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    A village observed with unwavering patience becomes a universe of living detail. Gilbert White’s The Natural History of Selborne proceeds from that simple, radical premise: that close attention to one place can reveal the patterns by which all living things move. In page after page, White’s parish in Hampshire is not a backdrop but a living field of inquiry, where the flight of swifts, the turning of leaves, and the shape of the hills compose a record of time. The book invites its readers to slow their pace, notice, and learn, discovering that curiosity and care are forms of knowledge.

This book is a classic because it established, with quiet authority, a way of writing about nature that is both scientifically attentive and artistically enduring. Its influence lies not in grand pronouncements but in its poise: it marries observation with reflection, method with wonder. Subsequent generations of naturalists and essayists have recognized in White’s approach a model for field-based inquiry and for the literature of place. Continual reissues, new editions, and scholarly attention affirm its vitality. It stands at a crossroads in literary history, where Enlightenment curiosity meets the emerging sensibility of modern nature writing.

Gilbert White, an English clergyman and naturalist born in 1720, composed the letters and observations that became The Natural History of Selborne over several decades in the eighteenth century. The work appeared in 1789, bringing together his correspondence with fellow naturalists Thomas Pennant and Daines Barrington, alongside a seasonal “calendar” of recurring natural events. Set in and around Selborne, a village in Hampshire, the book also includes antiquarian notes about the parish. White’s purpose was straightforward yet ambitious: to describe, as accurately as he could, the living world at his doorstep and to share those findings within an active community of inquiry.

White’s method is grounded in careful, repeatable observation. He tracks dates of first flowering, migration and return, nesting, and weather, building a long record that allows patterns to emerge. He adopts the Linnaean system then gaining currency, using shared names to clarify reports and enable comparison. He listens closely—especially to birds—distinguishing species by habit and voice, and frequently tests his own assumptions against new evidence. The epistolary form supports this practice: the letters pose questions, report trials, and revise earlier claims. What results is a portrait of science in motion, rooted in place yet open to the wider world.

Equally notable is White’s prose. Unadorned but graceful, it carries a conversational clarity that welcomes readers into his walks and watchings. The tone is modest, never overstated, alert to surprise and to the limits of knowledge. He does not seek effect; instead, he lets detail accumulate until pattern appears. The intimacy of address created by the letters lends the book the feeling of a sustained dialogue—between writer and correspondents, observer and landscape, past record and present encounter. In this way the style becomes an ethical stance: patience, exactness, and receptivity guide both the sentences and the science they convey.

Place is the book’s governing theme. White shows how a single parish can hold a diversity of habitats—hangars and meadows, lanes and streams—and how those habitats shape life. The “antiquities” remind us that human history interlaces with natural history; old paths, ancient boundaries, and local customs are ecological facts as well as cultural ones. By keeping the frame small, he allows relationships to come into focus: soil and weather, shelter and food, predator and prey, custom and season. The local is not a constraint but a lens. Through it, the reader senses the breadth of nature’s order and contingency.

Literarily, the book helped define a tradition of attentive, place-based prose that later writers would recognize and extend. Its fusion of diary, letter, and descriptive essay shaped how natural history could be read for pleasure and for knowledge. It made the field observation—walks, watches, notes—central to narrative, validating the daily labor of looking. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, nature essayists and rural chroniclers repeatedly returned to White’s model: the parish as microcosm, the observer as steady witness, the page as a ledger of change. In this respect, the work stands as a foundation text for modern nature writing.

Scientifically, White’s contributions are practical and enduring. He demonstrates how repeated, long-term records of common phenomena—first songs, emergences, arrivals—create a framework for comparison across years and regions. His attention to behavior, especially avian, anticipates field methods that distinguish species by habits and calls as well as by morphology. The Naturalist’s Calendar, compiled from years of notes, exemplifies this approach: a cumulative chronology that transforms private observation into shared resource. Later naturalists have found such records indispensable for understanding variability, trend, and exception, and the book continues to be valued for the disciplined rigor of its field-based perspective.

The context of the book is the late Enlightenment, when correspondence networks linked curious readers, collectors, and scholars across Britain and beyond. White belongs to that world of polite science: inquiry conducted through letters, specimens, and standardized nomenclature, animated by a belief that knowledge grows through careful exchange. At the same time, his vocation as a parish priest anchors his attention locally. The result is a distinctive balance of the cosmopolitan and the domestic. He participates in a shared project of classification and description while maintaining absolute fidelity to the evidence available in his fields, hedges, and skies.

Readers encounter a work organized not as a treatise but as a series of inquiries. The letters range widely—birds, mammals, insects, plants, weather, geology—yet the lens remains consistently Selborne and its environs. Observations accumulate and recur, producing a rhythm that mirrors the seasons themselves. The occasional inclusion of antiquarian remarks, alongside the natural entries, reinforces the sense that landforms, livelihoods, and lineages are part of one story. The original edition included engravings and an appendix, but the principal instruments are notebook, keen senses, and steady resolve. This architecture makes the book both accessible and inexhaustible in rereading.

For contemporary readers, the book’s appeal lies in the model of attention it proposes. In a world of speed, it offers slowness without sentimentality and precision without pedantry. It affirms that meaningful knowledge can arise from sustained notice of the familiar, and it suggests that care for place follows naturally from understanding it. The ethos resonates with current interests in citizen science, local biodiversity, and the value of long-term records for grasping environmental change. Beyond utility, there is a restorative quality here: to follow White’s watchful routine is to rediscover patience, proportion, and the companionship of the more-than-human world.

The Natural History of Selborne endures because it harmonizes method and wonder, intimacy and scope. It teaches that careful looking is both an art and a responsibility, and that a parish, faithfully attended, can illuminate larger truths about nature and ourselves. White’s steady voice, the clarity of his observations, and the quiet drama of seasonal return together create a book at once instructive and companionable. Its themes—place, time, attention, humility—remain living questions. To read it today is to be invited into a practice: to keep a record, to listen, to learn, and to find, nearby, a world worth knowing.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    The Natural History of Selborne, first published in 1789, presents Gilbert White's long-term observations of the village of Selborne in Hampshire through a series of letters to fellow naturalists Thomas Pennant and Daines Barrington. The work records animals, plants, weather, and landforms, assembled across decades of note-taking. White adopts a method of careful, repeated watching, reporting what he sees in plain language and organizing his remarks by topic and season. The epistolary form shapes the progression: early letters orient the correspondents to place and aims, then move into detailed accounts of species, cycles, and questions under debate, all grounded in everyday phenomena.

White begins by describing Selborne's setting. He distinguishes chalk downs, clay vales, and the steep beech-clad slopes called hangers, noting how each soil and exposure supports different plants and animals. He outlines nearby Wolmer Forest, with its heaths, bogs, and pools, contrasting it with the cultivated fields and hedgerows around the village. Attention to springs, streams, and ponds establishes the local hydrology. These opening sketches provide context for later records, since patterns of shelter, moisture, and elevation influence nesting, flowering, and migration. The human landscape also appears in passing, with mentions of farms, cottages, and lanes that frame daily encounters with nature.

With the ground set, the letters follow the seasons, beginning with spring. White notes the first calls of the cuckoo, the song of the nightingale, and the staggered return of swallow tribe members: swallow, house martin, sand martin, and swift. He records dates for arrivals, nest building, and egg laying, linking them to weather and wind. Plants break bud and bloom in sequence, and amphibians spawn in village ponds. The method is consistent: repeat sightings, check reports from neighbors, and compare one year's dates with those of earlier years. Spring thus introduces the book's central rhythm of observation and comparison.

Summer brings extended daylight and abundant activity. White describes swifts coursing and forming screaming parties at dusk, martins cementing nests to eaves, and bats leaving roosts to hunt insects over water. He gives close attention to the nightjar, then commonly called the goat-sucker, clarifying its crepuscular habits and diet. Insects, from dragonflies to beetles, are noted alongside the flowering of meadow plants and the shade-loving flora of the hangers. He remarks on earthworms turning soil and drawing leaves underground, presenting them as persistent agents of change. Nocturnal sounds, heat, and thunderstorms mark the season's distinct character in the parish.

Autumn in Selborne is marked by gradual departures and new arrivals. White tracks the waning of swifts, swallows, and martins, and records migrant thrushes such as redwings and fieldfares appearing as berries ripen. He notes passage birds like the ring ouzel on the downs and observes flocks forming on stubble and fallows. Mushrooms and toadstools emerge in varied abundance. Small mammals, including the harvest mouse that he documents in the parish, are described in their nests and haunts. Hedgehogs, dormice, and other creatures show signs of torpor as temperatures fall. The hedgerows and commons supply many of these autumnal scenes.

Winter letters emphasize weather, scarcity, and endurance. White compiles accounts of hard frosts, thaws, snowfalls, and sudden floods, relating them to the behavior of birds and beasts. He remarks on rooks shifting rookeries, owls hunting in the lanes, and foxes drawn close to settlements. Ponds freeze and then open, and he measures the effects on fish and waterfowl. Evergreen plants and sheltered springs offer refuges, while severe spells test resident tits, finches, and wrens. The season also reveals tracks, burrows, and roosts that summer foliage conceals, allowing White to infer movements and diets from signs as well as direct sight.

Throughout, White exchanges hypotheses with his correspondents, especially on migration and hibernation. He assembles testimony about swallows and martins, weighing claims of underwater wintering against patterns of disappearance and return, and favors migration supported by timing and behavior. He observes bats and insects in torpor and considers degrees of dormancy in reptiles and small mammals. Local beliefs are examined and corrected when evidence allows, as in reports of hedgehogs milking cows. Replies to Barrington's queries prompt small experiments, dissections, and the collection of specimens. Rather than settle controversies broadly, White compiles consistent local evidence to inform larger natural history questions.

Several letters offer focused portraits of particular species. The stone-curlew on chalky fields, the ring ouzel on the high grounds, and the wheatear on downs receive careful treatment of calls, breeding, and movements. He chronicles the life of Timothy, the family tortoise, noting feeding preferences, basking, and the timing of emergence and retreat. Field crickets are traced to warm, bare banks, their distribution carefully mapped. He describes rooks' social behaviors and the periodic abandonment of nesting trees. Earthworms reappear as examples of unnoticed labor shaping soil. These vignettes combine behavior, habitat, and seasonality to build a cumulative record.

The book concludes with a Naturalist's Calendar, a tabulated digest of years of notes listing first appearances, songs, blooms, and other recurring events. By aligning dates across seasons and years, White presents a framework for comparing change and constancy in a single place. The overall message is practical and cumulative: attentive, repeated observation of a limited district can reveal patterns that inform wider natural history, without leaving the parish. The letters thus assemble a coherent picture of Selborne's living year, linking weather, terrain, and life cycles, and providing future observers with a model and a baseline.
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    Gilbert White’s The Natural History of Selborne is set in the rural parish of Selborne, Hampshire, in the south of England, and records observations largely made between 1767 and 1787. The locale lies on the northern fringe of the South Downs, where chalk escarpments, beech hangers, clay vales, and heathlands create a mosaic of habitats. Nearby Woolmer Forest, a sandy heath and former royal hunting ground, added to the district’s ecological variety. The setting was a village-centered, Anglican parish society, dependent on mixed agriculture, woodlands, and commons. White’s work preserves the cadence of a Georgian countryside poised between customary practices and accelerating change.

Published in London in 1789 by his brother Benjamin White, a Fleet Street bookseller, the book consolidates decades of notes in letters to two naturalists, Thomas Pennant and Daines Barrington. Its time frame coincides with late Georgian Britain, just as the nation’s population, agriculture, commerce, and scientific institutions expanded. Selborne’s proximity to Alton and the London–Portsmouth route gave White access to instruments, books, and news, while retaining a distinctly local point of view. The book’s setting is seasonal and cyclical: parish calendars, harvests, and migrations structure the narrative, rooting natural history in observed time and an exact place on the English chalk.

The book arises from the Enlightenment ethos of empirical observation consolidating in Britain after 1700. The Royal Society (founded 1660), provincial philosophical societies, and improved instruments encouraged precise recording of weather, species, and habitats. Figures such as Stephen Hales pioneered quantification of plant processes, while John Ray established a tradition of descriptive natural history. By the mid eighteenth century, naturalists were urged to observe, measure, and compare. White’s meticulous, dated entries on birds, plants, and weather reflect this culture of disciplined witnessing, turning a parish into a field laboratory. His method exemplifies the period’s conviction that careful local observation could yield general truths.

Linnaean taxonomy reshaped British natural history during White’s lifetime. Carl Linnaeus’s Systema Naturae (10th ed., 1758) and Species Plantarum (1753) standardized binomial nomenclature and diagnostic characters. British adoption followed through botanists like William Hudson and William Withering, and zoologists such as Thomas Pennant, whose British Zoology (1766–1770) disseminated Linnaean principles. White engages this system pragmatically: he uses binomials when useful but insists on life histories, behaviors, and habitats that classification alone cannot convey. His discussions of swallows, swifts, and leaf-insects situate species in ecological contexts, illustrating how Linnaean order and field naturalism together advanced a more comprehensive eighteenth-century science of nature.

The letters that compose the book are themselves historical artifacts of learned correspondence networks. White writes to Thomas Pennant (1726–1798), the Welsh naturalist and travel writer, and to Daines Barrington (1727–1800), a lawyer, antiquary, and Fellow of the Royal Society. Their queries, exchanges of specimens, and debates made Selborne part of a national conversation. Postal reliability improved markedly, culminating in John Palmer’s mail-coach system in 1784, which sped letters across turnpike roads. White’s epistolary method mirrors these infrastructures: questions are posed, data returned, hypotheses refined. The book thus embodies the eighteenth-century collaborative model whereby peripheries supplied observations to metropolitan compilers.

The British Agricultural Revolution formed a powerful backdrop. From early innovations like Jethro Tull’s seed drill (c. 1701) to Norfolk four-course rotations and improved livestock breeding, productivity rose markedly between 1750 and 1800. Writers such as Arthur Young chronicled experiments and yields, while landlords invested in drainage, hedging, and new implements. In Hampshire, mixed farming on chalk supported cereals, sheep, and coppiced wood. White repeatedly records sowing dates, harvest timing, fodder shortages, and pasture quality, noting how weather affected hay and turnips. His careful phenology and crop comments document the agrarian calendar at the very moment when improvement ideology was reshaping rural land and labor.

Parliamentary enclosures accelerated after mid century, with several thousand local acts passed between 1750 and 1800, consolidating strips and commons into private holdings. In southern England, enclosures altered access to fuel, grazing, and gleaning, reconfiguring social relations and rural ecology. While Selborne retained significant heath and common-like spaces such as Selborne Common and nearby Woolmer Forest, pressures toward enclosure and improvement were palpable across Hampshire. White’s descriptions of unfenced hangers, rabbit warrens, and extensive heaths capture landscapes that enclosures elsewhere were curtailing. The book’s attention to species thriving on commons and hedgerows implicitly registers the ecological costs that accompanied the privatization of customary lands.

Global exploration fed British natural history during White’s era. Captain James Cook’s voyages (1768–1771, 1772–1775, 1776–1779) and Joseph Banks’s collecting created vast comparative archives. The British Museum opened in 1753, and the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, expanded in the 1760s–1770s, centralized exotic specimens and taxonomic expertise. Such imperial flows of plants, birds, and insects sharpened interest in local faunas, encouraging provincial observers to compare native species with newly described forms. White refers to published reports and asks questions framed by this expanding horizon, while resolutely focusing on Selborne’s nightingales, stone-curlews, and earthworms—signaling how the global enterprise of natural history elevated the significance of close local study.

Climatic anomalies of the late Little Ice Age impressed White’s generation. The 1783 Laki eruption in Iceland produced a dry fog over Britain in summer 1783, with oppressive heat and widespread respiratory distress. The winter of 1783–1784 was notably severe. White carefully noted haziness, crop effects, and unusual insect swarms in those years. Earlier extremes, such as the Great Frost of 1739–1740, lingered in communal memory. By recording frost dates, flowering times, and migration arrivals, White preserved a climate baseline for southern England. His attention to extraordinary fogs, droughts, and freezes linked parish events to faraway volcanic cataclysms, showing nature’s interconnections well before modern climatology.

Early meteorology became a structured practice in White’s hands. Thermometers standardized by Fahrenheit (1720s) and improved barometers allowed consistent daily readings. White kept a Naturalist’s Journal from 1751, noting temperatures, winds, and pressure alongside phenological milestones. Posthumously, his Naturalist’s Calendar (1795) arranged decades of first sightings and flowering dates, a forerunner of long-term environmental monitoring. He compared barometric falls with storms and migration timing with weather regimes, turning casual notes into data series. The book’s dates and measurements demonstrate how eighteenth-century naturalists forged methods that would later underpin climatology and ecology, even while operating with modest instruments on a village scale.

Parish governance and the Poor Laws structured the social world White observed. The Elizabethan system (1601) and Settlement Act (1662) tied relief to local residency, shaping labor mobility. The Relief of the Poor Act of 1782, known as Gilbert’s Act, allowed parishes to form unions and build poorhouses, an attempt to rationalize assistance in rural counties like Hampshire. As a Church of England clergyman and curate of Selborne, White lived within vestry politics, tithes, and parish charity. His notes on harvest labor, cottage gardens, and seasonal scarcity reveal a moral economy in which weather, wages, and relief were interdependent, reflecting wider eighteenth-century social tensions.

Game laws underpinned hierarchies of land and privilege. The Black Act (1723) criminalized armed poaching in forests and chases, while hunting qualifications restricted legal sport to substantial property holders. Heaths, warrens, and coverts around Selborne supported hares, partridges, and foxes, forming a landscape of both subsistence and sport. White’s accounts of warreners, rabbit colonies, and predator-prey dynamics mirror the legal framework that guarded game for elites and penalized the rural poor who snared or gleaned. By describing the behavior of raptors, foxes, and small mammals, he records the ecological consequences of strict game preservation and the social frictions it intensified.

Roads and posts reshaped communication in White’s lifetime. Turnpike trusts proliferated after 1707, improving trunk routes like the London–Portsmouth road near Selborne. In 1784 John Palmer’s mail coaches began scheduled, faster services, cutting delivery times dramatically. Such infrastructure sustained the learned correspondence that shaped the book, enabling rapid exchange of letters, specimens, and books between Selborne, London, and Wales. Improved mobility also brought itinerant workers, peddlers, and news into the parish, which White occasionally notes. The physical possibility of sustained observation plus metropolitan dialogue hinged on these material networks, embedding the book within Britain’s eighteenth-century transport revolution.

Geological thought was shifting as White wrote. James Hutton’s Theory of the Earth (1788) proposed deep time and cyclic processes, while Wernerian mineralogy offered competing classifications. Selborne sits on strata of chalk and greensand at the edge of the Weald, with the dramatic Selborne Hanger marking an eroded scarp. White described soils, springs, quarries, and the behavior of earthworms that continually turn the soil. His remarks on landslips, marl, and the beech-rooted hanger anticipate later geomorphology and soil ecology. Although he did not theorize deep time, his patient recording of strata and processes reflects the empirical foundation on which British geology soon advanced.

Major wars formed the distant backdrop to White’s placid chronicles. The Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) and the American War of Independence (1775–1783) expanded the Royal Navy and activity at nearby Portsmouth Dockyard, affecting regional prices and provisioning. Militia Acts (notably 1757) created county forces, and press gangs operated along the south coast. While The Natural History of Selborne rarely mentions military affairs, its calm attention to parish life implicitly contrasts with imperial mobilization. The book’s focus on local continuities during volatile decades underscores how eighteenth-century war economies touched rural England indirectly, through markets, taxes, and occasional movements of men and materials.

Though not polemical, the book functions as a social critique by elevating local knowledge and common rights against the tide of enclosure and exclusive privilege. White documents the richness of commons, hedgerows, and unfenced hangers, implying that improvement which erases such spaces diminishes both biodiversity and communal welfare. His matter-of-fact treatment of gleaning, cottage gardens, and seasonal scarcity grants dignity to rural labor. By recording the pressures that weather and prices impose on villagers, he affirms a moral economy in which land is a shared trust, quietly questioning policies that prioritize yield and sport over customary access and ecological integrity.

Politically, the work’s empiricism resists dogma and hierarchy by grounding authority in observed fact rather than title or fashion. White’s skepticism toward received tales about hibernating swallows exemplifies this stance, favoring evidence over tradition despite deference to learned correspondents. His evenhanded accounts of predators challenge gamekeeper narratives that justify extermination. The parish becomes a model polity in which attention, moderation, and stewardship temper power. Appearing in 1789, the book implicitly offers a conservative yet reformist ideal: stability secured by care for place, species, and neighbors, and critique delivered through demonstration that a just society respects both human need and the living world.
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    Gilbert White was an English cleric and pioneering field naturalist of the eighteenth century, best known for The Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne. Living and working for much of his life in the Hampshire village of Selborne, he became a foundational figure in British nature writing. His careful attention to local landscapes, plants, birds, and seasonal cycles offered a model of sustained, place-based observation. Writing in clear, unadorned prose, he joined empirical curiosity to a pastor’s sense of order and purpose in nature. White’s legacy rests on his ability to make close observation both scientifically valuable and aesthetically engaging for a broad readership.

Educated at Oxford, where he was associated with Oriel College, White prepared for a vocation in the Church of England and served as a curate in Hampshire and nearby parishes. His intellectual formation reflected the Enlightenment’s growing interest in classification and field observation, influenced by earlier naturalists such as John Ray and by Carolus Linnaeus’s taxonomic system. At the same time, White remained a parish scholar, committed to the detailed study of his immediate surroundings. His clerical duties and scholarly pursuits reinforced one another, granting him both the time and the context to observe, record, and reflect on natural phenomena across many consecutive years.

White’s practice centered on meticulous, longitudinal note-taking. He kept a Garden Kalendar and a Naturalist’s Journal, recording weather, flowering and fruiting, insect emergences, bird arrivals, and other recurring events. This seasonal tracking, now called phenology, enabled him to notice patterns and to compare one year with another. Rather than relying solely on cabinet specimens, he emphasized outdoor watching, patience, and repeated revisiting of the same sites. He consulted neighbors, corresponded with other naturalists, and tested claims against his own field evidence. The cumulative weight of these observations, taken over decades, gave his conclusions an authority that was unusual in his time.

The Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne, issued in the late eighteenth century, gathers his observations in an epistolary form addressed primarily to Thomas Pennant and Daines Barrington. The work blends letters on birds, mammals, insects, plants, and weather with notes on local history and parish life. White’s approach is distinctive for its balance of caution and enthusiasm: he reports what he has seen, admits what he has not, and proposes explanations proportionate to the evidence. Among its most discussed passages are his arguments for the migration of swallows, a position he supported against the then-popular idea of winter torpor or underwater hibernation.

Although modest in scope—focused on one village and its environs—Selborne found a wide audience and steadily gained stature through the nineteenth century. Readers and scientists praised White’s clarity and fidelity to observation. His method influenced generations of naturalists and nature writers, including Charles Darwin, who admired the disciplined accumulation of small facts, and later essayists such as John Burroughs and Richard Jefferies. The book’s continual reprinting reflects both its literary charm and its scientific utility as a record of place-based ecology before industrial transformation. White showed that attentive description of the ordinary could illuminate general principles in natural history.

White’s beliefs and methods were shaped by natural theology and by a practical ethic of restraint in the field. He favored patient watching over indiscriminate collecting and often distinguished species by behavior, song, and habitat rather than by morphology alone. Notably, he separated the three similar leaf-warblers then called willow-wrens by their distinct voices and seasonal habits, an early demonstration of how careful listening can be diagnostic. His letters compare notes with other observers, weigh rival hypotheses, and suggest simple trials to adjudicate them. In tone and procedure, he modeled an empiricism that is observant, provisional, and hospitable to collaboration.

White spent his later years continuing parish duties and observations in Selborne, where he died in the late eighteenth century. His house, long associated with his life and work, now functions as a museum dedicated to the history of natural observation and exploration. Selborne itself remains a site of ongoing interest to historians of science and to readers of nature writing. Today, The Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne is read as both a classic of English prose and an early template for ecological awareness, valued for its humility, precision, and sense of place. White’s example endures wherever sustained, local attention guides inquiry.
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Gilbert White was born in the village of Selborne on the 18th of July, in the year 1720. His father was a gentleman of good means, with a house at Selborne and some acres of land. Gilbert had his school training at Basingstoke, from Thomas Warton, the father of the poet of that name, who was born at Basingstoke in 1728, six years younger than his brother Joseph, who had been born at Dunsford, in Surrey. Thomas Warton, their father, was the youngest of three sons of a rector of Breamore, in the New Forest, and the only son of the three who was not deaf and dumb. This Thomas, the elder, was an able man, who obtained a fellowship at Magdalen College, Oxford, became vicar of Basingstoke, in Hampshire, and was there headmaster of the school to which young Gilbert White was sent. He was referred to in Amhurst’s “Terræ Filius” as “a reverend poetical gentleman;” he knew Pope, and had credit enough for his verse to hold the office of Professor of Poetry at Oxford from 1718 to 1728. His genius for writing middling verse passed on to his more famous sons, Joseph and Thomas, and they both became in due time Oxford Professors of Poetry.

Gilbert White passed on from school to Oxford, where he entered Oriel College in 1739. He became a Fellow of Oriel, graduated M.A. in 1746, at the age of six-and-twenty, and six years afterwards he served as one of the Senior Proctors of the University. His love of nature grew with him from boyhood, and was associated with his earliest years of home. His heart abided with his native village. When he had taken holy orders he could have obtained college livings, but he cared only to go back to his native village, and the house in which he was born, paying a yearly visit to Oxford, and in that house, after a happy life that extended a few years over the threescore and ten, he died on the 26th of June, 1793.

Gilbert White never married, but lived in peaceful performance of light clerical duties and enjoyment of those observations of nature which his book records. His brothers, who shared his love of nature, aided instead of thwarting him in his studies of the natural history of Selborne, and as their lives were less secluded and they did not remain unmarried, they provided him with a family of young people to care about, for he lived to register the births of sixty-three nephews and nieces.

It was one of his brothers, who was a member of the Royal Society, by whom Gilbert White was persuaded, towards the close of his life, to gather his notes into a book. It was first published in a quarto volume in the year of the outbreak of the French Revolution with the fall of the Bastile[1]. He was more concerned with the course of events in a martin’s nest than with the crash of empires, and no man ever made more evident the latent power of enjoyment that is left dead by those who live uneventful lives surrounded by a world of life and change and growth which they want eyes to see. Gilbert White was in his seventieth year when his book appeared, four years before his death. It was compiled from letters addressed to Thomas Pennant and the Hon. Daines Barrington.

Thomas Pennant was a naturalist six years younger than Gilbert White. He was born at Downing, in Flintshire, in 1726, and died in 1798, like White, in the house in which he had been born. His love of Natural History made him a traveller at home and abroad. He counted Buffon among his friends. He had written many books before the date of the publication of White’s “Selborne.” Pennant’s “British Zoology,” his “History of Quadrupeds” and “Arctic Zoology,” had a high reputation. He wrote also a Tour in Wales and a History of London.

Daines Barrington, fourth son of the first Viscount Barrington, was a year younger than Pennant, and died in 1800. He became Secretary to Greenwich Hospital, a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries, and President of the Royal Society. His “Miscellanies,” published in 4to in 1781, deal with questions of Natural History, and of Antiquities, including a paper first published in 1775 asserting the possibility of approaching the North Pole. His most valued book was one of “Observations on the more Ancient Statutes.”

H.M.
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The parish of Selborne[2] lies in the extreme eastern corner of the county of Hampshire, bordering on the county of Sussex, and not far from the county of Surrey; is about fifty miles south-west of London, in latitude fifty-one, and near mid-way between the towns of Alton and Petersfield. Being very large and extensive, it abuts on twelve parishes, two of which are in Sussex, viz., Trotton and Rogate. If you begin from the south and proceed westward, the adjacent parishes are Emshot, Newton Valence, Faringdon, Hartley Mauduit, Great Ward le Ham, Kingsley, Hadleigh, Bramshot, Trotton, Rogate, Lyffe, and Greatham. The soils of this district are almost as various and diversified as the views and aspects. The high part of the south-west consists of a vast hill of chalk, rising three hundred feet above the village, and is divided into a sheep-down, the high wood and a long hanging wood, called The Hanger. The covert of this eminence is altogether beech, the most lovely of all forest trees, whether we consider its smooth rind or bark, its glossy foliage, or graceful pendulous boughs. The down, or sheep-walk, is a pleasing, park-like spot, of about one mile by half that space, jutting out on the verge of the hill-country, where it begins to break down into the plains, and commanding a very engaging view, being an assemblage of hill, dale, wood-lands, heath, and water. The prospect is bounded to the south-east and east by the vast range of mountains called the Sussex Downs, by Guild-down near Guildford, and by the Downs round Dorking, and Ryegate in Surrey, to the north-east, which altogether, with the country beyond Alton and Farnham, form a noble and extensive outline.

At the foot of this hill, one stage or step from the uplands, lies the village, which consists of one single straggling street, three-quarters of a mile in length, in a sheltered vale, and running parallel with the Hanger. The houses are divided from the hill by a vein of stiff clay (good wheat land), yet stand on a rock of white stone, little in appearance removed from chalk; but seems so far from being calcareous, that it endures extreme heat. Yet that the freestone still preserves somewhat that is analogous to chalk, is plain from the beeches, which descend as low as those rocks extend, and no farther, and thrive as well on them, where the ground is steep, as on the chalks.

The cart-way of the village divides, in a remarkable manner, two very incongruous soils. To the south-west is a rank clay, that requires the labour of years to render it mellow; while the gardens to the north-east, and small enclosures behind, consist of a warm, forward, crumbling mould, called black malm, which seems highly saturated with vegetable and animal manure; and these may perhaps have been the original site of the town; while the woods and coverts might extend down to the opposite bank.

At each end of the village, which runs from south-east to north-west, arises a small rivulet: that at the north-west end frequently fails; but the other is a fine perennial spring, little influenced by drought or wet seasons, called Well-head. This breaks out of some high grounds joining to Nore Hill, a noble chalk promontory, remarkable for sending forth two streams into two different seas. The one to the south becomes a branch of the Arun, running to Arundel, and so sailing into the British Channel: the other to the north. The Selborne stream makes one branch of the Wey; and, meeting the Black-down stream at Hadleigh, and the Alton and Farnham stream at Tilford-bridge, swells into a considerable river, navigable at Godalming; from whence it passes to Guildford, and so into the Thames at Weybridge; and thus at the Nore into the German Ocean.

Our wells, at an average, run to about sixty-three foot, and when sunk to that depth seldom fail; but produce a fine limpid water, soft to the taste, and much commended by those who drink the pure element, but which does not lather well with soap.

To the north-west, north and east of the village, is a range of fair enclosures, consisting of what is called a white malm, a sort of rotten or rubble stone, which, when turned up to the frost and rain, moulders to pieces, and becomes manure to itself.

Still on to the north-east, and a step lower, is a kind of white land, neither chalk nor clay, neither fit for pasture nor for the plough, yet kindly for hops, which root deep in the freestone, and have their poles and wood for charcoal growing just at hand. The white soil produces the brightest hops.

As the parish still inclines down towards Wolmer Forest, at the juncture of the clays and sand the soil becomes a wet, sandy loam, remarkable for timber, and infamous for roads. The oaks of Temple and Black-moor stand high in the estimation of purveyors, and have furnished much naval timber; while the trees on the freestone grow large, but are what workmen call shaky, and so brittle as often to fall to pieces in sawing. Beyond the sandy loam the soil becomes a hungry, lean sand, till it mingles with the forest; and will produce little without the assistance of lime and turnips.
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In the court of Norton farmhouse, a manor farm to the north-west of the village, on the white malms, stood within these twenty years a broad-leaved elm, or wych hazel, ulmus folio latissimo scabro of Ray, which, though it had lost a considerable leading bough in the great storm in the year 1703, equal to a moderate tree, yet, when felled, contained eight loads of timber; and, being too bulky for a carriage, was sawn off at seven feet above the butt, where it measured near eight feet in the diameter. This elm I mention to show to what a bulk planted elms may attain; as this tree must certainly have been such from its situation.

In the centre of the village, and near the church, is a square piece of ground surrounded by houses, and vulgarly called “The Plestor.” In the midst of this spot stood, in old times, a vast oak, with a short squat body, and huge horizontal arms extending almost to the extremity of the area. This venerable tree, surrounded with stone steps, and seats above them, was the delight of old and young, and a place of much resort in summer evenings; where the former sat in grave debate, while the latter frolicked and danced before them. Long might it have stood, had not the amazing tempest in 1703 overturned it at once, to the infinite regret of the inhabitants, and the vicar, who bestowed several pounds in setting it in its place again: but all his care could not avail; the tree sprouted for a time, then withered and died. This oak I mention to show to what a bulk planted oaks also may arrive: and planted this tree must certainly have been, as will appear from what will be said farther concerning this area, when we enter on the antiquities of Selborne.

On the Blackmoor estate there is a small wood called Losel’s, of a few acres, that was lately furnished with a set of oaks of a peculiar growth and great value; they were tall and taper-like firs, but standing near together had very small heads, only a little brush without any large limbs. About twenty years ago the bridge at the Toy, near Hampton Court, being much decayed, some trees were wanted for the repairs that were fifty feet long without bough, and would measure twelve inches diameter at the little end. Twenty such trees did a purveyor find in this little wood, with this advantage, that many of them answered the description at sixty feet. These trees were sold for twenty pounds apiece.

In the centre of this grove there stood an oak, which, though shapely and tall on the whole, bulged out into a large excrescence about the middle of the stem. On this a pair of ravens had fixed their residence for such a series of years, that the oak was distinguished by the title of the Raven Tree. Many were the attempts of the neighbouring youths to get at this eyry: the difficulty whetted their inclinations, and each was ambitious of surmounting the arduous task. But when they arrived at the swelling, it jutted out so in their way, and was so far beyond their grasp, that the most daring lads were awed, and acknowledged the undertaking to be too hazardous: so the ravens built on, nest upon nest, in perfect security, till the fatal day arrived in which the wood was to be levelled. It was in the month of February, when these birds usually sit. The saw was applied to the butt, the wedges were inserted into the opening, the woods echoed to the heavy blow of the beetle or mall or mallet, the tree nodded to its fall; but still the dam sat on. At last, when it gave way, the bird was flung from her nest, and, though her parental affection deserved a better fate, was whipped down by the twigs which brought her dead to the ground.
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The fossil-shells of this district, and sorts of stone, such as have fallen within my observation, must not be passed over in silence. And first I must mention, as a great curiosity, a specimen that was ploughed up in the chalky fields, near the side of the Down, and given to me for the singularity of its appearance, which, to an incurious eye, seems like a petrified fish of about four inches long, the cardo passing for a head and mouth. It is in reality a bivalve of the Linnæan Genus of Mytilus, and the species of Crista Galli; called by Lister, Rastellum; by Rumphius, Ostreum plicatum minus; by D’Argenville, Auris Porci, s. Crista Galli; and by those who make collections, Cock’s Comb. Though I applied to several such in London, I never could meet with an entire specimen; nor could I ever find in books any engraving from a perfect one. In the superb museum at Leicester House, permission was given me to examine for this article; and, though I was disappointed as to the fossil, I was highly gratified with the sight of several of the shells themselves in high preservation. This bivalve is only known to inhabit the Indian Ocean, where it fixes itself to a zoophyte, known by the name Gorgonia. The curious foldings of the suture the one into the other, the alternate flutings or grooves, and the curved form of my specimen, are much easier expressed by the pencil than by words.

Cornua Ammonis are very common about this village. As we were cutting an inclining path up the Hanger, the labourers found them frequently on that steep, just under the soil, in the chalk, and of a considerable size. In the lane above Wall-head, in the way to Emshot, they abound in the bank in a darkish sort of marl, and are usually very small and soft; but in Clay’s Pond, a little farther on, at the end of the pit, where the soil is dug out for manure, I have occasionally observed them of large dimensions, perhaps fourteen or sixteen inches in diameter. But as these did not consist of firm stone, but were formed of a kind of terra lapidosa, or hardened clay, as soon as they were exposed to the rains and frost they mouldered away. These seemed as if they were a very recent production. In the chalk-pit, at the north-west end of the Hanger, large nautili are sometimes observed.

In the very thickest strata of our freestone, and at considerable depths, well-diggers often find large scallops or pectines, having both shells deeply striated, and ridged and furrowed alternately. They are highly impregnated with, if not wholly composed of, the stone of the quarry.
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As in a former letter the freestone of this place has been only mentioned incidentally, I shall here become more particular.

This stone is in great request for hearth-stones, and the beds of ovens; and in lining of lime-kilns it turns to good account, for the workmen use sandy loam instead of mortar, the sand of which fluxes, and runs by the intense heat, and so cases over the whole face of the kiln with a strong vitrified coat-like glass, that it is well preserved from injuries of weather, and endures thirty or forty years. When chiseled smooth, it makes elegant fronts for houses, equal in colour and grain to Bath stone; and superior in one respect, that, when seasoned, it does not scale. Decent chimney-pieces are worked from it of much closer and finer grain than Portland, and rooms are floored with it, but it proves rather too soft for this purpose. It is a freestone cutting in all directions, yet has something of a grain parallel with the horizon, and therefore should not be surbedded, but laid in the same position that it grows in the quarry. On the ground abroad this firestone will not succeed for pavements, because, probably some degrees of saltness prevailing within it, the rain tears the slabs to pieces. Though this stone is too hard to be acted on by vinegar, yet both the white part, and even the blue rag, ferments strongly in mineral acids. Though the white stone will not bear wet, yet in every quarry at intervals there are thin strata of blue rag, which resist rain and frost, and are excellent for pitching of stables, paths, and courts, and for building of dry walls against banks, a valuable species of fencing much in use in this village, and for mending of roads. This rag is rugged and stubborn, and will not hew to a smooth face, but is very durable; yet, as these strata are shallow and lie deep, large quantities cannot be procured but at considerable expense. Among the blue rags turn up some blocks tinged with a stain of yellow or rust colour, which seem to be nearly as lasting as the blue; and every now and then balls of a friable substance, like rust of iron, called rust balls.

In Wolmer Forest I see but one sort of stone, called by the workmen sand, or forest-stone. This is generally of the colour of rusty iron, and might probably be worked as iron ore, is very hard and heavy, and of a firm, compact texture, and composed of a small roundish crystalline grit, cemented together by a brown, terrene, ferruginous matter; will not cut without difficulty, nor easily strike fire with steel. Being often found in broad flat pieces, it makes good pavement for paths about houses, never becoming slippery in frost or rain, is excellent for dry walls, and is sometimes used in buildings. In many parts of that waste it lies scattered on the surface of the ground, but is dug on Weaver’s Down, a vast hill on the eastern verge of that forest, where the pits are shallow and the stratum thin. This stone is imperishable.

From a notion of rendering their work the more elegant, and giving it a finish, masons chip this stone into small fragments about the size of the head of a large nail, and then stick the pieces into the wet mortar along the joints of their freestone walls. This embellishment carries an odd appearance, and has occasioned strangers sometimes to ask us pleasantly, “whether we fastened our walls together with tenpenny nails.”
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Among the singularities of this place the two rocky, hollow lanes, the one to Alton, and the other to the forest, deserve our attention. These roads, running through the malm lands, are, by the traffic of ages, and the fretting of water, worn down through the first stratum of our freestone, and partly through the second; so that they look more like water-courses than roads; and are bedded with naked rag for furlongs together. In many places they are reduced sixteen or eighteen feet beneath the level of the fields; and after floods, and in frosts, exhibit very grotesque and wild appearances, from the tangled roots that are twisted among the strata, and from the torrents rushing down their broken sides; and especially when those cascades are frozen into icicles, hanging in all the fanciful shapes of frost-work. These rugged, gloomy scenes affright the ladies when they peep down into them from the paths above, and make timid horsemen shudder while they ride along them; but delight the naturalist with their various botany, and particularly with their curious filices with which they abound.

The manor of Selborne, was it strictly looked after, with all its kindly aspects, and all its sloping coverts, would swarm with game; even now hares, partridges, and pheasants abound; and in old days woodcocks were as plentiful. There are few quails, because they more affect open fields than enclosures; after harvest some few landrails are seen.

The parish of Selborne, by taking in so much of the forest, is a vast district. Those who tread the bounds are employed part of three days in the business, and are of opinion that the outline, in all its curves and indentings, does not comprise less than thirty miles.

The village stands in a sheltered spot, secured by the Hanger from the strong westerly winds. The air is soft, but rather moist from the effluvia of so many trees; yet perfectly healthy and free from agues.

The quantity of rain that falls on it is very considerable, as may be supposed in so woody and mountainous a district. As my experience of measuring the water is but of short date, I am not qualified to give the mean quantity. I only know that




	
	Inch.
	Hund.



	From May 1, 1779, to the end of the year, there fell
	28
	37!



	Jan. 1, 1780, to Jan. 1, 1781
	27
	32



	Jan. 1, 1781, to Jan. 1, 1782
	30
	71



	Jan. 1, 1782, to Jan. 1, 1783
	50
	26!



	Jan. 1, 1783, to Jan. 1, 1784
	33
	71



	Jan. 1, 1784, to Jan. 1, 1785
	33
	80



	Jan. 1, 1785, to Jan. 1, 1786
	31
	55



	Jan. 1, 1786, to Jan. 1, 1787
	39
	57





The village of Selborne, and large hamlet of Oakhanger, with the single farms, and many scattered houses along the verge of the forest, contain upwards of six hundred and seventy inhabitants.

We abound with poor, many of whom are sober and industrious, and live comfortably in good stone or brick cottages, which are glazed, and have chambers above stairs; mud buildings we have none. Besides the employment from husbandry, the men work in hop-gardens, of which we have many, and fell and bark timber. In the spring and summer the women weed the corn, and enjoy a second harvest in September by hop-picking. Formerly, in the dead months they availed themselves greatly by spinning wool, for making of barragons, a genteel corded stuff, much in vogue at that time for summer wear, and chiefly manufactured at Alton, a neighbouring town, by some of the people called Quakers; but from circumstances this trade is at an end. The inhabitants enjoy a good share of health and longevity; and the parish swarms with children.
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Should I omit to describe with some exactness the forest of Wolmer, of which three-fifths perhaps lie in this parish, my account of Selborne would be very imperfect, as it is a district abounding with many curious productions, both animal and vegetable, and has often afforded me much entertainment both as a sportsman and as a naturalist.

The royal forest of Wolmer is a tract of land of about seven miles in length, by two and a half in breadth, running nearly from north to south, and is abutted on, to begin to the south, and so to proceed eastward, by the parishes of Greatham, Lysse, Rogate, and Trotton, in the county of Sussex; by Bramshot, Hadleigh, and Kingsley. This royalty consists entirely of sand covered with heath and fern, but is somewhat diversified with hills and dales, without having one standing tree in the whole extent. In the bottoms, where the waters stagnate, are many bogs, which formerly abounded with subterraneous trees, though Dr. Plot says positively, that “there never were any fallen trees hidden in the mosses of the southern counties.” But he was mistaken: for I myself have seen cottages on the verge of this wild district, whose timbers consisted of a black hard wood, looking like oak, which the owners assured me they procured from the bogs by probing the soil with spits, or some such instruments: but the peat is so much cut out, and the moors have been so well examined, that none has been found of late. Besides the oak, I have also been shown pieces of fossil wood of a paler colour, and softer nature, which the inhabitants called fir: but, upon a nice examination, and trial by fire, I could discover nothing resinous in them, and therefore rather suppose that they were parts of a willow or alder, or some such aquatic tree.

This lonely domain is a very agreeable haunt for many sorts of wild fowls, which not only frequent it in the winter, but breed there in the summer: such as lapwings, snipes, wild ducks, and, as I have discovered within these few years, teals. Partridges in vast plenty are bred in good seasons on the verge of this forest, into which they love to make excursions; and in particular, in the dry summers of 1740 and 1741, and some years after, they swarmed to such a degree that parties of unreasonable sportsmen killed twenty and sometimes thirty brace in a day.

But there was a nobler species of game in this forest, now extinct, which I have heard old people say abounded much before shooting flying became so common, and that was the heath-cock, black-game, or grouse. When I was a little boy I recollect one coming now and then to my father’s table. The last pack remembered was killed about thirty-five years ago; and within these ten years one solitary greyhen was sprung by some beagles in beating for a hare. The sportsmen cried out
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