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Christopher Plumb on the animal economy of Georgian London
In 18th-century London it was possible to buy 
an elephant, lion, zebra, or even a kangaroo - 
assuming one could afford it. Of course, more 
often, consumers would purchase cheaper 
(and smaller) canaries, parrots and monkeys. 
By the 1790s the Strand and Piccadilly were 
lined with the premises of high-end animal 
merchants and menageries, many of which 
had been established in London since the 
1750s.

Exotic animals are, however, conspicuously 
absent in discussions of material culture in 
18th-century Britain, even though they were 
highly sought-after luxury goods. There is no 
history of commerce in exotic animals in the 
period, even though such merchants formed 
a thriving London community. Nor too have 
the knowledge practices or expertise of these 
bird-sellers, animal merchants and menager-
ists received the attention of historians of 
science. Yet, these individuals played a critical 
role in making and disseminating both living 
exotic animals and knowledge about those 
animals to a network of consumers and practi-
tioners: anatomists, physicians and naturalists, 
as well as affluent ‘middling-sort’ and elite 
customers. Georgian animal merchants and 
menagerists were producers and dissemina-
tors of a particular sort of practical, vocational, 
and authoritative Enlightenment knowledge; 

one that influenced consumers as well as 
practitioners of science.

Enmeshed in social relations with consum-
ers and patrons these animal dealers are an 
unusual case-study in the cultural production 
of scientific knowledge in the 18th century. 
The vocational expertise of the animal trade 
constitutes a form of science, if we are to 
understand science as a cultural practice; 
a way of doing and knowing disseminated 
to others. Enlightenment knowledge about 
exotic animals was, in a significant part, pro-
duced by dealers in the practice of their trade 
and selectively passed on to their customers. 
This authority was acknowledged by natural-
ists in their work and, as we shall see, critical 
in settling legal disputes involving exotic ani-
mals. Here I shall discuss the historical emer-
gence of bird-sellers and animal merchants 
alongside their role in the cultural production 
of natural history.

The early trade in exotic birds and animals 
in London was confined to sporadic sales 
of animals in taverns and coffee houses. 
However, by around 1700 specialist canary 
shops emerged from an earlier itinerant and 
seasonal trade in canaries, imported from the 
Continent where they were bred for export. 
Thomas Ward’s canary shops on Stamford Hill 
and Wood Street were advertised widely in 

All creatures great and small

Pidcock‘s Grand Menagerie of Wild Beasts and Birds. Watercolour by Charles Tomkins, 
ca.1773-1810. © British Museum, London.

Editorial
I

This October we explore the animal kingdom, 
from tiny polyps to man-eating tigers; stolen 
pheasants to war-mongering pigeons. Analys-
ing museum artefacts and archival images, 
experimental descriptions and even BBC com-
edies, our contributors investigate the history 
of creatures great and small.

In our feature article Christopher Plumb 
takes us to the streets and shops of 18th-
century London, introducing us to the 
range of fauna we would find (and buy) 
there. Tipu the mechanical tiger is our 
object of the issue; and in our Viewpoint 
column we ask ‘what is an animal’, anyway?

We have the latest Society news, includ-
ing the Dingle Prize announcement, 
reports from the Annual Conference at 
Exeter (and, importantly, its whisky-tast-
ing), and an article from Emily Steel, new 
monograph author. BSHS archivist Anna-K 
Mayer is our interviewee.

The books review section explores the 
notion of ‘genius’, as well as two figures 
from the history of science often credited 
with that title, Newton and Einstein.

Contributions to the next issue should 
be sent to newsletter@bshs.org.uk by 15th 
December 2011.

Melanie Keene, Editor
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the London newspapers, with Ward publish-
ing his own guides to selecting, caring for, and 
breeding songbirds. In the early decades of 
the 18th century these canary shops began 
to diversify in their stock so that by 1750 bird 
shops in London retailed a variety of parrots, 
exotic waterfowl, pheasants, songbirds, mon-
keys and other small mammals.  The 1750s 
and 1760s were decades of war and economic 
expansion for Britain, a period that changed 
the character of animal merchants in London. 
British territorial gains and engagement in 
the Seven Years War (1756-1763) seriously 
diminished French authority overseas. The 
East India Company grew substantially in 
these years. Ships returning from overseas 
territories and foreign ports brought with 
them exotic animals in increased variety and 
abundance. Advertisements in newspapers 
and periodicals show that from the 1750s and 
1760s animal dealers were selling a broader 
range of species than the bird sellers of the 
early century, many originating from newly 
acquired lands. Animal dealers in this period 

also began to use the word ‘menagerie’ to 
describe their business, a reflection, too, 
of increased stock and changing status. 
Many, like Edmond‘s Menagerie on Pic-
cadilly, advertised a greater range of exotic 
birds (more parrots and fewer canaries) 
and small mammals like American chip-
munks.  Songbirds like cardinals, American 
box turtles and chipmunks reflect an 
increased availability of North American 
species commensurate with territorial 
gains and commercial expansion. Others, 
like the City Menagerie, had a considerably 
larger repertoire of animals for sale in addi-
tion to the usual birds: monkeys, tigers, 
opossums and camels were all advertised 
as ‘to be seen or sold’. The animal merchant 
dealing from the aptly named Noah‘s Ark 
offered a wolf, buffalo, crocodile, several 
camels and a huge variety of parrots and 
other caged birds.

Early in the 18th century the naturalists 
George Edwards and Eleazar Albin relied 
heavily on observing and drawing living 

birds in the shops of 
dealers or inn-keepers 
as well as the vendor’s 
expertise in describing 
their behaviour. The 
pages of their multi-
volume natural histories 
with illustrated plates are 
replete with references to 
and acknowledgements 
of these individuals’ gen-
erosity and skill. These 
commercial practition-
ers disseminated living 
animals or birds and 
knowledge about them 
to a large number of phy-
sicians, anatomists, and 
apothecaries. As such, 
although little attention 
has been given to the ani-
mal dealers, they played a 
crucial role in the making 
of and dissemination of 
new objects and ideas. 

One could read about 
a parrot (or indeed a 
kangaroo) in the pages of 
Buffon, but it would need 
to be purchased from a 
dealer - along with food 
and suitable accommo-
dations - and how best to 
treat this new expensive 
piece of property should 
it fall sick? Earlier in the 
18th century dealers were 
called upon by natural-
ists to provide informa-
tion about the origins or 
habits of their stock. Their 

contributions were sometimes considered 
enlightening and on other occasions derided 
as inaccurate or to be taken as the patter of a 
tradesman, with a pinch of salt. 

By the 1760s, a distinct geography of 
animal exhibitions and commerce emerged 
in London as animal merchants and menager-
ies began to line the Strand, Piccadilly and 
St James‘s. In the following decades, and 
certainly by 1800, these would proliferate to 
the extent that it was possible to walk through 
West London and see all the principal animals 
of importance. These animals could be found 
living and dead in a variety of permanent and 
temporary exhibitionary contexts.

Comparatively little is known about these 
menageries since they are not well docu-
mented and are known only through sporadic 
advertisements. Only one menagerie in the 
1760s leaves substantial historical traces, 
that of Joshua Brookes, which would remain 
in his family until the early 19th century and 
was established at some point in the 1750s. 
Indeed, the family names of those associated 
with Brookes in the 1760s as employees or 
business associates - Cross‘s and Heering‘s - 
would become established animal merchants 
in their own rights by the early 1800s. The 
three businesses of Joshua Brookes’s that 
emerged in the 1760s were then highly signifi-
cant in shaping the topography of late 18th-
century animal retail. Brookes’s menagerie, 
though, probably represented the high end 
of the trade. One of the earliest sources for 
Joshua Brookes‘s Original Menagerie at Gray‘s 
Inn Gate, Holborn is a 1763 advertisement for 
the sale of birds from Bengal and America, 
contextualising the roots of his business in 
the decade of commercial expansion dur-
ing and following the Seven Years War. From 
around 1765, Brookes was also importing 
and selling a variety of plants and seeds at his 
menagerie, as well as extending his business 
to include other premises on the New Road 
at Tottenham Court. These premises were 
advertised as well-kept and ventilated rooms 
where animals could be bought or exchanged. 
A catalogue available to customers, unfor-
tunately no longer extant, listed species as 
diverse as antelope, lions, monkeys, vultures 
and porcupines as available for purchase. 
In around 1775, Brookes‘s establishment at 
Gray‘s Inn Road in Holborn was removed to 
premises at Tottenham Court Road, and in a 
handbill of that year we are given an impres-
sion of what that menagerie looked like, or 
rather the image Joshua Brookes wished to 
portray to his clients. The stock of the menag-
erie was immense, some 160 different avian 
species alone ranging from cassowaries to 
cockatoos and finches to flamingos. Moreover, 
as a prominent and capable self-titled ‘zoolo-
gist’ Brookes boldly claimed to convey his 
birds from and to ‘any part of the world’. This 
was not pure hyperbole since an extended 

Joshua brookes, Zoologist, at his menagery, in the New-road, 
tottenham-court...buys and sells and exchanges all sorts of 
foreign birds and quadrupeds, &c., Joshua Brookes Handbill,
ca. 1775. © British Library, London
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network of dealers, agents and seamen aided 
in the acquisition and dissemination of exotic 
animals and plants. Moreover, this unusual 
and early use of the word ‘zoologist’ suggests 
a self-conscious positioning by Brookes as an 
authority on living exotica.

Menagerists assiduously positioned 
themselves as authorities on the animals they 
exhibited for display or sold; indeed. it was the 
expectation of customers and spectators that 
the vendor or a keeper should give a satisfy-
ing account. The menagerist Gilbert Pidcock 
published his own guide to his stock that con-
tained extensive appeals to the authority of 
Buffon or Goldsmith (books that prospective 
customers or visitors knew of and esteemed), 
as well as accounts of his own knowledge 
about the animals, gleaned from the practi-
cal experience of keeping and trading. Other 
advertisements promoting the exhibition 
of exotic animals likewise reproduced the 
authority of naturalists to lend respectability 
to the spectacle. 

Later in the 18th century London’s menag-
eries and animal shops were significant sites 
for the identification of new species and the 
verification of knowledge about these ani-
mals. Speaking to those that looked after the 
animals - keepers and sellers - enriched the 
descriptions of those with greater authority; 
physicians and anatomists eager to substan-
tiate their experimental observations with 
examples of living animals kept in London. 
Sometimes the voice and authority of the 
dealers is silent or simply alluded to, speaking 
of the manner in which producers of knowl-
edge can rendered invisible. In other instances 
the menagerist and his premises are assidu-
ously credited, encouraging credulity in the 
reader and inviting them to visit the menag-
erie or shop themselves.

The knowledge about exotic birds and 
animals inherent to the vocational trade of 
merchants and menagerists was sometimes 
drawn upon in surprising ways in Georgian 
culture: in matters of a legal nature. As expen-
sive commodities the theft of exotic animals 
and birds was not uncommon and was pun-
ishable by transportation. In legal cases ven-
dors were called upon (and expected) to act 
as reliable witnesses able to verify the identity 
of the stolen property, either animals they 
had sold themselves or those that unscrupu-
lous individuals had tried to sell on to them. 
Sometimes, the living animals were present in 
court as evidence to be valued and indentified 
by experts. The knowledge of these dealers 
had then an important social function - as a 
barometer of financial value and authenticity. 
This knowledge, formed in the sphere of the 
animal trade, was recognised and appealed 
to within the legal institution. Menagerists 
often stood in court as witnesses attesting to 
the identity of stolen animals and the accused. 
The case of William Enoch is suitably illustra-

tive of the legal value of 
menagerists accounts. In 
December 1768, William 
Enoch, claiming that he 
had ‘catched them in a 
wilderness by the road-
side, near Highgate’, stood 
in court charged with the 
theft of two gold China 
pheasants belonging to 
the Hon. Charles York, Esq. 
The two pheasants had 
been stolen from York‘s 
menagerie; the door had 
been forced open with 
an iron instrument. The 
two birds were produced 
in court as living evi-
dence. York‘s servant and 
gardener both recognised 
them; ‘these are the same, 
I know them well’, ‘I am 
very sure these are the 
same produced’. Enoch 
had taken the pheasants 
to a salesman in Newgate 
market, who, doubting 
their provenance, took 
them to a Mr James in 
Holborn, a dealer in birds. 
Mr James had received 
intelligence of the bird 
theft and identified the 
birds as those belonging 
to York. With a value of 
3.1 shillings each, the pair 
of golden pheasants was 
worth a handsome sum, 
the equivalent of a labourer‘s weekly wage. 
Enoch did not profit from his theft, though he 
was convicted and transported to America. 

This sphere of London bird-sellers and 
animal merchants was small and dominated 
by a few prominent families, some of whom 
established large or multiple premises in the 
city with their family names being present in 
the trade for decades. Attention to the lives of 
these families and their servants is important 
because they show how expertise was formed 
and shared between a small numbers of 
practitioners with familial or vocational affilia-
tions. These social conditions for the produc-
tion and dissemination of knowledge were 
closely related to status and finances. The wills 
and insurance records of animal merchants 
attest to the practical economy of possess-
ing specific knowledge about exotic animals. 
Stock was valuable in this profitable business 
as long as it was fashionable and alive: ani-
mals and birds out of vogue or arriving dead 
resulted in lost custom and financial disaster. 
There was then an art to the pragmatic nature 
of stock selection, marketing, and husbandry. 
Successful menagerie families like the Brookes 
attained solid ‘middling-sort’ security and the 

“Buy a Fine Singing Bird”: the cryes of the city of London 
Drawne after the Life Marcellous Laroon II, 1688 (reprinted 
ca.1750). Etching © British Museum, London.

status of respected authorities. Selling exotic 
animals to the elite (many of whom resided 
in West London near to the premises of the 
dealers on the Strand and Piccadilly) engen-
dered familiarity and acquaintance with their 
customers and their habits. These dealers 
could anticipate and capitalise on tastes in 
consumption and trends for the novel.    

Animal merchants circulated both animals 
and knowledge about them, or facilitated the 
knowledge production of others by providing 
objects of research. In appreciating the nature 
and extent of the trade in animals, necessary 
attention is given to a hitherto ignored partici-
pation in scientific practice and legal culture. 
Furthermore, Enlightenment institutions of 
knowledge production are extended to the 
premises of those that sold and displayed 
these novel animals in London. A forthcom-
ing article will explore the preliminary ideas 
sketched out here in greater depth.

christopher Plumb
University of Manchester

christopherplumb@gmail.com
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Viewpoint
What is an animal? asks Susannah Gibson

Since the time of Aristotle, an animal had 
been defined by the presence of some or all of 
five particular elements: a digestive system, a 
reproductive system, blood and blood-vessels, 
sensitivity, and spontaneous motion. But in 
the mid-18th century Abraham Trembley, a 
Swiss naturalist, challenged these clear-cut 
definitions when he began to experiment on 
fresh-water polyps which he found living in 
pond slime. He discovered that these small 
creatures could move spontaneously, respond 
to touch, and capture and digest tiny worms – 
these abilities should have allowed Trembley 
to classify the polyp as an animal. But then 
he performed another experiment. Trembley 
cut a polyp in two and watched as each half 
grew into a full, and perfectly functioning, 
individual. By definition, this was something 
that only a plant could do. So what was Trem-
bley’s polyp – a plant or an animal? In 1741 
Trembley published his results in the journal 
of the French Académie des Sciences and his 
report caused consternation across Europe. 
It wasn’t long before other naturalists read of 
Trembley’s experiments and began investi-
gating creatures located on the plant/animal 
boundary.  

Creatures that exhibit some plant and some 
animal characteristics are known as zoophytes 
and include things like corals, sea-sponges, 
earthworms, starfish, polyps and carnivorous 
plants. They were believed by some 18th-
century naturalists to be a blend of plant and 
animal; others considered them to be entirely 
plant, albeit with some animal characteristics; 
and others still argued that they were wholly 
animal, but conceded that they occasionally 
behaved like plants. They raised all sorts of 

philosophical questions about the nature 
of animal and vegetable life, and about the 
relevance of Aristotle’s definitions. But they 
also raised a more practical problem. A central 
activity of 18th-century natural history was 
classification. Naturalists wished to impose 
order on the world (or, for those who believed 
in a natural classification scheme, uncover 
the hidden order of the world) and the first 
question a naturalist would ask himself when 
trying to classify a newly-discovered specimen 
was: animal, vegetable, or mineral? In order 
to restore order to natural history, naturalists 
needed a new way to answer this question.   

Traditional techniques of natural history 
were no longer enough. Observation and 
description had long lain at the centre of 
natural historical practice, but they couldn’t 
help solve this puzzle. So naturalists looked for 
new techniques. In the 1750s London-based 
naturalist John Ellis turned to chemical analy-
sis to establish whether corallines were plants 
or animals. Since the 17th century several 
people had suggested that animals and plants 
had distinct chemical make-ups and Ellis 
exploited this to solve the zoophyte problem. 
He believed that calcareous substances and 
volatile salts were only ever found in animals. 
So, if he could prove or disprove the pres-
ence of these two substances in corallines, 
he could answer the question about their 
true nature. With help from his chemist friend 
Peter Woulfe, Ellis performed the analysis 
and discovered that corallines contained 
both a calcareous substance and a significant 
amount of volatile salts. The coralline was an 
animal. Not because it had a stomach or a 
brain or legs or feelings – it lacked all of those 

traditional signifiers – but because chemical 
analysis said so. This was not just a new way to 
classify animals and plants, but a whole new 
way of approaching natural history. 

Corallines, said Ellis, were animals that 
looked like plants. Equally problematic were 
plants that insisted on acting like animals. 
Sensitivity was, according to Aristotle’s defini-
tion, an animal attribute; so how was a natu-
ralist to classify a plant that could respond to 
touch or react to its environment? The solu-
tion to this problem also required techniques 
not usually associated with natural history. 
Naturalists were divided on the question of 
whether plant sensitivity was a real phenom-
enon. James Perchard Tupper, a firm believer 
in the perceptivity of plants, used anatomical 
dissection to search (unsuccessfully) for a 
vegetable nervous system.  Thomas Andrew 
Knight took a different approach; he devised a 
series of physical experiments to try to estab-
lish whether or not plants were truly aware 
of their surroundings.  Naturalists had long 
debated whether the ability of plants to send 
their roots into the earth and their shoots 
toward the light was a mark of true sensitiv-
ity. Knight tested this by attaching seeds to a 
water wheel that rotated about 150 times per 
minute. Because of the configuration of the 
experiment, centrifugal force counteracted 
the effects of the Earth’s gravity. Knight found 
that when they germinated, the roots of the 
seeds grew outwards from the wheel and the 
shoots grew towards its centre. This showed 
that physical force, rather than plant con-
sciousness, was responsible for plants ‘know-
ing’ which way was up or down. 

Defining an animal was not an easy busi-
ness in the 18th and early 19th centuries. As 
more and more creatures were discovered 
that defied Aristotle’s neat classification 
system, naturalists had to come up with new 
ways of understanding them, and of incorpo-
rating new techniques into their science.

susannah Gibson
University of cambridge

scg32@cam.ac.uk

Plate showing polyp 
motion from Trembley’s 
1744 Mémoires pour 
servir à l’histoire d’un 
genre de polpes d’eau 
douce. Image in public 
domain.
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Object of the Issue
Sadiah Qureshi introduces Tipu, a very special tiger

In 1799, the Siege of Srirangapatam (Seringa-
patam) ended the Mysore Wars between the 
British, Haidar Ali and his son, Tipu Sultan. The 
denouement came with a dramatic storming 
of the palace, with Tipu losing the war, his 
life and even half his moustache, which was 
unceremoniously removed as a trophy. In the 
looting and division of spoils that followed, 
one of the most famous and curious items to 
be taken from Tipu’s palace was Tipu’s Tiger, a 
life-size effigy of a Tiger mauling a European 
man which houses an internal organ. The 
organ was originally operated by a handle 
which, when turned, caused the man’s arm to 
be raised and lowered whilst the internal or-
gan mimicked the tigrine growls and human 
shrieks. Whilst Tipu’s jewels and possessions 
were broken up into pieces and traded in the 
bazaars for a fraction of their worth, the Tiger 
evaded the indignity of being fragmented and 
quickly found its way into the East India Com-
pany’s museum. Tipu’s Tiger has fascinated 
the public ever since, drawing generations of 
visitors to London’s museums. 

In East India House, the Tiger served as a 
simultaneous reminder of Tipu’s desire to 
thwart British ambitions in India, his failure 
to achieve successful resistance and his 
perceived barbarity. This moral message was 
reinforced by the 19th-century perception of 
tigers since, in Britain, tigers exemplified the 
deplorable nature of the beast. Accustomed 

to calls for its conservation, it is difficult for 
modern readers to imagine the innate unre-
generacy tigers conjured up for Victorians. 
Yet, throughout the 19th century hunters 
bolstered their sense of manliness by proudly 
attempting to rid the colonies of their tigrine, 
man-eating vermin. All this was in stark 
contrast to Tipu’s own perception of tigers. For 
Tipu, the tiger emblem was a favoured means 
of adorning his personal possessions, courtly 
surroundings, and the uniforms of his military 
precisely because of its symbolic legitimation 
and protection of his rule. Essentially, he drew 
on the syncretically merged sakti and barakat 
associated with tigers. Sakti is the power of 
the Hindu warrior goddesses whilst barakat is 
a form of power, literally blessing, associated 
with emblems, often relics of martyrs, in a 
similar vein to amulets and often associated 
with Muslim saints. As a Muslim ruler of a 
predominantly Hindu kingdom, Tipu sought 
to draw on the potent protection offered by 
adopting the tiger as an emblem of king-
ship. Such uses of the tiger were known of in 
Britain. Nonetheless, Tipu’s Tiger was quickly 
established as a material reminder of both 
tigers’ beastly immorality and the Sultan’s 
assumed despotism.

In 1879, the Indian Museum dissolved and 
the Tiger was moved to the Imperial Institute, 
South Kensington, until 1956 when it became 
part of the Indian section at the Victoria and 

Albert Museum after the demolition of the 
Institute. In its new home, the Tiger has found 
a new set of cultural resonances aided by its 
residence within the Nehru Gallery and the 
declaration of Indian Independence. As Indian 
artefacts have become valuable and admired 
objects of art in their own right, the Tiger 
has acquired a new status both as a unique 
masterpiece and one of the museum’s most 
popular artefacts. Meanwhile, it has been 
commodified in a range of Tiger memorabilia, 
from a soft toy tiger sans mauled man to, most 
recently, Tipu’s iTiger, an iPhone app in which 
users can move the Tiger around in three-
dimensions, perform music on an electronic 
version of the organ’s keyboard, and (rather 
incongruously) hear the Tiger perform God 
Save the Queen. 

The Tiger’s journey from Tipu’s ragmahal 
(music room) to the V&A exemplifies the shift-
ing curatorial practices used to display Brit-
ain’s imperial acquisitions as well as percep-
tions of tigers and Indian art. Meanwhile, the 
Tiger’s historical and contemporary cultural 
resonances bear witness to the complexities 
and rich potential for any study of animals in 
the museum.

sadiah Qureshi
University of birmingham

Tipu’s Tiger: musical man-mauling machine. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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The use of pigeons as a method of military 
communications dates back as far as over 
3000 years ago (and possibly earlier) and are 
still relevant in military conflicts and beyond.  
As recently as 1990, carrier pigeons were 
used by the Iraqi Army in the First Gulf War 
and, in the same year, the Internet Protocol 
over Avian Carriers (RFC 1149) was posted on 
April Fool’s Day, intended as a parody internet 
protocol for the transmission of messages 
via carrier pigeon. Carrier pigeons have also 
captured popular imagination featuring regu-
larly and prominently in many different forms 
of popular culture, from page to screen and 
beyond. Well-known screen outings featuring 
carrier pigeons include Blackadder Goes Forth 
(1989) and Disney’s Valiant (2005), with more 
on the former later on.

The earliest recorded use of pigeons in 
warfare dates back to c.1150 B.C.E. when the 
Sultan of Baghdad strapped capsules filled 
with papyrus sheets to the leg or back feath-
ers of pigeons, and used them as messengers. 
Carrier pigeons were also used over three 
thousand years ago by the Egyptians, Persians, 
Greeks, Romans, and others. The Greek and 
Romans used carrier pigeons to transmit 
sporting results including chariot races and 
the ancient Olympics. Prominent Romans 
such as Julius Caesar regularly used carrier 
pigeons as a quick and reliable form of mili-
tary communications. Genghis Khan estab-
lished pigeon relay posts across and Asia and 
much of Eastern Europe. Carrier pigeons were 
considered symbols of prestige and power 
by the French and so could only be owned 
by aristocrats until the French Revolution. 
Despite the development of visual telegraphic 
signalling in France in the late 18th century, 
carrier pigeons remained popular in France. 
They went on to prove their worth during the 
four-month siege of Paris during the Franco-
Prussian War (1870-1871) when, it is said, 400 
birds delivered nearly 115,000 government 
messages and about a million private mes-
sages. 

Carrier pigeons were, in particular, regarded 
well by the British military with a strong and 
illustrious tradition: carrier-pigeons were 
used to deliver the news of Wellington’s vic-
tory at Waterloo in 1815. The delivery of this 
information before the arrival of the official 
(horse-mounted) couriers is said to have been 
used by the Rothschild family to augment 
their fortune. By the outbreak of World War 
One, the practical uses of carrier-pigeons were 
quite apparent and this led to the long-over-
due establishment of official carrier pigeon 
services within the British and United States 

Armies, in contrast to those already in place 
within the French and German Armies.

In September 1914, the French Army gave 
15 pigeons to the British Intelligence Service 
and by May 1915 a  carrier pigeon service was 
improvised by the Second Corps during the 
Second Battle of Ypres. Shortly afterwards, 
the Carrier-Pigeon Service (CPS) was officially 
founded under the control of the Intelligence 
Corps and under the directorship of Captain 
(later Lieutenant Colonel) A.H. Osman.  In 
his 1928 volume, Pigeons in the Great War, 
Osman described the carrier pigeon service as 
‘practically infallible’ and gave an unsubstanti-
ated delivery success rate of 95-99%, a figure 
that has been quoted as fact in more recent 
publications. Despite these successes, pigeons 
were made obsolete by the development 
of wireless telegraphy and were only used 
thereafter in an emergency, or occasionally for 
espionage work.

The advantages of pigeons are clear: they 
could fly silently through the air without indi-
cation of place of departure or destination; 
they did not have difficulties with shellfire or 
gas, and were remarkably resilient against 
gunfire while on the wing; they were quicker 
than runners, mounted orderlies or dogs; they 
could easily fly distances of over 50 miles; 
finally, they were more easily replaced than 
alternatives such as horses or men. However, 
carrier pigeons did have one major flaw: 
while they could be released from anywhere 
without the aid of wires or equipment, they 
had only one location of arrival – their home 
roost or loft. This is where I will refer briefly 

to the otherwise wonderful Blackadder Goes 
Forth (1989). In the second episode, ‘Corporal 
Punishment’, Blackadder shoots General Mel-
chett’s beloved pet pigeon, Speckled Jim, who 
has been called into service as a carrier pigeon 
and was being used to deliver a message to 
the trenches. In fact, carrier pigeons were used 
to communicate in the opposite direction: to 
send messages from the front line to pigeon 
lofts behind the lines from whence they were 
delivered to military headquarters (HQ). The 
need for a secondary means of communi-
cations to deliver messages to military HQ 
further delayed the message time and was a 
serious disadvantage for the carrier pigeon 
service.

While carrier pigeons did have particular 
successes with the French at the Battle of the 
Somme, and with the British at the Battle of 
Verdun, their main area of success was with 
the Intelligence Service. By the end of the 
war, there were over 22,000 pigeons, 150 
mobile lofts and 400 personnel serving in 
the CPS and over 100,000 pigeons were used 
by the British military services during World 
War One. However, at the end of the war, 
the Royal Navy, Royal Air Force, and Army all 
promptly demobbed their pigeon services as 
this traditional mode of communications was 
overtaken by more advanced telecommuni-
cation systems, such as wireless telegraphy, 
developed during the war.

elizabeth bruton
University of Leeds

elizabeth.bruton@gmail.com

‘Practically infallible’
A brief history of carrier pigeons in World War One, by Elizabeth Bruton

The carrier pigeon, columbia livia. Photograph by Tatiana Bulyonkova. Image available 
via Creative Commons licensing.
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BSHS News
The Dingle Prize

In their timescales, styles and physical for-
mats, the 40 books nominated for the 2011 
Dingle Prize represented well the diversity 
of popular history of science writing pub-
lished in 2009 and 2010.

The longlist of 16 books ranged from 
introductory surveys to biographies of 
people and objects, local history and media 
tie-ins. They introduced famous and unsung 
heroes, and disciplines from mathematics 
to genetics. They travelled from the ancient 
middle-east to contemporary Silicon Valley; 
and they were authored by historians of 
science, journalists and science writers. This 
diversity was an encouraging sign of pub-
lishers’ appetite for the field, particularly for 
twentieth century topics — yet it also made 
it difficult to compare some very different 
texts (e.g. a synoptic 400-year history versus 
one detailed case-study versus an introduc-
tory think-piece for mathematicians). Never-
theless the judges unanimously agreed on a 
shortlist of 4 books:

Richard Dunn: The Telescope. A Short His-
tory (National Maritime Museum, 2009).

Patricia Fara: Science. A Four Thousand Year 
History (OUP, 2009).

James Hannam: God’s Philosophers. How 
the Medieval World Laid the Foundations of 
Modern Science (Icon, 2009).

Sean Johnston: History of Science. A Begin-
ner’s Guide (Oneworld, 2009).

All 4 books impressed the judges as being 
engagingly written, appealingly presented 

and historically insightful. Any would have 
been a worthy winner. But the judges agreed 
that in its admirably broad scope, its historical 
and historiographical depth and its engaging 
re-presentation of the best of recent scholar-
ship, the 2011 Dingle Prize should be awarded 
to Patricia Fara for Science: A Four Thousand 
Year History.

In her acceptance speech, given in absentia 
at the 2011 annual BSHS conference held in 
Exeter, Patricia said:

    I feel so overwhelmed by this honour that 
I hardly know how to begin expressing my 
appreciation. I should start by apologizing 
for not being at Exeter: I had no idea until 
Tuesday that I would win this prize and by 
then, it was too late to alter my existing 
commitments. More importantly, I’d like to 
extend my deepest gratitude to everybody 
who was involved in this decision. I am 
particularly proud to receive this accolade 
from a Society of scholars who, above all 
others, are so well-placed to appreciate my 
book’s shortcomings. This award means far 
far more to me than the pleasure I’ve gained 
by seeing my book reviewed in a newspaper, 
sitting on the shelves of a shop or translated 
into a foreign language.
    As an 18th-century historian, I realise that 
for 3900 years-worth of knowledge, I relied 
heavily on the expertise of other people. As 
well as turning to books and papers, I also 
asked for help from friends and colleagues, 

who were extraordinarily generous in 
reading drafts and offering me advice. So 
although it was me who wrote the words 
and made the mistakes, I do see this book 
as a collective enterprise.
    Herbert Dingle left school when he was 
only 14, but eleven years later, won a schol-
arship to Imperial College. I’ve partially fol-
lowed in his footsteps by going to Imperial 
College as an MSc student 18 years after 
graduating. More significantly, Dingle’s 
subsequent career as an astronomer is 
a tribute to the benefits of government 
investment in widening participation. 
Since this book was published, I have spent 
much of my time promoting access to 
higher education and trying to ensure that 
this country does not regress to a system 
based on privilege rather than ability. Like 
Dingle, I’ve been lucky enough to benefit 
from a late start in academia, and I hope 
that this book will fulfil Dingle’s expecta-
tion of making other people as enthusias-
tic about the history of science as I am.

    Patricia Fara, 14 July 2011

the Dingle Prize Judges

(A review of Science: A Four Thousand Year 
History appeared in Viewpoint 94, p. 13. The 

Telescope was reviewed in Viewpoint 89, p.11. 
God’s Philosophers was reviewed in Viewpoint 
91, pp. 11-12, and History of Science in View-

point 92, pp. 12-13. Ed.)

BSHS Postgraduate Conference
The British Society for the History of Science 
postgraduate conference will be held at the 
University of Warwick on 4th-6th January 
2012.

This annual 3-day event gives postgradu-
ates in the history of science, technology 
and medicine a chance to get to know 
each other and to present their work to a 
wider audience. The conference is organ-
ised by and for postgraduates, offering the 
opportunity of presenting a 15-minute 
paper in a supportive environment. Our 
aim is for postgraduates to convene from a 
wide range of universities and disciplines 
to discuss our common interests, share 
experiences and network in a friendly and 
receptive environment.

The programme will see parallel ses-

sions of papers spanning all three days, in 
addition to an author/reviewer workshop. 
There will be a drinks reception on Wednes-
day evening and a conference dinner on 
Thursday evening.

Paper and/or session proposals for the 
conference must be submitted by 11th 
November. Abstracts for single 15-minute 
papers should be c. 200 words and include 
the title of the proposed paper. Proposals 
for themed sessions are also welcome, for 
which we will require a 400-word summary 
along with the names of those involved 
and the suggested length (maximum two 
hours).

Please visit go.warwick.ac.uk/bshspost-
grad/abstract to propose your paper or 
session.

The full conference cost will be around 
£90. The BSHS is able to make a limited con-
tribution to some attendees’ travel expenses 
through Butler-Eyles Travel Grants.

For further information please contact 
David Beck: BSHSpostgrad@warwick.ac.uk.

David beck, Martin Moore,
emily Andrews, claire sewell

conference organisers
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BSHS Grant Report
Last year, ten thousand miles from home, with 
an MSc in Science, Medicine, Technology and 
Society in my pocket, I walked into the Royal 
Institution of Australia and asked if I could 
write them a play.

When I started the master’s, back in 2006, it 
was an unlikely change of direction. I had fin-
ished my first degree in English Language and 
Literature in 1999, then trained as an actor 
and spent much of my time attempting to 
save the world through theatre. Luckily, UCL 
and Imperial College decided to overlook this 
dubious background, and the BSHS was kind 
enough to give me a bursary. After two years 
of part-time study on a steep learning curve, 
I came away with a distinction and won the 
Wellcome Friends Prize for my dissertation, He 
is no loss: Robert McCormick and the voyage of 
HMS Beagle (recently published in an edited 
and updated form as a BSHS monograph). I 
spent the next year working at English Herit-
age, doing research on Darwin’s Beagle field 
notebooks.

Theatre, however, was a hard habit to kick. 
While studying, I was moonlighting as a 
would-be playwright. I completed the Royal 
Court Theatre’s Writers Programme, and 
started getting a few small commissions. In 
2008, as I was about to finish the master’s, I 
was selected for a BBC/ Royal Court project 
to develop emerging writers, and while I was 
working at English Heritage my first radio 
script was picked up by Radio 4. When I left EH 
at the end of 2009, I stayed home and wrote 
plays.

Naturally, at that point, with good prospects 
of work as a writer in the UK, I upped and 
moved to Adelaide, South Australia, for love. I 
was still sending scripts home, but in Australia 
I had to start from scratch. 

This is where RiAus comes in. Based in 
Adelaide, it’s the Australian version of the 
Royal Institution of Great Britain. I wanted to 
bring my interests together and work on a 
theatre project with a connection to science, 
so I pitched RiAus an idea: a new play for 
Adelaide Fringe 2011, about Woomera, the 
defence town in the South Australian desert 
founded by the British in 1947 as a base 
for experimental rocket research. Amanda 
Tyndall, then Head of Programs at RiAus and 
now the Deputy Director of the Edinburgh 
International Science Festival, took a risk and 
agreed that RiAus would co-present the play, 
Rocket Town, as part of its Fringe season. 

I’d stumbled across Woomera on a roadtrip 
into the outback. Needing a place to stop for 
the night, I turned off the desert highway into 
one of the strangest towns I’d ever seen. The 

streets were empty and the silence was eerie. 
At the central crossroads I found the missile 
park, full of rockets, missiles and bombs that 
were developed on the Woomera Test Range, 
along with the preserved wreckage of the 
Redstone rocket that put the first Australian 
satellite into space. Later, back in Adelaide, I 
learned that the population in Woomera had 
fallen from around 7000 at its peak, to about 
240. There were fewer than forty students in 
the entire school. I wondered what it would 
be like to be a teenager in that isolated town 
in the middle of the desert, with a missile park 
to hang out in and Woomera’s extraordinary 
history to live with every day. That was the 
question that became the play.

With Rocket Town to write, I drove the 
three hundred miles back up to Woomera, to 
interview some of the people that live there. 
I heard that the best thing for the young 
people was the freedom. The worst was that 
nobody stayed very long, so they continu-
ally lost teachers and friends. Based on these 
conversations, Rocket Town isn’t explicitly 
about Woomera’s science, but about two teen-
age characters, Jess and Josh, whose lives are 
deeply affected by the community that has 
been built around the research. I was drawn 
to them for some of the same reasons I had 
been drawn to Robert McCormick, the original 
naturalist on the Beagle – they were characters 
caught on the periphery of a big scientific 
project. No one was paying them much atten-
tion, but their stories, it seemed to me, were 
valuable and needed to be told.

Presenting Rocket Town to Fringe audiences 

Emily Steel on writing, rockets and relocation

The missile park: a Black Knight rocket, 
developed by the British and launched from 
Woomera in the 50s and 60s to test the ef-
fects of re-entering the atmosphere at high 
speed. Photo courtesy of Emily Steel.

Rehearsal picture from rocket town, with Dee Easton as Jess and Sam Calleja as Josh. 
Photo courtesy of Chris Vanstone.
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Electrifying the City: Spaces 
and Places for Electricity in 
20th-Century Britain

19 November 2011, University of Leicester

This one-day conference, organised jointly 
by the British Society for the History of 
Science and the Centre for Urban His-
tory, University of Leicester, aims to bring 
together scholars working across a range 
of disciplines to consider the spaces and 
places for electricity in 20th century Britain. 
Electrification was one of the most signifi-
cant infrastructure developments of the 
modern era. It transformed the landscape 
and industry of 20th century Britain and, 
to an even greater extent, transformed the 
home and everyday life. A powerful emblem 
of modernity and urban civilization, electric-
ity was a key element in recreating Britain as 
a ‘warfare’ as well as a ‘welfare’ state, to use 
David Edgerton’s terms. 

Papers will address this theme from a 
social, economic, cultural, technological or 
political perspective, or seek to integrate 
these approaches.  And will be a mixture of 
longer papers based on on-going research 
projects and shorter new research/research-
ers papers.  We intend that one outcome of 
this conference will be the establishment of 
an informal network of researchers with an 
interest in this field.

The conference programme will be posted 
on the BSHS website, http://www.bshs.org.
uk, in October. Travel bursaries will be avail-
able for postgraduate students to attend this 
meeting.  See website for details. Enquiries 
to Stephen Murray, sam70@le.ac.uk.

Seventh Joint Meeting of the 
BSHS, CSHPS and HSS

Tuesday – Friday 10-13 July 2012,
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA

The Seventh joint meeting of the British So-
ciety for the History of Science, the Canadian 
Society for the History and Philosophy of 
Science, and the History of Science Society 
will take place in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
USA from 10-13 July 2012.  Previous success-
ful meetings were in Oxford, England (2008); 
Halifax, Nova Scotia (2004); St Louis, Missouri 
(2000); Edinburgh, Scotland (1996); Toronto, 
Canada (1992); and Manchester, England 
(1988).

Unlike some 3-Society Meetings in the 
past, the 2012 conference has no stated 
theme; papers on all topics in the history 
of science are welcome. As 2012 marks the 
centennial of Isis, papers related to the his-
tory of both Isis and/or the discipline would 
be timely.

The Philadelphia Area Center for the His-
tory of Science (PACHS) is helping with the 
arrangements. Dorm room accommodations 
will be available at the University of Penn-
sylvania, and a small number of hotel rooms 
will be reserved for the conference (individu-
als will need to call the hotel directly or visit 
the HSS web site, hssonline.org, for reser-
vations). The program will include parallel 
themed sessions, plenary lectures, education 
and outreach activities, and events at the 
American Philosophical Society, the Chemi-
cal Heritage Foundation, and the University 
of Pennsylvania. A more extensive social 
program is being developed by the local 
organizers. The conference schedule will 
offer delegates the opportunity to explore 
the many attractions to be found in the ‘City 
of Brotherly Love’, including Philadelphia’s 
extensive links to the history of science.

The Program Committee welcomes pro-
posals for sessions or individual papers from 
researchers at all stages of their careers. Par-
ticipation is in no way limited to members 
of the three organizing societies, but there 
will be a registration discount for members. 
Intending participants should also note that 
the usual HSS rules concerning presenting at 
successive conferences do not apply to this 
meeting.

The deadline for submitting a session or 
abstract is 5 December 2011.

Full details of how to submit your session 
or abstract will be available shortly on the 
HSS website at hssonline.org. Inquiries con-
cerning this conference should be directed 
to info@hssonline.org, or HSS Executive 
Office, 440 Geddes Hall, Notre Dame, IN 
46556-4633, 1-574-631-1194.

Forthcoming 
BSHS-organised 
conferences

was nerve-wracking. I was an interloper from 
the UK, attempting to tell South Australians 
a story about themselves. I wasn’t sure if the 
people of Woomera, in particular, would love 
it or hate it. To my great relief, they liked it very 
much – some who came to see it told me their 
own stories afterwards, some cried, some said 
it was like I’d been listening in on their conver-
sations when they were growing up. The pro-
duction got 4-star reviews, and won an award 
from the Adelaide Festival Centre to support 
the development of a new project next year. 
That one is going to be about immigrant 
populations, inspired by the work of the late 
Frank Fenner, who introduced myxomatosis to 
Australia in the 50s, and in 2010 predicted that 
humans would be globally extinct within a 
hundred years. For the 2012 Fringe, I’m about 
to start work on another new play for RiAus. 
This one’s about giant cuttlefish. 

If you’d told me five years ago I’d be where I 
am now, I doubt I’d have believed you.

emily steel
emilysteel@yahoo.com

For more information about Rocket 
Town please see: www.rockettown.info

For more information on Emily Steel’s 
BSHS Monograph He is no loss: Robert 

McCormick and the voyage of HMS 
Beagle please see: http://www.bshs.org.

uk/monographs

The book is available in paperback for 
£10.00 RRP, and can be ordered from 
any online retailer or your local book-

shop; ISBN 978-0-906450-18-5.
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Reports of Meetings
BSHS Annual Conference, Exeter, July 2011

July saw the annual conference of the British 
Society for the History of Science, held at the 
University of Exeter. I have been going to 
these conferences for the last nine years and 
have always enjoyed them as convivial and 
intellectually stimulating occasions. As with 
all large(ish) general conferences with several 
parallel sessions there can be negatives: it’s 
hard work, there are usually a few annoying 
clashes in scheduling, and there is too little 
time for discussion during the sessions. How-
ever, historians of science are a friendly bunch 
and it is very easy to catch the person whose 
paper you had to miss to find out more, and 
to have discussions over lunch, dinner, drinks 
and into the night. All the better this year that 
the backdrop to such conversations was the 
glorious Exe Valley.

While there were many familiar faces, it was 
good to see a real broadening of the confer-
ence with newcomers to the field and a wider 
range of topics and approaches than we’ve 
sometimes seen. There were other innova-
tions, including the new website, with its His-
tory of Science Travel Guide and a live Twitter 
stream. While there were still only a handful 
of us tweeting from Exeter, it’s a huge leap 
forward from zero in 2009 and two last year. 
Fiddling with your mobile phone during a talk 
is clearly still seen as odd or rude by many 
other attendees but, like note-taking, I find it 
can be a good way of maintaining concentra-
tion, as well as sharing events with people 
beyond the room.

With thirteen sessions, of 3-4 panels con-
taining 3-4 papers each, I can’t really do justice 
with any kind of a summary of the talks, which 
ranged through philosophy, history of science, 
history of medicine and history of technology; 

from ancient to modern times; and - although 
many papers were focused on British history - 
a wide geographical spread. All I can do here 
is point out some personal highlights and 
interesting themes.

I attended two of the three plenary sessions, 
starting with a talk by Martin Rudwick that 
reflected on the genesis, content and recep-
tion of his best-known book, The Great Devo-
nian Controversy (1988). Apt for Exeter, but 
also wonderful to hear how Rudwick moved 
from geology to history, about the role of 
visual imagery in his work (both historic and 
modern diagrams) and how his ideas and the 
evidence developed from the archives - where 
he happened on a cache of letters, bound 
together and labelled with what became 
the book’s title. The kind of find we all dream 
about!

Sally Horrocks gave her President’s Address 
on the Saturday, looking at science in the 
news in the 1950s-1960s. She has been search-
ing Pathé News and a local television archive 
for science and technology-related items. 
These are very different from the science TV 
documentaries studied by Tim Boon in Films 
of Fact, being more about entertainment, 
‘fancy that’ moments or local interest stories. 
Pathé, in particular, comes across as clear 
propaganda for British endeavour and science 
in general. Whatever the ‘back-room boys’ are 
tinkering with or dreaming up, the assump-
tion is that it will soon be of clear benefit to 
Britain or improve general quality of life. Yet, 
in a way, this is ‘upstream science journalism’, 
showing ordinary scientists, before results are 
apparent and papers published.

For me, there were two recurring themes at 
the meeting. One of these was the relation-

ship between science and government, and a 
related interest in institutions and bureaucra-
cies. This perhaps seems a little old-fashioned, 
as history of science has in recent years 
tended to take us away from elites and institu-
tions, but the new approach seems to take 
greater account of the range of personalities, 
interests and motivations involved, and the 
relationship between political and scientific 
elites and other less-visible groups like arti-
sans, technicians and businessmen. The panel 
I was on, with three of us from the Board of 
Longitude Project, obviously spoke to these 
themes, but so did sessions on the 19th-
century telegraph network, on ‘Navigation, 
Meteorology and Telegraphy’, on 20th-century 
agriculture, on applied chemistry, ‘Science, 
State and Planning’ and more.

The other notable theme was history of 
science and publics, or audiences. This has, 
admittedly, been a theme for BSHS for some 
time, especially in sessions run by the Out-
reach and Education Committee, but there 
was some great stuff to be enjoyed at Exeter. 
While some papers focused on the theme his-
torically, for example looking at how the Mars 
canals or Huxley-Wilberforce debates were 
reported in the press, others discussed public 
engagement in our own field. One panel 
looked at site visits, with Martin Rudwick 
(again) making a case for the importance of 
visiting sites related to the history you are tell-
ing, and Joe Cain giving us all a much-needed 
pedagogical lesson on successful tour-lead-
ing. Another had Iwan Rhys Morus on using 
modern technology to recreate 19th-century 
electrical demonstrations, David Rooney 
reconstructing the processes by which he 
wrote a popular book on history of technol-
ogy (masquerading as a biography of an 
unsung heroine), and Tim Boon on public his-
tory and co-curating at the Science Museum. 
Finally, although sadly I missed it, there was a 
session on oral histories, including the British 
Library’s Oral History of British Science and a 
wonderful-sounding project on experiences 
of a Welsh children’s TB sanitorium.

Much to enjoy, and much to think about.

rebekah Higgitt
National Maritime Museum

rhiggitt@nmm.ac.uk

This review originally appeared on 
Becky’s blog:

 teleskopos.wordpress.com

A ‘thumbs-up’ for the Exeter meeting from delgates participating in the inaugural BSHS 
conference quiz, which was set by Jeff Hughes. Photo by Melanie Keene.

Becky Higgitt reports from ‘A Great Devonian Conference’
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Over the last two Annual Conferences a new 
tradition has quickly taken hold: the BSHS 
Whisky Tasting Experience. First held dur-
ing the 2010 conference in sunny Aberdeen 
(where there was a cultural justification), and 
requested again for this year’s conference 
in Exeter (where cultural justifications were 
somewhat questionable), the opening social 
event of this year’s conference was a resound-
ing success. (Hick.)

With the help and support of Malcolm 
Noble, five Scottish and one Irish whiskies 
were selected and kept a closely-guarded 
secret (list provided below). In order to keep 
things strictly educational we had purchased 
one ‘cheap’ whisky, a supermarket’s own 
brand, and two rather expensive ‘one-off’ 
productions from the Malt Whisky Society. 
In addition to these, three whiskies were 
purchased the night before, on the way to 
the conference – showing the true spirit of 
the event. This resulted in us having at least 

three whiskies that most 
delegates would be able 
to purchase easily from 
local specialists or super-
markets.

Despite having to 
insist on a sign up sheet 
after worries that we 
would run short of 
booze, a diverse group of 
delegates and many of 
our international guests 
assembled on the mezza-
nine level above the main 
conference bar. With Jeff 
Hughes demonstrating 
his extensive experience 
in the time-honoured 
skill of pouring lots of 
whisky into numerous 
small glasses, all was 
ready. Having obeyed 
the commands of the 
BSHS Executive Secretary 
and resisted the tempta-
tion to try the whiskies 
earlier in the day so as to 
produce our own tasting 
notes, we began with 
our highly inaccurate 
tasting notes printed off 
the internet ten minutes 
before (and you thought 
Wikipedia was poor).

As the first whisky 
(Knockando, a Speyside) 
got passed around, the 
most successful part 
of the Whisky Tasting 
Experience, at least in our 
opinion, got under-

The Whisky Experience

Sam Robinson, Jeff Hughes, Malcolm Noble and the whiskies. 
Photo by Melanie Keene.

Sally Horrocks gives the Presidential Address in the Presidential dress. Here, she intro-
duces the Onion Research, Strongman Hairstylist, and Camel Market features of an 1959 
newsreel. Photo by Melanie Keene.

way. No, not the act of tasting itself, but the 
spontaneous conversation between complete 
strangers which whisky graciously assists. 
However no rest for our intrepid assistant 
as the glasses started to come back towards 
the table and Jeff began pouring from bottle 
number two (Cardhu, also a Speyside). As 
the sun set over the Exe valley the whisky 
continued to flow and many new friendships 
were made, but this is also where our whisky 
report ends. To discover what goes on when 
historians of science have downed three or 
more whiskies, you’ll just have to attend the 
next BSHS whisky tasting event. However we 
will let you into a little secret: even Malcolm 
was speechless after tasting the Bruichladdich, 
which has to be a first.

All in all we, the unofficial BSHS Sub-Com-
mittee for the Procurement, Distribution and 
Consumption of Whisky, would like to thank 
our tasters for making this year’s event such 
a great success. Additionally our thanks go 
out for your generous donations which raised 
£112.70 for charity.

sam robinson
University of Manchester

samuel.robinson-3@postgrad.manchester.ac.uk

Whisky List

Knockando 12 y.o., Speyside
Cardhu 10 y.o., Speyside
Sainsbury’s Dún Léire [Cooley] 8 years old
Jura ‘Superstition’ 12 y.o., Islay
Coming into harbour 7 y.o. [Clynelish], 
Highland 61.9%
Smoky Pavlova 8 y.o. [Bruichladdich], 
Islay 66.6%

Sam Robinson introduces a new addition to 
the BSHS conference programme
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Are geniuses really that different from us? This 
is the question that resonates throughout 
Andrew Robinson’s Genius: A Very Short Intro-
duction. Society has long revered geniuses: 
a handful of elites who possess remarkable 
talent distinguishing them from the rest. But 
what is this mysterious characteristic that 
embraces the likes of Shakespeare, Einstein, 
Newton, Da Vinci, and others like them? What 
is it that distinguishes them from us? Robin-
son’s book pursues the answer to these ques-

tions weaving in and out of the histories of 
established geniuses in a compact 126 pages.

The book opens with the startling concept 
that we know far less about geniuses than we 
think. In fact, what the word actually means is 
still a topic of debate. As Robinson nicely puts 
it, the term is merely a word ‘applied to many a 
youth by his contemporaries, but more rarely 
by biographers, who do not always agree 
among themselves’ (p. 4).  Interestingly with 
the absence of a strict definition, society’s 
idea of a genius appears to be ridden with 
misconceptions that Robinson challenges 
throughout his book. 

One such misconception is the perceived 
role family environment has in the rearing of a 
genius. One usually associates a deprived and 
traumatic childhood with genius - an upbring-
ing infused with tension, harboured resent-
ment, and loneliness. Is it this emotionally 
charged repression that colours their master-
pieces? Not necessarily. Robinson points out 
that geniuses come from both deprived and 
supportive family backgrounds. For example 
Mozart’s father trained and fostered his musi-
cal career since he was a child, whereas Da 
Vinci was abandoned by both his parents at a 
very young age. Yet both individuals flour-
ished in their disciplines. 

Another common misconception is that 
high levels of intelligence predict genius. 
Robinson argues that it is the interaction of 
intelligence and creativity combined with 
both personality and motivation that consti-
tute a genius. He effectively argues his case 
by citing studies attempting to correlate IQ 
scores and creativity measures with geniuses, 
that at times succeed in identifying a genius, 
and at other times fail, classifying the likes of 
Richard Feynman to be within the normal IQ 
range for example.

Another interesting relationship Robinson 
mentions is one between genius and mad-
ness. The artist’s temperament and the sci-
entist’s eccentricity are both preconceptions 
that we are all too familiar with. He vividly 
illustrates this with the story of Van Gogh, who 
suffered a deep depression that caused him 
to mutilate his ear and eventually, years later, 
take his own life.  Many other anecdotes of 
tortured geniuses, such as Emily Dickinson, 
Sylvia Plath, and Darwin, documenting their 
mental ailments strengthen this relationship. 
But there is another side to the story. Art-
ists from the Renaissance, such as Botticelli, 
Leonardo, Raphael, Brunelleschi, did not suffer 
from these mental troubles but this does not 
make their talents any less exceptional. 

In addition to the myriad of different family 
backgrounds, intellect and creativity, mental 
disposition, and personality, Robinson high-
lights stark differences between the geniuses 
of science and those of art, referring to the 
divide illustrated by C.P. Snow’s Two Cultures, 
adding more variation to the genius mix. 

Reviews
Books
William Rankin, Newton: A 
Graphic Guide, Icon Books, 
2010, £6.99, 176 pages, ISBN: 
9781848311763

Icon Books’ new edition of Newton: A Graphic 
Guide, the Newton book in their ‘Introducing’ 
series, is at first glance a light, image-rich pass 
through Isaac Newton’s significant discoveries. 
This pocket-sized book is rich with cartoon 
renditions of significant astronomers and 
mathematicians (Kepler, for example, is de-
picted as a floppy-eared spaniel and Descartes 
as a clockwork toy), and there is occasional 
snide commentary from a pair of `typical’ 
Englishmen, identifiable from the handker-
chiefs with knotted corners on their heads. 
More text-heavy pages are balanced by others 
dominated by large portraits and scientific 
diagrams. Although it is a somewhat restric-
tive format preventing involved explanations, 
it is a surprisingly dense and wide-ranging 
read, placing Newton in complex social and 
intellectual contexts.

William Rankin begins the book with images 
of the statue of Newton in the antechapel of 
Trinity College, Cambridge, calling him ‘com-
pletely transformed from a creature of flesh 
and blood to a stone-faced demi-god’. Rankin 
uses the statue as a visual representation of 
the myth of Newton the lone genius, and sets 
himself the task of pulling the reader away 
from the statue and into the human Newton, 
embroiled in the religious, political and philo-
sophical turmoil of the 16th and 17th centu-
ries. So thorough is Rankin that he goes all the 
way back to the Egyptians and Babylonians, 
giving a brief history of ancient mathematics, 
before jumping abruptly from the death of 
Archimedes to the birth of Newton in 1642. 
An account of Newton’s childhood is followed 
by another diversion to give the reader brief 
summaries of the lives of Galileo, Copernicus, 
Tycho Brahe, Kepler, and Descartes. Although 
this is a very quick journey through a century 
of astronomy, Rankin is careful to devote time 
to elements of their thought often neglected 
in many introductory texts, spending as much 
time discussing the harmony of the spheres 
as Kepler’s second law of motion. There is 
a short diversion to the Neo-Platonists and 
Thomas Hobbes before returning to Newton. 
The account of Newton’s Cambridge career 
presents a sampling of his work on mathemat-
ics and physics. It further introduces several 
significant personalities of the Royal Society, 
and dwells on Newton’s alchemical studies, as 
well as discussing Newton’s work on prophecy, 

chronology, and biblical interpretation. New-
ton’s conflicts with Leibnitz and Flamsteed are 
covered, as well as his positions as head of the 
Royal Mint and president of the Royal Society. 
Rather than a continuous narrative, each page 
presents a different topic. The transitions from 
one topic to another are occasionally hard 
to follow, but in general they combine into a 
coherent depiction of Newton’s life and times.

The benefit of this book falls not only in its 
very wide-ranging coverage of almost every 
aspect of Newton’s life and the background 
given for his intellectual work, but in the 
way in which the information is presented. 
Each topic is granted a page, which is split 
between text and images with captions. By 
no means all the images are comic cartoons. 
In many cases, diagrams are taken directly 
from primary sources, both printed and 
manuscript. Further, in many cases contem-
porary sources are quoted, although instead 
of being referenced by footnote, an image 
of the source is provided. These insertions of 
text are occasionally slightly jarring, and it is 
doubtful whether many of the names cited 
will have meaning for the casual reader, but 
they are nonetheless helpful in contribut-
ing to a nuanced examination of Newton’s 
life. There is even a nod to historiography, as 
books labelled ‘Frank E. Manuel’ and ‘Richard S. 
Westfall’ debate the causes of Newton’s zeal-
ous behaviour in persecuting forgers. 

Newton: A Graphic Guide presents an admi-
rably clear picture of Newton in an entertain-
ing way that encourages the reader either to 
sit down and read it cover to cover, or to dip in 
and out of portions of particular interest. For 
a brief introduction, it presents Newton’s life 
and works with admirable historical sensitivity. 

elizabeth smith
Darwin correspondence Project

University of cambridge
els47@cam.ac.uk

Andrew Robinson, Genius: A 
Very Short Introduction, Ox-
ford University Press, 2011, 
£7.99, 144 pages, ISBN: 978-
0199594405.
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Alice Calaprice (ed.), The Ulti-
mate Quotable Einstein, Prin-
ceton University Pres, 2010, 
£16.95, 576 pages, ISBN: 978-
0691138176.

Some five years before the centenary of the 
General Theory of Relativity, and six years after 
that of the Special Theory of Relativity, Alice 
Calaprice has compiled a new edition of her 
lauded collection of Einstein quotations. The 
first edition in 1996 featured some 400 quota-
tions which were deftly divided into thematic 
chapters with references and annotations. This 
new edition features around 1600 quotations 
and several new sections such as ‘On and to 
Children’ and ‘On Race and Prejudice’ as well as 
a very brief selection of Einstein’s verses.

This being the ‘ultimate’ edition, a sort of 
Montaigne for the thermonuclear age, it is 
fair to assume it is the one that the editor 
considers definitive, marking the end of a very 
successful run of collections over the last 25 

years. The result is a book that evinces Ein-
stein’s broad intellectual horizons, his famed 
sense of humour, but which also allows the 
reader to dwell upon Einstein’s life, witnessing 
the darker facets of his personality laid onto 
a biographical scaffold.  As such, it covers the 
breakdown of his relationship with his first 
wife and mother of his two children, Mileva 
Marić. A woman who he once deemed ‘a crea-
ture who is my equal’ (p. 34) but of whom he 
later despaired, going as far as to say that she 
‘extinguishes other people’s joy of living’ (p. 
36). Similarly, his relationship with his biologi-
cal children, while essentially loving, is marked 
by his absence, partly due to his estrangement 
from Mileva.

A well-worn quote of Einstein considers 
that the essence of a person such as he ‘lies 
precisely in what he thinks and how he thinks, 
not in what he does or suffers’ (p. 18). For the 
philosophically-minded scientist and the 
scientifically-minded philosopher, Einstein 
is a rich treasure trove whose hypothetico-
deductive vision of scientific theory was an 
inspiration to many, not least Karl Popper. His 
understanding of scientific endeavour stresses 
the creative role of the human mind before 
the complexity of the universe, and the impor-
tance of freeing the mind of prejudice both 
philosophical and social (p. 398). This he con-
siders possible through ‘a knowledge of the 
historical and philosophical background [of 
science]’, thus distinguishing the ‘mere artisan 
or specialist’ from the ‘real seeker after truth’ 
(p. 394), and indirectly giving the thumbs-up 
to the work of our many historians of science, 
one or two of which might be reading this 
newsletter.

It is Einstein’s similarly open mind towards 

So after chapters of seemingly paradoxi-
cal indicators of genius – i.e. madness versus 
super normal – Robinson leaves you wonder-
ing whether there is at all a common fac-
tor that distinguishes them from us. These 
debates set-up the perfect introduction for 
the ten year plan, a theory postulating that it 
takes an estimation of ten years of experience 
in the specialisation to create your first mas-
terpiece. Although Robinson refers to many 
examples supporting this theory, there are 
exceptions, such as Erik Satie who composed 
his first masterpiece in his eighth year. 

So by sifting through the many different 
backgrounds and traits of historical geniuses 
– what knowledge have we gained? Robin-
son concludes that geniuses are not in fact a 
super race of some sort. There are no specific 
traits, hereditary or otherwise that constitute a 
genius, but the complex interaction between 
personality and environment are dominated 
by their determination to work hard for a long 
period of time. A genius is ‘the work of human 
grit, not the product of superhuman grace’ 
(p. 126). In conclusion, this book wonderfully 
depicts the variety of qualities that embody 
a genius using the anecdotes of geniuses, as 
well as psychological studies to illustrate the 
richness of the phenomenon, and challenges 
existing stereotypes along the way. So what 
is a genius in the end – a mad scientist or a 
mellow artist? For now there seems to be no 
definitive answer, but Robinson’s book pro-
vides a good guide in trying to find one. 

Frances-catherine Quevenco
Imperial college, London

frances-catherine.quevenco10@imperial.ac.uk

society, humanity, and the arts that makes 
him compelling reading even in the aphoristic 
format of this book. Having lived through one 
of the most tumultuous periods in modern 
history including two world wars and the 
Holocaust, Einstein’s careful reflections on the 
ills of society are imbued with a strong feeling 
for ethics and respect for the individual. It is 
telling that the sections on Germany and the 
meaning of Judaism enclose the chapter ‘On 
Humankind’ where it is precisely Einstein’s 
urge to transcend the messiness and injustice 
of everyday events that makes his sensitive 
and sometimes emotional response to events 
in early 20th-century Europe so timeless. 

Einstein was not fond of biographies, as 
they are necessarily selective and inevitably 
to some extent project their author’s ideals 
and aspirations onto the person in question. 
This book of quotations can be thought of as a 
different form of biography, where the words 
and deeds remain those of the subject but 
the structure is surrendered to the expertise 
of the editor. The pressure to select is partly 
mitigated through the sheer expanse of the 
book, but this same range has the secondary 
effect of repetition both in content and in 
structure, such that many quotations evoke 
the very same sentiments and a number of 
themes overlap, e.g. ‘pacifism’ in one section 
and ‘peace’ in another. Yet by retaining its 
authoritative position as the primary source 
for Einstein’s comments on everything from 
pantheism to summers in Italy, this can be 
easily overlooked.

Liam Heaphy
University of Manchester

liam.heaphy@postgrad.manchester.ac.uk

“Watch out, apple boy... I’ve been playing this game for a decade, so the next move 
ought to be my masterpiece.” By Ingrid Jendrzejewski.
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HPSTM People: The Questionnaire

Who or what first turned you towards 
the History of Science, Technology and 
Medicine (HSTM)?

The people and the posters in the Free 
School Lane coffee room. It took about 
five years, which sounds long but is not 
too bad for someone who’d arrived in 
Cambridge with a background in eco-
nomics and the kind of mindset where 
you question the assumptions of your 
field philosophically, not historically.

What’s your best dinner-table HSTM 
story?

That’s the trouble with shifting your 
career to the archiving profession: the 
really good stories are all undisclosable. 
However, if you were to invite me for 
dinner in, say, 2045…

What has been your best career moment? 

It was such a rush to be let loose on 
uncatalogued archives after I landed a 
job with the now sadly defunct NCUACS 
in 2006. As an historian you normally 
don’t get your hands on collections until 
they are fully processed, but encounter-
ing them only in that state can make 
you forget that bodies of records are 
processes. Nothing allows you to better 
see that than when you are trying to 
catalogue them, which btw is not as 
innocent an activity as some historians 
might like to think.

What should every 16-year-old know 
about HSTM?

That science, technology or medicine 
don’t come down from the sky like rain, 
although it may feel that way. HSTM al-
lows you to see that.

If you did not work in HSTM, what other 
career might you choose?

I’m already doing it: archives.

What are your favourite HSTM books?

Still Leviathan and the Air-Pump, and The 
Nature of the Book.

What would you do to strengthen HSTM as a 
discipline? 

I’d rather talk about what could be done to 
strengthen the documenting and archiv-
ing processes of bodies representing the 
field, now that we are living in the electronic 
information revolution. Obviously digital 
technology has been making all our lives 
much easier but as all HSTM people know, 
transformative technologies come with 
profoundly destabilizing effects. Modern IT 
enables you to engage in all sorts of activi-
ties without making you think about what it 
would take to handle the traces. Analogue 
media can survive considerable neglect but 
electronic information on the whole does not. 
Another problem is that people tend not to 
carry over into the digital domain the rules by 
which they manage information in traditional 
formats. Plus there are wholly new forms of 
communication for whose retention and cura-
tion there are no simple solutions. None of 
this is working in favour of the memory of the 

Society. Going digital successfully requires 
you to actively reinvent yourself, in terms 
of what the data need, in terms of what 
one’s successors in office need, but also in 
terms of how human beings do their job. 
In the case of bodies like the BSHS archiv-
ing strategies have to be workable for a 
volunteer-run association, i.e. they have 
to be realistic and they have to be about 
commitment as much as, if not more than, 
about compliance. In particular it’s a mat-
ter of making clear distinctions between 
information whose loss is not an option 
and which must be managed accord-
ingly, and trusting in other processes for 
the rest. The key is to decide in advance 
which is which, and not to assume that 
everything can and must be preserved, or 
worse, to simply assume, that there will 
automatically be archives. There never 
were, and in the digital age the last thing 
archives are is something you can take for 
granted. 

How do you see the future shape of HSTM? 

I’d like to see an enterprise that is histori-
cally conscious about itself – and not just 
as a discipline.

Anna-K. Mayer, honorary BSHS archivist. Interview by Emily Hankin.



  Viewpoint  No. 96 15

Announcements, review, erratum

Society for the History of Alchemy 
and Chemistry Meeting

This meeting entitled ‘Academics, Consultants, 
Industrialists and Government Chemists: The 
History of Chemists’ Careers in England from 
1880 to the 1970s’ will take place on Thursday 
24 November 2011 at St Hugh’s College, Ox-
ford starting at 1.40pm. The speakers will be:

Robin Mackie, Gerrylynn Roberts and Anna 
Simmons: The Changing Nature of Chemical 
Careers

Bill Brock: Contingent Careers: Armstrong, 
Crookes and Nicol

Sally Horrocks: Chemistry as a Career for Girls 
from World War II to the Sex Discrimination Act

Viviane Quirke: From Chemistry, to Phar-
macology, to Biotechnology: Alfred Spinks’s 
trajectory from wartime chemist to government 
advisor

A registration form can be downloaded 
from www.ambix.org or for further details 
please contact Anna Marie Roos on anna.
roos@history.ox.ac.uk.

Bakken Travel Grants 2012

Scholars and artists are invited to apply for 
travel fellowships and grants, which the 
Bakken Museum in Minneapolis offers to 
encourage research in its collection of books, 
journals, manuscripts, prints, and instruments.  
The awards are to be used to help defray the 
expenses of travel, subsistence, and other 
direct costs of conducting research at the 
Bakken for researchers who must travel to the 
Twin Cities and pay for temporary housing in 
order to conduct research at the Bakken.

1. Visiting Research Fellowships are awarded 
up to a maximum of $1,500; the minimum 
period of residence is two weeks, and prefer-
ence is given to researchers who are inter-
ested in collaborating informally for a day or 
two with Bakken staff during their research 
visit.  

2. Research Travel Grants are awarded up 
to a maximum of $500 (domestic) and $750 
(foreign); the minimum period of residence is 
one week.

The next application deadline for either 
type of research assistance is February17, 
2012. 

For more details and application guidelines, 
please contact:

Elizabeth Ihrig, Librarian
The Bakken Library and Museum
3537 Zenith Avenue So.
Minneapolis, MN., 55416
tel 612-926-3878 ext. 227
fax (612) 927-7265
e-mail Ihrig@thebakken.org
www.thebakken.org

The annual conference for the International 
Committee for the History of Technology 
(ICOHTEC) was held recently at the University 
of Glasgow. The conference opened with the 
plenary Kranzberg Lecture, entitled ‘Creativity: 
Technology and the Arts’, given by Hans-
Joachim Braun from the Helmut-Schmidt 
University, Germany and concluded with a 
wonderful gala dinner at the Hilton Grosvenor 
Hotel. In between there was a busy four days 
of conference papers with some days begin-
ning as early as 8.30am! The main theme of 
the conference was ‘Consumer Choice and 
Technology’ and the papers delivered at this 
conference varied from artefact-focused tech-
nological studies to less traditional approach-
es such as playing with technology, gender 
and technology, and luxurious technology.

The conference programme was neatly 
complemented by a series of well-selected 
social events designed to highlight the many 
cultural attractions of Glasgow, ranging from a 
tour of a whisky distillery to a jazz evening. In 
combination with two-hour lunches, this gave 
plenty of scope for discussion and debate out-
side of the conference sessions. All in all, this 
was a well-organised conference with plenty 
to think about on the long journey home from 
Glasgow.

elizabeth bruton
University of Leeds

elizabeth.bruton@gmail.com

ICOHTEC Annual Conference, 
Glasgow, 2-7 August 2011

Erratum
In the previous issue of Viewpoint the 
caption for the image on page 8 failed to 
print, despite being present in the proofs. 
My sincere apologies to readers for any 
confusion caused. The caption should 
have read as follows. Ed.

One of four photographs taken at 
Heathfield by J Willoughby Harrison 
when the contents of Watt’s workshop 
were being moved to The Science 
Museum in December 1924. Image © 
Science Museum / Science & Society 
Picture Library.

Conferences

Grants
Delegates at the 2011 Exeter Conference 
were given the opportunity to visit the Bill 
Douglas Centre and see objects from the 
history of the moving image such as this 
phenakistoscope. For more on the Centre 
see the BSHS Travel Guide article avail-
able at:
www.bshs.org.uk/travel-guide/bill-douglas-
centre-for-the-history-of-cinema-and-popu-
lar-culture-exeter-england
Photo by Melanie Keene.
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Victor D. Boantza and Ofer Gal, ‘The absolute existence of phlogiston’

Chris Renwick, ‘From politial economy to sociology’

Gildo Magalhaes Santos, ‘A debate on magnetic current’

Marga Vicedo, ‘The social nature of the mother’s tie to her child’

Arjan van Rooij, ‘Knowledge, money, data’

Plus an essay review of Floris Cohen’s How Modern Science Came into the World.

The British Journal for the History of Science
The September issue of BJHS will include the following, plus reviews:
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