never knew what
it was to feel fatigue, he credibly asserted, and he was proud of never having taken
a holiday till he reached the age of fifty-two. As a young man, avid for books but
without the money to buy more than a very few, he once had a rare French volume
on short loan from a trusting friend and immediately on its receipt worked on it
non-stop for three days without going to bed. His English translation of it,
Observations on the Structure of Fruits and Seeds, published the next year, included
six new plates from drawings of his own that he had made in the meantime.

In the earliest days of natural history the borrowing of books by one naturalist
from another was often essential, particularly by authors of monographs, which
could require the extensive consulting of earlier works in maybe several languages,
and particularly if they lived in remote country areas (as so many in that era did).
Most of the works needed were only to be had from the fine libraries of the wealthy,
who could have been rightly wary of letting valuable volumes out of their sight and
entrusting them to individuals with less than impeccable credentials or exposing
them to the risk of damage or loss in the mail. Sending any books by post, moreover,
was an expensive matter in itself. On the other hand helping a needy, proven scholar
by this means, as Sir Hans Sloane helped John Ray on frequent occasions, was just
another way of acting as a patron of learning and provided justification for the
fortunes spent on acquiring great collections of books of which so relatively few were
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probably ever made use of for personal study by their owners. Such considerations
presumably came into play far less when the lending was by one wealthy owner to
another, especially if the two were collaborators on some project. We know that
when William Borrer and Dawson Turner were preparing their Lichenographica
Britannica, foreign monographs passed between Sussex and Norfolk repeatedly. 
Yet lending even to an enthusiast of the same social standing and reputability as
oneself was not invariably free from risk, as William Withering discovered to his cost
when a fellow physician in a neighbouring town, Jonathan Stokes, failed to return a
sizeable portion of his botanical library and he had to go to law to retrieve it.

Learned tomes formed the prevailing reading matter of naturalists as long 
as books of all kinds continued to be luxury objects, by virtue of having to be
produced by onerous craft methods and with a costly imported material, paper. In
the near-absence of the specialist periodicals that would later emerge there was
little else indeed with a bearing on the subject that naturalists could buy 
and read, for there were still far too few of them to make works with a lighter
character viable commercially. These scholarly works themselves appeared only
because, along with reference collections, they were the basic tools without which
this group of studies could not be entered and pursued at a serious level, and
those who could afford to do so had no option but to stump up for the high prices
that obtained. Although the middle years of the eighteenth century saw a surge in
demand for illustrated works on the flora and fauna of exotic lands, as part of a
wider vogue for travel literature, books with the natural history of the British Isles
as their focus could not compete with those in glamour, and they stolidly
remained one of the market’s obscurer sections, sustained only by an adequacy of
devotees with the necessary long purses.

As we shall see, that pattern changed radically in the second quarter of the
nineteenth century. Through a combination of factors the reading public greatly
expanded and the market for natural history books assumed the much more diverse
character that it has sustained ever since. There continued to be a solid substratum
of scholarly works underlying the several new layers that were now brought into
being, but despite being assisted by cross-subsidy on the part of certain publishers
its commercial viability was as much a matter for concern then as it has been ever
since. Books which represent the outcome of a heavy investment of time and money
extending over many years tend of necessity to be of more than average dimensions
even if they are not also inescapably technical. Costlier to produce for these reasons
alone, their usual minority appeal dictates a high cover price too. Yet it is the bottom
layer that matters most for the continuing vitality of the subject, for, together with
the learned journals, it constitutes the critical filter through which new findings pass
before becoming absorbed into the general store of knowledge.
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Once this layering of the market took place, authors began to turn out shorter,
less technical, more readable books with a new realistic prospect of making
significant amounts of money from them. Many wrote out of high-mindedness,
with a religious or educational motive that was uppermost, but the financial one
was probably in all cases not as unimportant as it was and had been for those
whose overriding concern was to see the outcome of their studies converted into
the security and prominence of print. Many active naturalists who failed ever to
put any of their works into print may have sheltered behind the pretext that they
could not afford the expense involved when the real reason was simply inertia.
Others compromised by writing anonymously or using a pseudonym. Women in
particular were reluctant to publish without some veiling of this kind, perhaps
because they feared to be considered ‘forward’, perhaps out of general diffidence.
Some of them, indeed, like the renowned Amelia Griffiths of Torquay, who
became one of the leading experts on seaweeds, were seemingly content to leave it
to others to bring their efforts to wider notice, in effect publishing by proxy. At
least one instance is known of a married woman even expressing guilt about
engaging in natural history at all. Anna Maria Hussey, a busy parson’s wife and
mother of three children, produced paintings of fungi that grew around her home
in Kent that were numerous and good enough to make up two successive series of
her eventual Illustrations of British Mycology (Fig. 5). Yet in a letter to her mentor, the
great Miles Berkeley, she once confided, ‘I am always under the uncomfortable
impression that the thing I am doing is not the right thing to be doing.’

A few of those who turned out ‘popular’ books did so out of financial
desperation, we now know. One was the first occupant of the Chair of Botany at
Cambridge University, the unfairly maligned Richard Bradley, whose prodigious
output – which descended into plagiarism – on a great range of topics, of which
natural history was only one, was occasioned by his need to climb out of debt.
How that debt came about is unknown, though one researcher has plausibly
suggested the South Sea Bubble as the cause, on grounds of chronology.
Certainly, sudden financial disaster seems to have been the commonest reason
why naturalists took to the pen. Captain Thomas Brown, another prolific author,
was forced to earn a living by that means when his flax-spinning mill burnt down
uninsured. Priscilla Wakefield did so, in her mid-forties, when her husband was
experiencing business difficulties. Edward Forbes, on the other hand, was careful
not to injure his reputation as a scientist when his father’s bankruptcy suddenly
whisked away his generous allowance: his hectic life as a freelance journalist for a
period thereafter was confined to the respectable end of the periodical press and
combined with part-time work exploiting his natural history expertise as a
lecturer and a curator. His contemporaries fortunate enough to be ensconced in
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one of the very few permanent posts in the subject were scarcely better off
financially, though, if they had little or no private means to supplement the
miserable stipend that tended to be the norm; their job security, however, meant
that they could afford to be less high-minded about the kind of literary work they
undertook as a remunerative sideline. Dr George Shaw, who was notably active on
this front in the years 1780–1825, spent so much of his official time ‘writing for
the booksellers’ that he totally neglected the British Museum’s natural history
collections (according to William Swainson, a not altogether trustworthy witness,
for he fancied that job for himself).

But some naturalists have turned to authorship simply because they found it
a more congenial alternative profession. J. G. Wood is the outstanding example 
of that: he tried pastoral work for a year or two before finding books a more
satisfying form of preaching. James Duncan, the pioneer of Scottish entomology,
after following his father into the ministry soon came to recognise that he was
too shy ever to be successful in that and turned instead to earning a living as a
writer and editor.
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In rare cases books have arisen out of more esoteric motives. A Bristol physician,
E. H. Swete, is said to have published his early Flora of that district with the aim
of winning patients for his practice by presenting himself as a man of science (in
days when doctors still listed botanical publications in their entries in the
Medical Directory). The £80 he paid to have the book printed and distributed he
clearly regarded as a worthwhile investment. Such indeed was the faith that he
had in it as a reputation-builder that he carefully concealed the fact that the first
half had been written by someone else with greater local knowledge.

At least two other books of a similar kind published around that same period
had senior medical men as their nominal authors but are now known to have
been largely based, with only slight acknowledgement, on data supplied to them
by obscure individuals in humble circumstances. Thus did the young Edwin Lees
‘devil’ for Charles Hastings in Worcestershire and the poverty-stricken Richard
Buxton for J. B. Wood in Manchester. It rather looks as if there was a tacit
convention in those days whereby those who had a rich store of records but who
could not afford to have them published otherwise were prepared, as a quid pro
quo, to allow a professional man of high local standing to make free use of their
work and receive such credit as might result from his nominal authorship. The
brokers of these arranged marriages were no doubt printers, who felt able to take
the risk of publishing a learned book on a purely local topic only if it was ‘carried’
by a name of some distinction – and reasonably convincingly.

A better-known instance of ghosting – because of the far-reaching repercussions
this proved to have – is the two volume A Natural Arrangement of British Plants, the
first work in English to expound and champion the superior virtues of the natural
system of classification (as opposed to the artificial Linnaean one that still
dominated the field at the time of the book’s appearance in 1821). The nominal
author in this case was Samuel Frederick Gray, a pharmacist who made his living
as a medical writer, an eccentric figure well-known for hair that came down to 
his knees and as the last man in London to continue to wear a tricorn hat. After
completing the preface, and half of the first volume, however, his persistently
precarious health gave way and he was forced to entrust the rest to his more than
capable 21-year-old son, John Edward, a future head of the Natural History
Department of the British Museum and already with much experience of
lecturing on the natural system to medical students. The son indeed seems to
have been the initiator of the book in the first place, but he was happy for his
father to receive the credit. That he was really the main author, though, quickly
became an open secret and led to his being fingered by the increasingly embattled
Linnaeans as their arch-enemy, culminating in his being humiliatingly blackballed
when he stood for election to the Linnean Society not long afterwards. Though
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eventually a zoologist of immense productivity and international renown, he
never forgave the society for that snub till the end of his days, and he went on to
lend his prestige, as its permanent president, to the body that most noisily identified
itself with the incoming rival system, the later-founded Botanical Society of London.
The schism within the natural history community in the metropolis that John
Edward Gray by that time personified arguably did the subject lasting harm, 
by undermining the previously unifying role of the Linnean Society and by
hastening the breaking-up into a series of new bodies which acted thereafter
more autonomously than might otherwise have been the case. All in all, no mean
achievement for one rather obscure textbook, even if brought about unintentionally.

Ghosted books are by no means the only deceit that has been played from
time to time on the naturalist reading public. Worse by far, surely, are cases
where the unauthorised use of someone else’s data has been concealed or given at
best minimal acknowledgement. A mere student, like T. H. Cooper, who
published a plant list for Sussex without making it clear that it was made up very
largely of two other botanists’ records, can perhaps have that form of plagiarism
put down to naivety and more or less excused. But Arthur Hassall, the author of A
History of the British Freshwater Algae, cannot be let off so lightly. Wishing to
include the desmids, a group with which he had scant acquaintance himself, he
tried to persuade John Ralfs, the recognised national expert on those, to pass on
to him all that he had accumulated on the subject over the years. When Ralfs
understandably demurred, in the absence of any assurance that his effective
authorship of that section would be made fully evident, Hassall responded by
making no reference at all to Ralfs’ work and even had the effrontery to append
his own name to certain figures that were patently poor copies of ones by Ralfs
that had already appeared in print. Hassall no doubt persuaded himself that Ralfs
had behaved selfishly by leaving him in the lurch. Ralfs, for his part, spoke of the
affair with bitterness ever after.

Until the nineteenth century plagiarism and piracy were risks so inseparable
from exposing one’s work to the rough-and-tumble of a still poorly regulated
publishing trade that authors had necessarily to become inured to them. But by
the time that people like Cooper and Hassall were appearing on the scene the
situation had altered markedly for the better, and it had become reasonable to
expect that one’s words or illustrations would not be reproduced without express
permission. The landmark in this respect so far as natural history was concerned
was a lawsuit in 1832. This was brought by a leading entomologist, J. F. Stephens,
against a freelance populariser of zoology, James Rennie, accusing the latter of
having plagiarised some of his ongoing part-work, Illustrations of British
Entomology, for a similar work of his own. Stephens was the son and nephew of
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naval officers and had been employed for some years in the Admiralty Office, so
he was perhaps more than ordinarily a stickler for correctness in behaviour;
Rennie, by contrast, was no doubt accustomed to the lighter conventions of the
world of business. Whatever the rights and wrongs of the matter, the case went
against Stephens, who was only saved from bankruptcy as a result by a special
fund raised among his entomological sympathisers. The publicity did him no
good in the eyes of the Admiralty, and contributed to ending his career there; but
for the world of learning it may have served as a salutary jolt, reminding authors
that copying, even if inadvertent, was now liable to be taken very seriously by the
high-principled, even to potentially sacrificial lengths.

Yet another form of deceit is the publishing of a book under a misleading
title. No naturalist who saw it advertised or came across it on a bookseller’s shelf
is likely to have guessed that Eleazar Albin’s A Natural History of Songbirds was in
the main about cage-birds (with a special section on canaries and their diseases);
or that Sir John Dalyell’s Rare and Remarkable Animals of Scotland covered only
zoophytes; or that Robert Plot’s Natural History of Oxfordshire contained mostly
topography. ‘Natural history’ has also repeatedly been used over the years for
works whose contents are exclusively zoological.

Sometimes, though, a title can mislead to the reader’s advantage, providing
an unexpected bonus. Anyone who pulled down a copy of Thomas Bell’s A History
of British Quadrupeds was in for a pleasant surprise if they had failed to spot
‘including the Cetacea’ appended to those words. Alexander Irvine’s The London
Flora includes records from all over the southeast of England in the first part and
from all over Britain in the second, while George Dickie’s A Flora of Ulster, if less
extreme in its expansionism, embraces not only that province but the counties of
Leitrim and Sligo too. Going to the other extreme, E. T. Booth – hardly in a fit of
modesty, surely? – chose to disguise as Rough Notes … three folio volumes and
over a hundred colour plates … on the Birds Observed … in the British Islands.

The ultimate deception of all, though, must be the inventing of non-existent
works. Two of those have found their way at different times into Britain’s
natural history literature, in the one case in furtherance of fraud, in the other
simply as a joke. The first, entitled A List of the Birds that have been Observed to
Breed in the Island of Arran, Scotland, since the year 1835, bore the appearance of a
privately printed catalogue of a kind that nineteenth-century collectors
sometimes drew up. The author was named as ‘Dr Martin Barry, MD, FRS’, but
there were no other details, not even the printer. It subsequently transpired that
Dr Barry was the only item of information that was other than fictitious. A
physician and embryologist of some renown, he had gone to live in Arran in the
1840s after a breakdown in health and there began forming what eventually grew
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into a superb collection of birds’ eggs from all over Britain. By the time the
fraud was exposed (in Ibis, the journal of the British Ornithologists’ Union, in
1863) he had been safely dead for eight years. That was not an unlikely lapse of
time before a deceased person’s collection was put up for sale, and the dealer, by
the name of Calvert, who sent to auction in London several lots purporting to
have come from this added further verisimilitude by claiming (falsely) to be
acting for the executors. His purpose in concocting the printed list was to
provide a false provenance for bogus specimens of negligible value that he had
substituted for genuine ones in the Barry collection. Unwisely, though, to allay
suspicion, he mixed the fraudulent ones with choice eggs lifted from another
well-known collection that had come into his possession – but, alas for him, so
choice and so well-known that their true identity was spotted by people familiar
with them. Fraudulent provenances were nothing new for natural history
salerooms in that era, the penalty for the dazzlingly large sums that wealthy
collectors showed themselves ready to pay for prize rarities, but Calvert’s fraud
was seemingly unique in its elaborateness, to the extent of being dressed up in
printed clothes.

The other curiosity came to light at a more recent period. In 1935 a well-known
author of sporting verse published a very readable, widely reviewed book entitled
Birds Ashore and A-foreshore, in which numerous records were credited to a work
quite unknown to the then foremost authority on the bibliography of Scottish
natural history, Sir Hugh Gladstone. This was Birds of Angus and The Mearns by a
certain Alexander Moniepennie, allegedly printed in that county a hundred years
earlier. Deeply intrigued, Gladstone pressed the author for more details – only to
flush out an airy confession: the publication was entirely fanciful, inserted just to
tease fellow bird-lovers who went in for what he saw as pompous displays of
recondite learning.

But there are enough bibliographical booby traps in the natural history literature
already, put there unwittingly by authors themselves, without any need to invent
some. By their very nature, multi-volume works are particularly liable to contain
them, but J. W. Tutt’s A Natural History of the British Lepidoptera is perhaps the most
extreme example. In theory, this was made up of 11 volumes, but only the first
five and the last four ever appeared, leaving a gaping hole in the middle of the set.
To heighten the complexity, those final four – final only in the numbered
sequence: in fact their appearance overlapped with that of the initial five – were
issued under a slightly altered title, ‘butterflies’ replacing the more learned-looking
‘Lepidoptera’ (at the behest of the publisher, in the hope of broadening the sale?),
and renumbered to give the appearance that they were the start of another series
entirely. This impression was strengthened by their being brought out in parts

books and naturalists ·  19

00-05 NN NP pp.i-xiv, 1-102:HarperCollins  10/11/09  22:17  Page 19



instead of as whole volumes at a time, as previously. What is more, the numbering
of the plates is fully in keeping: there were clearly meant to be 41 of those, but three
in the sequence never materialised. An innocent purchaser of a set today could
hardly fail to think the copy in question was multiply defective, unless apprised
of the peculiar character of this work beforehand.

Authors have done even stranger things, surreptitiously. The pioneer of the
study of plant geography in Britain, the intellectually fastidious H. C. Watson, is
said to have made a regular practice of taking his books off the market well before
each had exhausted its print, buying up the remaining stock and disposing of it
to hucksters. In one case the number of copies involved was as many as 150. As
the majority of his books were self-published, the practice can hardly be put
down to anxiety to release capital tied up in warehousing costs. Rather, according
to one of his friends, maybe echoing Watson himself, the purpose was ‘to make
his books scarce’, for which the only logical explanation would seem to be that, as
his store of data steadily grew and his understanding altered accordingly, Watson
wished to prevent premature inferences drawn in his earlier work being mistaken
for his latest thinking. What does seem unlikely, though, is that he followed this
‘scorched earth’ policy for the reason attributed to the coauthor of a work on the
butterflies of India, who burnt all the unsold stock of that, it is related, because
he was ‘so despondent … at his labours not being appreciated.’ Watson could be
as brutally honest with himself as he was all too often with everyone else, but he
never gave any sign of losing confidence in the value of the project on which he
was engaged for the greater part of his life.

All the same, authors must be forgiven their muddles and their quirks in view
of the stress and strain so many of them undergo in not only creating a book, but,
sometimes even more, in seeking to have it published. Many valuable works have
been written over the years but for one reason or another have failed to complete
the arduous journey and end up in print. The luckier of those have survived, half-
forgotten, in libraries or archives or the cupboards of museums, waiting for the
day when some benefactor will deem them worth the cost and effort involved in
at last laying them before the world – for though the information they contain is
likely to be long out of date by then, some may have value as benchmarks against
which changes in the fauna or flora can be measured.

Yet even the works that succeed in being published do not necessarily arrive
in print as their authors envisaged. Some prove too long to be a viable
proposition commercially without the aid of a sizeable subsidy, or with a larger
one than the funds already raised to that end permit, and have to be cut with a
greater or lesser degree of severity. Others are so poorly written or so
insufficiently researched that they have to be overhauled by someone else, to the
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extent that they lose their original identity in substantial part. Still others require
editing if the original author is no longer available to bring up to date a work that
has proved too lastingly profitable to be lightly allowed to vanish; in such cases,
though, the amount of textual change desirable may be vetoed by the author’s
family or executors, anxious for the character of the work to be faithfully
preserved, as a monument to its creator.

Of all the gauntlets that a book has to run, however, none has more
punishment potential than the publishing trade’s eternally fragile economics. A
whole range of factors over which that trade has no control is always liable to
intervene and wreck plans and good intentions. In addition to those, the
individual firms have their own particular set of vicissitudes to contend with:
undercapitalisation, dissension between partners, loss of key staff, the luring
away of long-lucrative authors. Worse still, subjects and genres are prey to
publishing fashion. Though stability is prized and a solid backlist of long-term
steady sellers is the recognised key to financial survival, every so often a title
achieves enormous, quite unpredicted success and jolts the trade out of its settled
opinions. Over the years natural history has shown a particular capacity for
springing such surprises, from White’s Selborne at the start of the nineteenth
century to Keble Martin’s Concise British Flora two-thirds of the way through the
twentieth. This reflects the fact that for the general run of publishers it has
always been a subject variously interpreted and but vaguely understood. Of
manifestly wide popular appeal in some of its guises, it is open to penetration by
purveyors of broadly conceived educational or hobbyist series or of books on
country life or travel; in other guises, however, it is dauntingly technical, a
minority market made up of knowledgeable enthusiasts and seen as best left to
specialist firms with the necessary in-house expertise and experience.

All things considered, British naturalists have been well served by the
publishing trade, at any rate for the past two and a half centuries. But some
sections have inevitably been better served than others. The works that the
subject has all along most needed have tended to be those with the least tempting
prospects commercially, with the result that the market has continually had a
distorting effect on its development, ‘swamping’ it at periods with lightweight
and even seriously inaccurate reading matter while depriving it of worthy
products of scholarship – or at least rendering those far harder and costlier to see
into print than might otherwise have been the case. The relationship between
naturalists and the world of publishing has always possessed a certain tension as
a result. It is this relationship, in its various forms, and the shifts it has
undergone at different periods over the years, that could be said to be the
dominant theme in the pages that follow.
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