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‘Willow Wren’ (Warblers) in his garden. Some of White’s most iconic discoveries can be found in those 
letters to Pennant.

It is important to remember that White did not study the natural world alone. He was part of a community 
of naturalists – something celebrated through this exhibition. It seems apt for us here in Selborne to work 
with this wonderful community of academics as part of this exciting project. We are looking forward to 
seeing White and his work through this different lens.

Kimberley James, Collections Manager

Gilbert White’s House & Garden is delighted to be partnering with the Curious Travellers 
Project for this exhibition in our 70th year. The museum was opened by the Duke of Wellington 

on the 6th September 1955, and since then has celebrated the lives of Gilbert White, Frank 
Oates and Lawrence Oates, all explorers of the natural world in their own way. 

The museum’s purpose is to inspire journeys of discovery in the natural world. This happens through 
our education programme which sees over 5,500 young people a year learning about nature, through our 
visitors’ attending events including talks, workshops, tours and more, and through interpretation within 
the museum, as well as our online content. 

One of our key techniques is the idea of Nature Connectedness: by providing our visitors with multiple 
ways to connect with nature on an emotional level, we hope to set them on a journey to appreciate and 
protect the natural world around them. 

We aim particularly to protect the landscape that Gilbert  loved and was inspired by. We use his own diaries, 
for example, to ensure that the garden is close to how it was in his time. We also garden to encourage bio
diversity and have a team of volunteers who are carrying on White’s legacy by recording and monitoring 
even the tiniest of butterfly eggs. 

The museum also has its own nanobrewery (inspired by White’s own brewing efforts!), runs a taproom, 
a café and shop as well as hosting weddings and events. Despite all this, the museum’s biggest obstacle is 
funding. We have been an independent charitable trust for 70 years. In order for us to survive for another 
70, do remember that every donation, every admission ticket, every coffee or cake in the café or purchase 
in the gift shop makes a difference.

We are so happy to be collaborating with the Curious Traveller’s project. Thomas Pennant is such an integral 
part of Gilbert White’s story, and their professional friendship (along with that of Daines Barrington) led 
to the creation of one the most important natural history books of all time, The Natural History of Selborne.  
It is in White’s letters to Pennant that we see the first description of the Harvest Mouse and Noctule Bat, 
where White discusses in depth the possibility of bird migration, and where he identifies three species of 

Peter Mazell after Peter 
Brown, White Owl (Barn 
Owl, Tyto alba), from British 
Zoology (1766). BHL.

Facing page: Roman snail 
(Helix pomatia Linn), from 
Pennant’s extra-illustrated 
copy of British Zoology 
(1777). Arader Galleries, 
New York.

Foreword
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Curious Minds: Thomas Pennant and Gilbert White
About 40 pages into Gilbert White’s Natural History of Selborne the reader will come across the word ‘you’. 
It appears as the book shifts from a descriptive into a more epistolary mode, and begins to feel more like 
responses in a conversation. The subject of the ‘you’, however, remains fairly elusive, and details emerge 
slowly – ‘when you were recently in town’; ‘your journey to Scotland’; ‘your’ British Zoology. We know, 
of course, from the opening pages, that the addressee is the Welsh naturalist, Thomas Pennant. But he 
cuts a very indistinct figure in a vivid cast of honey buzzards, water efts, pet toads, hedgehogs and torpid 
swallows. 

Readers today are often surprised to learn that Pennant is one of the two correspondents whose letters to 
White shape the book – like his counterpart, Daines Barrington, he is not as well-known now as he would 
have been in 1789. Even the poem White dedicated to him, ‘A Naturalist’s Summer Evening Walk’, is not 
about Pennant: rather, it shares with a fellow naturalist the experience of being outside and observing a 
living landscape – an experience beautifully evoked in the sound-and-image version created for our exhi-
bition by Sean Harris and Toby Hay. 

This exhibition explores the relationship between the two men, using their words, images and, drawing 
on the Pennant collections at the Natural History Museum, examples of the specimens they exchanged 
and discussed. That relationship has not always been viewed positively. Richard Mabey’s 1986 biography 
of White portrays Thomas Pennant as a wealthy landowner whose interest in Gilbert was concerned only 
with extracting information useful for his own publications. He deplores Pennant’s ‘pushy and bombastic 
manner’ and his ‘limited aptitude for fieldwork’, arguing that he had ‘nothing approaching White’s critical 
intelligence’. Most significantly, Mabey saw Pennant as ‘a writer who ‘came close to plagiarism’, and ‘an 
intellectual entrepreneur, a populariser and compiler of other people’s ideas.’ This echoes a critique most 
famously expressed by James Boswell in 1791, when he claimed that Pennant, in his Tour of Scotland, ‘could 
put together only curt frittered fragments of his own, and afterwards procured supplemental intelligence 
from parochial ministers.’

Boswell’s comments, meant as a put-down, are actually full of insight. Increasingly, researchers have 
emphasized that the exchange between White and Pennant was both wholly characteristic of the period, 
and mutually beneficial. Anne Secord, a recent editor of The Natural History of Selborne, argues that White 
saw his relationship with Pennant as part of a ‘community of investigators’ engaged in a ‘continuous process 
of collaboration’. This becomes clearer if we return to the original letters White sent to Pennant (Pennant’s 
to White, alas, are apparently no longer extant). 

The published version of Selborne has been pruned and occasionally re-ordered, so the more personal 
information found in the opening and closing formulae is lost. From the originals, recently edited by 
Stephanie Holt for the Curious Travellers project, we can infer that Pennant wrote to White in much the 
same tone as he wrote to any of scores of other enquirers into history, antiquities and the natural world. He 
is avid for information, courteous if often peremptory, and incredibly insistent – but warm and generous 
too, passing on finds and knowledge received from correspondents all over the globe, from Siberia to the 
New World. But every letter from the period, transcribed and studied, gives us a better understanding of 
how ideas and information were circulated, critiqued, re-used, repeated, surfacing in different works at 
different times. The Pennant-White correspondence is a vital strand in this web.

The theme of travel appears frequently in White’s book, from the extensive list of travel books he cites, to 
the ongoing discussion of the possible routes of migratory birds – flight-lines imagined, rubbed out, then 
redrawn across the globe, tracing apparently impossible journeys through the air. His brother John, engaged, 
like so many others, in colonial projects around the world, sent news from Gibraltar, and 
became a naturalist himself. Despite complaining of being a terrible traveller, 
White was not actually trapped in Selborne – he occasionally travelled up to 
London, where the two men may have met. The obvious contrast between 
parochial stay-at-home White, on his evening walk round his patch, 
invoking a space that would become forever England, and Pennant 
riding around Britain stitching it together into a knowable 
union of diverse parts, is blurred by the way that corre-
spondence collapses distance. As our exhibition shows, 
both naturalists were linked, not only to each other, 
but to a vast network of others all over the world.  

Attributed to Moses Griffith, Cinereous Godwit (Black Tailed Godwit, Limosa 
limosa), drawing for the 1776 edition of British Zoology. Linda Hall Library.

Sand Smelt (Atherina presbyter) from Pennant's  
extra-illustrated copy of the 1776-77 edition of 
British Zoology. Arader Galleries, New York.
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I. Thomas Pennant (1726–1798)
I beg to be considered not as a Topographer, but as a curious traveller willing to collect all that a traveller 
may be supposed to do in his voyage; I am the first that attempted travels at home, therefore earnestly 
wish for accuracy.

Thomas Pennant to George Ashby, May 1773.

Thomas Pennant was born into an established Welsh gentry family at Downing Hall, a small 
estate overlooking the Dee Estuary near Holywell in Flintshire, north-east Wales. He was 

educated at Wrexham Grammar School and Oxford (Queens’ College and Oriel), and in the 
1750s and 1760s travelled in Cornwall, Ireland, and Europe. His mother died when he was 
eighteen; on his father’s death in 1763, Pennant inherited the Downing estate and began 
landscaping and improving the grounds, reconstructing part of the old house to accom-
modate his books and his growing natural history collections. He was married twice and 

had two children by each marriage. Much of his travelling took place in the decade after 
the death of his first wife, Elizabeth Falconer, in 1765, and before his second marriage, to his 

neighbour Ann Mostyn of Mostyn Hall, in 1777. He is especially 
remembered for a multi-volume British Zoology, which came out in 

the 1760s and in multiple revisions thereafter, and for groundbreaking 
Tours, notably of Scotland and Wales, which had a significant effect on 
the development of tourism in both countries and helped to shape their 
national histories. 

The family’s financial interests in local lead and coal mines helped to 
fund Pennant’s life as a gentleman scholar, while his travels in Britain, 
Ireland and the Continent allowed him to establish a supportive network 
of colleagues and correspondents. Collaborations were at the heart of all 
of Pennant’s work, and his rich surviving correspondence includes names 
such as Carl Linnaeus, Joseph Banks, Anna Blackburne, Richard Gough, 
Peter Simon Pallas, Emanuel Da Costa, the Comte de Buffon, William 
Borlase – and Gilbert White. Downing Hall became a busy hub of intellec-
tual activity and exchange, with a constant flow of visitors, letters, books, 

Josiah Wedgwood, Miniature Profile of Thomas Pennant. British Library. 
 Joseph Highmore, Thomas Pennant, c.1740. National Library of Wales.

prints, paintings and boxes of specimens. From 1768, the household included the artist Moses Griffith, 
who illustrated many specimens and antiquities and captured the landscapes and buildings described in 
the tours. Although he never made the journey to Downing himself, Gilbert White was among those who 
sent boxes of specimens to be captured by Griffith’s pencil, writing in January 1771: 

This day my box with the whole of my curiosities sets out by the waggon on it’s way to London; from 
whence it will be forwarded by my Bror: to Chester. You will be so kind as to examine the contents, & 
to order yr artist to draw such as are worthy of yr notice; & to favur me with your opinion concerning 
the most rare, & particularly the fishes, which need not be returned.  

‘Your artist’, he wrote elsewhere, ‘has done my birds a great deal of credit, as well as himself; & I hope 
they will get safe back without any injury. The Junco is finely expressed; & the Quail is, I think, as lovely 
a drawing as ever I saw.’

Thomas Pennant’s later writings included his Literary Life (1793), a memoir recapitulating his public 
achievements, and the richly detailed History of the Parishes of Whiteford and Holywell (1796) which, besides 
delving into the layers of history in the landscapes around Downing Hall (pictured below), bears witness to 
an intensive period of contemporary industrial development along the Dee Estuary and in the Greenfield 
Valley. Although less focused on the natural world than Gilbert White’s epistolary Selborne, it reflects a 
similar engagement with the microcosms of the intensely local. With David, his eldest son, Pennant collab-
orated in his final years on an ambitious project, the ‘Outlines of the Globe’, an ‘imaginary’ journey which 
drew on an even wider network of international connections to describe flora, fauna and societies around 
the world. By the time of his death in 1798 Thomas Pennant was a familiar name to many.
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II. Reverend Gilbert White (1720–1793)
It has been my misfortune never to have had any neighbour whose studies have taken the same 
bent: so that for want of a Companion to quicken my Industry, & sharpen my attention,  
I have made but a slender progress in a kind of knowledge, which I have been attached 
to from a Child. 

Gilbert White to Thomas Pennant, 10 August 1767

Born in Selborne in 1720, Gilbert White was to become one of the best-known naturalists 
of the eighteenth century. His book, The Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne (1789) 
is an extraordinary, and extraordinarily long-lived, publication: it has never been out of 
print and, to date, remaining the fourth longest constantly in-print book in the English 
language, after the King James Bible, the complete works of Shakespeare, and Bunyan’s 
Pilgrim’s Progress. Extending now to over 400 editions, it has inspired innumerable people to 
follow in White’s footsteps as a naturalist, as well as artists, poets, and fellow theologians. 

As visitors to the Gilbert White House and Gardens will know from the permanent galleries, White was 
schooled in Basingstoke, and then went to the University of Oxford in 1740 to begin his BA at Oriel 
College. He graduated in 1743, and it is at this point that we find the first, and only, visual depictions of him, 
sketched in the margins of his presentation copy of Pope’s translation of Homer’s Illiad.  White remained 
in Oxford throughout his BA, MA, and early part of his Fellowship, becoming Dean of Oriel College, and 
even applying for the position of Provost. In 1755, however, having failed to obtain a lucrative preferment 
and increasingly needing to care for his ailing father, he began to spend more time at home at Selborne. 
This gave him the opportunity to start creating his own garden. White’s horticultural interests may have 
been inspired by visits to the University Physic Garden; the purchase of the Gardener’s Dictionary by Philip 
Miller, head gardener of the Chelsea Physic Garden (which White would visit later in life), was also instru-
mental. He became a botanist, and opened his eyes to the natural world.

Increasingly based in Selborne following his father’s death in 1758, he acquired local curacies, including 
the village church of St Mary’s, to support himself. His ‘Garden Kalendar’ began to incorporate more 
records of wildlife, and by 1766 he had begun his Flora Selborniensis, intended to be an annual record of the 
plants of his local area. We see however from the frontispiece of this journal, that this rapidly included far 

more than just plants, incorporating ‘some co-incidences of the coming, & departure of birds of passage, 
& insects; & the appearing of Reptiles.’

This unbounded curiosity for the natural world never left White. The ‘Garden Kalendar’ morphed into 
the Naturalist’s Journal, using a pre-printed format produced by Daines Barrington. Barrington, himself a 
naturalist, barrister, and antiquarian of London’s Inner Temple, gifted White a copy of this journal, which 
was based on the ideas of Benjamin Stillingfleet. The work of these three naturalists gives us the basis of 
what today we call the ‘Biological Record’: recordings of ‘Who, What, Where, and When’, associated with 
notation of wildlife observations which allow us to collate and compare information on the natural world. 

White had been introduced to Barrington through his brother Benjamin, a successful publisher in Fleet 
Street, conveniently located close to the Royal Society, then at Crane Court. This introduction led to further 
connections and the development of White’s natural history correspondence network, as well as visits 
to the Royal Society, Society of Antiquaries, and meetings with Sir Joseph Banks and Linnaeus’s student 
Daniel Solander. Benjamin had introduced his brother to fellow naturalist, and Oriel alumnus, Thomas 
Pennant. Their correspondence started shortly before the publication of the second edition of Pennant’s 
British Zoology in 1767. In Pennant, White found a kindred spirit in natural history, with whom he could 
share and explore his observations and ideas, something he felt he sorely lacked in the isolated village of 
Selborne. For Pennant, the correspondence formed part of a far wider network of informants on natural 
history, but became a crucial one: White’s preference for ‘observing narrowly’ the comings and goings of 
local wildlife on his home patch gave Pennant unsurpassed insight not only into the morphology of species, 
but their behaviour, something he would come to develop in his own publications.

Coloured miniature of Gilbert White, based on anonymous contemporary pencil sketch. Gilbert White’s House. 
Samuel Hieronymous Grimm, North East View of Selborne, c.1789. Houghton Library, Harvard University.
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Pennant never published an 
extensive tour of Ireland, yet the 
notebook of the 1754 journey, 
‘maigre’ as it is, is a valuable histor-
ical document – a sketch, as it were, 
of things to come. At the start of his 
journey, waiting in Holyhead for 
the ferry to Dublin, Pennant met up 
with William Morris, a keen natu-
ralist who would become another 

willing collaborator and correspondent. They spent a productive morning fossicking on the beach, picking 
up crystals, seaweed, shells. Pennant also found an anemone, an Urtica marina:

displaying various beautyfull branches, always expanded. it readily seized on any bit of fish offered it 
and made use of those branches to convey it to its mouth; these branches seemed furnished with small 
nervous papillae which adhered strongly to my finger. 

That moment of mutual curiosity, of touch across species, is oddly moving. It captures the naturalist’s 
instinctive need to observe and record the minutest details. But it is also a 
touch symbolic of the complexities of human /non-human interac-
tion, ushering in a historical period now loaded with the ironies 
of hindsight. The eighteenth century’s curiosity to know 
more about other species, other habitats, is tangled with 
a simultaneous desire to exploit them. Their careful 
cataloguing of life on earth underpins the lists – the 
litanies – that allow us, here and now, to make an 
equally careful reckoning of our losses. 

III. A beginning: on the way to Ireland, 1754
In late June 1754 Thomas Pennant, then in his late twenties and not yet master of the Downing estate, set off 
on a six-week tour of Ireland.  The journal he kept of his travels, which took him right around the island, is 
disappointingly sparse: two small notebooks list the names of people he met and 
places he stayed, with a few occasional extra details. In his Literary Life written 
some 40 years later Pennant would explain, with typical dry humour, why this 
tour never made it into print:

Such was the conviviality of the country, that my journal proved as maigre as 
my entertainment was gras, so it never was a dish fit to be offered to the public.

Many years later, having read Pennant’s Tour of Scotland 1769, Gilbert White 
would try to persuade his friend to undertake a more comprehensive journey 
of exploration ‘to the kingdom of Ireland; a country little known to Naturalists.’

You will not, we trust, undertake that tour without the assistance of a botanist; because the mountains 
have scarcely been sufficiently examined: & the southerly counties of so mild a climate may possibly 
afford some plants little to be expected within the British dominions. A person of yr turn of mind will 
draw many just remarks from the civil state & modern improvments of a country both in arts & agri-
culture, where premiums obtained long before they were heard of with us. The manners of the wild 
natives, their supersiteons, their prejudices, their sordid way of life will extort from you many useful 
reflections. Nor must I pass over the castles & seats, the extensive & picturesque lakes, the lofty midland 

mountains, so little known, & so engaging to the reader when described in a lively manner. In a word 
you would have in such a work as this, as you had in yr last, a singular advantage as an author, 

from a double set of readers. For as every Scotchman will naturally wish to see what an 
English man shall say about his country: so every intelligent Irish man will read your 

book upon the same principle.

Gilbert White to Thomas Pennant, 13 January 1772

Original illustration of the edible sea urchin (Echinus esculentus), 
for British Zoology (1777). Arader Galleries, New York. Pages from Thomas Pennant’s notebook ‘Tour of Ireland’. 

Warwickshire County Record Office.

Moses Griffith, Holyhead, after 1778. 
National Library of Wales.
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IV. British Zoology: A Conversation
At a time, when the study of natural history seems to revive in Europe; and the pens of several illustrious 
foreigners have been employed in enumerating the productions of their respective countries, we are 
unwilling that our own island should remain insensible to its particular advantages; we are desirous of 
diverting the astonishment of our countrymen at the gifts of nature bestowed on other kingdoms, to a 
contemplation of those with which (at least) with equal bounty she has enriched our own. 

Thomas Pennant, Preface to British Zoology, 1766

How do you capture the essence of a living creature on the printed page? In the eighteenth century, classi-
fiers and cataloguers of natural history had to rely on words and illustrations. Often challenging received 
wisdom from earlier sources – including the Classics – Enlightenment-era descriptions, both textual and 
visual, relied increasingly on careful observation, both in the field and in specimen collections. 

Thomas Pennant’s British Zoology began life in 1766 as a sumptuous 
illustrated imperial folio edition, published anonymously under the 
auspices of the London Welsh Cymmrodorion Society. Focused initially 
on quadrupeds and birds (the latter an early enthusiasm of Pennant’s, 
stimulated by the gift of Francis Willughby’s Ornithology as a child) it is 
a stunning work by any standards. Over a hundred copperplate images, 
mostly drawn by Peter Paillou and engraved by Paul Mazell, accompany 
succinct and often evocative attempts to capture in words the creatures’ 
most significant features. Lists of names in different languages, including 
Welsh (called by Pennant ‘British’) underline the international and collab-
orative nature of the process of species identification at this time.

This initial, ambitious, attempt at a systematic list of the different crea-
tures found in Britain was not a publishing success, but British Zoology 
soon appeared in a more sensibly re-sized octavo format. In 1768 the 
London publisher, Benjamin White – brother of the Selborne naturalist 
Gilbert White – published the first two volumes of what would become Bittern (Botaurus stellaris) specimen (above) 

from the Thomas Pennant Collection. 
Natural History Musem, London.

Peter Mazell after Peter Paillou, Bittern, from 
British Zoology, 1766. BHL.

The Bittern is a very retired bird, 
concealing itself of the midst of reeds 
and rushes in marshy places. It is with 
great difficulty provoked to flight.

Thomas Pennant, British Zoology
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a four-volume work covering birds, mammals, reptiles, fish and crustaceans (insects were, apparently, 
off-limits from the start). Pennant’s entries for the first two volumes followed the system of animal classifi-
cation devised by the seventeenth-century naturalist John Ray (1626–1704); for the volumes covering fish, 
reptiles and crustaceans, Linnaean classifications are more evident. The work was filled with illustrations 
by a range of artists, including Pennant’s own artist, Moses Griffith, who joined the household in 1768. 
The first complete set was published between 1768 and 1770, the second in 1776–77; the final edition was 
revised by Pennant’s eldest son, David (1763–1841) and published in 1812. British Zoology, with a print 
run of 1500 copies, would become one of the most widely distributed zoological works of the second half 
of the eighteenth century. And yet, as Gilbert White acknowledged in a letter to Pennant in May 1770, the 
very ‘nature of the work’ meant that task of describing the natural world was always an ongoing project: 

I am glad to find that you do by no means give up the Brit: zoology: that I think should be your principal 
object & I hope you will continue to revise it at your leisure, & to re touch it over ‘til you have render’d 
it as perfect as the nature of the work will admit of.

The Library of the Natural History Museum holds Thomas and David Pennant’s personal copies of the 
1768–70, and 1776 editions. These are extensively annotated by both father and son, in preparation 
for future editions: they remind us how these publications, in addition to meticulous research, relied 
upon physical objects for the descriptions and images in the printed text. 
The Pennants added corrections or inserted new descriptions of previously 
undescribed species, drawing on information from correspondents and from 
their own observations in the field. One of Thomas Pennant’s hand-written 
descriptions, for example, includes additional information on the morphology 
of the quail, as well as the date and location from where this specimen was 
collected: ‘Quail. Belly & thigh of a whitish brown legs pale yellow. Two shot 
near Mostyn Jun, 22d. 1776’. The Pennants also incorporated physical evidence 
to improve their descriptions. In the second volume of the 1768 edition at 
NHM, for example, some feathers are pressed between the pages on the snipe. 
The illustrations in later editions show the results of a careful examination 
of these feathers, as well as the head and bill of this specimen, enhancing the 
textual description and ensuring its place within the system of classification.

Pennant, White and the British Zoology

The correspondence between Pennant and Gilbert White, although it has survived rather one-sidedly, was 
just such a process of collaboration – of discussion, consideration, and thoughtful exchange of ideas, letters, 
images, and actual specimens. The two naturalists corresponded extensively – even more so than appears 
from the published versions of the letters in White’s Natural History of Selborne (1789). By returning to 
the surviving original letters we can see the true extent of these conversations. Sadly, only White’s letters 
remain, and we can only infer many of Pennant’s responses: evidence of some of them can be found in 
alterations to later editions of British Zoology. 

The letters start in 1767, shortly before the publication of the first two quarto volumes. It is likely there-
fore that the introduction was made by White’s brother (and Pennant’s publisher) Benjamin White. Rather 
than following his older brother to the University of Oxford, Benjamin had instead moved to London as 
an apprentice to an established publisher in Fleet Street, subsequently taking ownership of the business. 
Benjamin White’s specialised in natural history: located within easy reach of the Royal Society at Crane 
Court, the premises were frequented by authors and book buyers, enabling connections that were a signif-
icant advantage to his naturalist brother. Pennant and Gilbert White could have met here; this seems more 
likely than an earlier encounter at Oxford, since the Welshman was several years younger, and only briefly 

attended White’s college (Oriel). 

Indeed, it is hard to trace actual encounters between the two men, and 
there are many references to missed opportunities. The tantalising 
words ‘when we next meet’ are nonetheless suggestive, and archival 
evidence suggests that they met at least once at a meeting of the Royal 
Society. Pennant clearly sent many warm invitations to Downing, but 
White was not a great traveller. As he wrote with regret in 1769:

I have neither time nor bodily abilities adequate to so long a journey. 
And if I had time I am subject to such horrible coach-sickness, that I 
should be near dead long before I got to Chester. These difficulties, I 
know, will be matter of great mirth to you, who have travelled all over 
Europe; but they are formidable to me.

Peter Mazell after unknown artist, Quail 
(Coturnix coturnix) from British Zoology (1766). BHL.
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It is therefore in the ‘Republic of Letters’ that we find the two men working best together. Just as today 
no naturalist works in true isolation, so in the eighteenth century written correspondence enabled the 

sharing of ideas, the development of consensus, and learning of new skills. While 
Pennant’s networks spanned the globe, White’s more modest circle of correspond-
ents still included many key figures in eighteenth-century natural history, including 
Sir Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander, and, famously, the naturalist-antiquarian 
barrister Daines Barrington. Barrington’s extensive correspondence with Gilbert 
would form the second half of the Natural History of Selborne, but he also assisted 
in more practical ways in White’s development as a naturalist, meeting him regu-
larly in London, making introductions for him, and taking him on visits to collec-
tions. Crucially, he facilitated White’s first publications; two letters published in 
the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society. He also appears to have first 
planted the idea of writing a book. This, along with Pennant’s support for his 
work, gave White the confidence in 
his own ability to contribute to the 
literature of natural history.

The letters published in the Natural History of Selborne are, 
as one might expect, not direct copies of the original corre-
spondence, which (as we have it) was maintained between 
1767 and 1773. Many address subjects in Pennant’s British 
Zoology. One of the clearest examples is that of White’s 
‘Caprimulgus’, Pennant’s ‘Goat-sucker’, or as we call it 
today, the European nightjar, Caprimulgus europaeus. As the 
citations on the facing page show, White was not afraid to 
critique Pennant’s description of this bird – he speaks from 
close observation, and experience.  

Common in the wooded and mountaneous parts of 
Great-Britain; begins its flight towards evening; and 
while on wing makes a loud and singular noise, so 
much resembling that of a lareg spinning wheel that the 
Welsh call this bird Aderyn y droell, or the wheel bird. 
This noise being made only in its flight, we may suppose 
it to be caused be the resistance of the air against the 
hollow of its vastly extended mouth and throat: for it 
flies with both open to take its prey. When perched, its 
note is no more than a small squeak, repeated four or 
five times together. 

British Zoology, 1766

But there is a passage in the article Goatsucker, page 247, which you will pardon me for objecting to, 
as I always thought it exceptionable: & that is, “This noise being made only in its flight, we suppose it 
to be caused by the resistance of the air against the hollow of its vastly extended mouth & throat: for it 
flies with both open to take its prey”. Now as the first line appears to me to be a false, the supposition 
of course falls to the ground, if it should prove so. There is no bird, I believe, whose manners I have 
studied more than that of the Caprimulgus, both as it is a wonderful & curious animal in itself; & also 
on account of what is advanced in the sentence above. But I have always found that tho’ sometimes it 
may chatter as it flies, as I know it does; yet in general it tunes it’s jarring note sitting on a bough. And I 
have for many an halfhour watched it as it sat with it’s under jaw quivering, & particularly this summer.

Gilbert White to Thomas Pennant, 2 January 1769
Peter Mazell after Peter Paillou, 

Goat Sucker (Nightjar, Caprimulgus europaeus), 
male and (facing page) female from  

British Zoology (1766). BHL.

Joshua Reynolds, Joseph Banks, 1773. 
National Portrait Gallery, London.
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In the succeeding edition of British Zoology, the entry is updated to remove the reference to the call only 
being made in flight, as well as adding White’s observations regarding its manner of perching on bare 
branches, its regularity of call, the volume of the call, its secondary high-pitched call, and feeding habits. 
White’s voice is here both present and hidden in the published text: none of this information is refer-
enced. Yet Pennant does not always fail to cite his sources. In his additions to the entry on the Harvest 
Mouse (Micromys minutus) he refers to White directly. This entry is particularly fascinating as here White 
is making some of the first recorded observations of ‘my new mouse’, discussing its nest and young as well 
as its morphology. By the time he revises this letter for publication, White is even proposing a name for the 
species, following Linnean nomenclatural standards, of Mus minimus. Pennant draws directly on White’s 
correspondence to build the species description in British Zoology, which was entirely absent from the 
earlier editions and is considered by both naturalists to be a ‘non-descript’, new to the British list of species.

In total, White shared information on his observations of 85 British species with Pennant. Not all of these 
references made it into British Zoology, but he strongly influenced many of the sections, including the 
entries on the Swift, Swallow, House- and Sand-Martin. White is referenced by name in entries relating 
to the Ring-Ouzel, Bullfinch, Chaffinch, Swift, and Swallow in the 1776 edition, and we see his work used 
in eleven further species accounts. Many of the omitted species were invertebrates, beyond the scope of 
Pennant’s work; it is less clear why others, such as White’s account of juvenile hedgehogs (referred to by 
Pennant by the charming name of ‘The Urchin’) were excluded. Nonetheless, there are few naturalists who 
appear to have had so much direct influence on such a wide range of species accounts in British Zoology. The 
correspondence between Pennant 
and White was highly significant 
to the developing understanding of 
British wildlife in the period. 

Peter Mazell after Peter Paillou,  
The Hedgehog (Erinaceus europaeus), 

from British Zoology (1766). BHL.

Peter Mazell after Peter Paillou,  
Larks, Swallows and Martins, plate 

61 of British Zoology (1766). BHL.
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Velvet Swimming Crab (Necora puber), Giant Scallop 
(Placopecten magellanicus) and Swan Mussel (Anodonta 
cygnea): specimens from the Thomas Pennant 
Collection (Natural History Museum, London), 
matched with the original illustrations from 
Pennant's extra-illustrated copy of British Zoology, 
(1776-1777). Arader Galleries, New York.

Because Pennant published both verbal and 
visual descriptions in British Zoology, many 
of his surviving specimens, especially shells, 
have become the scientific 'types' for their 
species.
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As Pennant stated firmly in his Synopsis of Quadrupeds (1771), he preferred, in matters of classification, 
to follow the ‘path chalked out by Mr Ray.’ John Ray’s system combined aspects of the social attributes 
of species with their physical appearance and anatomy. Reflecting a heated controversy within the main 
zoological branches of natural history at this time, Pennant had significant reservations regarding the new 
system of classification for quadrupeds being proposed by the Swedish naturalist Carl Linnaeus (1707–78). 
The foremost objection was that ‘there are faults in his arrangement of Mammalia’:

I reject his first division, which he calls Primates, or Chiefs 
of Creation; because my vanity will not suffer me to rank 
mankind with Apes, Monkies, Maucaucos, and Bats, the 
companions Linnæus has allotted us even in his last System.

Pennant’s sources included published works dating back to 
the sixteenth century, and a global network of correspondents 
who sent numerous descriptions and illustrations. As with all 
his works, the travels and observations of others were essential. 
Collections compiled during James Cook’s voyages to the Pacific 
formed an important source: in his memoir, The Literary Life 
(1793), Pennant wrote that ‘In September, of the same year [1771], 
I took a journey to London, to see Sir Joseph Banks and doctor 
Solander on their arrival from their circumnavigation.’ In fact, 
Pennant was one of the first naturalists to make a detailed exam-
ination of the collections of Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander 
from Cook’s first voyage, and he figured several new species in 
his History of Quadrupeds (1781). These include a plate depicting 
the ‘Kanguru’ of New Holland, one of the first published illus-
trations of this species, based on a painting by George Stubbs. 
Other images from this collection include a species of Lemur, on the verso of the original drawing of which 
Pennant inscribed ‘Potto. shewn in London 1767. a Lemur Linnæi.’ This correlates with his description in 
Synopsis of Quadrupeds (1771), and the accompanying plate based on this illustration, where he classifies 
the lemur as a ‘Yellow Maucauco’.

V. Global Collections and Publications
The circumnavigation of the globe is an undertaking that must shock the constitution of a person 
inured to a sea-faring life from his childhood: & how much more that of a land-man? May we not hope 
that this strong Impulse, which urges forward this distinguished Naturalist to brave the intemperance 
of every Climate; may also lead him to the discovery of something highly beneficial to mankind? If he 
survives, with what delight shall we peruse his Journals, his Fauna, his Flora? 

Gilbert White to Thomas Pennant, writing of the imminent departure of  
Joseph Banks on the Endeavour (8 October 1768).

From the 1760s Pennant was interested in surveying the 
full extent of God’s creation. Britain remained central 
to his life’s work, as the endlessly revised versions of 
British Zoology testify; but he also published numerous 
works encompassing the entire globe. These included 
Arctic Zoology, published in two editions in 1784–85 and 
1792–93, his work on quadrupeds, initially published as 
Synopsis of Quadrupeds in 1771 before it was rebranded 
as the History of Quadrupeds and published in 1781 and 
1793; and Indian Zoology, published in two editions in 
1769 and 1790 and based on illustrations by Indige-
nous Indian and Sri Lankan artists from the collection 
of John Gideon Loten (1710–89) a governor of Dutch 
Ceylon (present day Sri Lanka). The vast sums associ-
ated with engraving and printing these plates, however, 
meant that the ‘undertaking appeared so arduous that 
the design was given over.’ 

Peter Mazell after unnamed indigenous Sri Lankan 
artist, from the collection of John Gideon Loten,  

Little Horn Owl (Sri Lanka bay owl, Phodilus assimilis) 
Indian Zoology (1769). BHL.

Unattributed original drawing, Potto. shewn in London 1767. 
Linda Hall Library.
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Arctic Zoology relied on similar global connections. The original plan 
had been to produce an ‘American Zoology’, but the Declaration of 
Independence and onset of the American Revolutionary War in 1776 
prompted Pennant (who was much put out by these developments) to 
expand the project. His remit now encompassed the entirety of the Arctic 
regions extending from Kamchatka to Scandinavia, Hudson’s Bay and Alaska. 
From the 1750s Pennant had developed contacts across the British colonies of 
North America, ranging from Carolina to Hudson’s Bay. He received large numbers of 
specimens from Ashton Blackburne in New York, whose sister, Anna Blackburne of Warrington, formed 
a central link in brokering the movement of specimens between Russia and North America.  

Actual animals brought to Britain formed another important, if tragically precarious, source. The Duke of 
Richmond’s moose was used, for example, for the frontispiece and illustrated title page of the first volume 
of Arctic Zoology (1792). In addition to this illustration, which was based on a painting by George Stubbs, 
Pennant collected numerous other visual records of this species and published them in Arctic Zoology and 
History of Quadrupeds, showing the interconnected nature of these two works. 

Gilbert White sent Pennant an unforgettable description of his encounter with the Duke of Richmond’s 
moose, which he had inspected ‘on Michaelmass day 1768’: 

[I] was greatly disappointed when arrived at the spot to find that it dyed (after having appeared in a 
languishing way for some time) on the morning before. However understanding it was not stripped I 
proceeded to examine this rare quadruped. I found it in a sort of an old green-house slung under the 
belly & chin by ropes, & in a standing posture: but ‘tho it had been dead for so short a time, it was in so 
putrid a state than the stench was hardly supportable.

White nonetheless went on to measure and observe what he could of the animal (‘The ears were vast and 
lopping, & was long as the neck. The head was about twenty inches long, & ass-like, & had such a redun-
dancy of upper-lip as I never saw before, with huge nostrils’) and reflected on its habitat and habits before 
being driven back by the stench:   

I should have been glad to have examined the teeth, tongue, lips, hoofs &c minutely; but the putrifaction 
precluded all farther curiosity.

Illustration of a moose (Alces alces) from 
Pennant's collection. Linda Hall Library.

Moses Griffith, Pied Duck (Labrador duck, Camptorhynchus labradorius) prepared for the 
engraved title page of Arctic Zoology (1785). Linda Hall Library. Now extinct in North 

America, Pennant viewed this specimen in Anna Blackburne's museum. 
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of Pennant’s natural history background: he writes in his letters of his 
preference for drawings over written descriptions when attempting to 
identify a specimen at a distance. Indeed, while their chief legacy would 
lie in the placing of Scotland alongside Wales and the Lake District as 
a fashionable destination for scenic tourism, the origins of Pennant’s 
Scottish tours were firmly in natural history, the field in which Pennant 
had made his reputation as the author of British Zoology. Gilbert White’s 
letters to Pennant in The Natural History of Selborne testify to the latter’s 
continued preoccupation with questions of natural history in the period. 
It was, Pennant claims in the dedication to A Tour in Scotland 1769, to 
gain firsthand knowledge of that country’s animals that the journey was 
first conceived, although the resulting book is kaleidoscopic in its range 

and combination of subjects.

A Tour in Scotland 1769 follows a 
relatively simple itinerary, one that 
would provide a framework for the subsequent journeys of hundreds of 
tourists, although few attempted to recreate Pennant’s frantic sprint to 
John O’Groats, likely borne out of a naturalist’s curiosity to survey the 
northernmost point of Great Britain before the arrival of the autumn 
weather. Throughout the book, Pennant’s attention jumps freely from 
natural history, to economic development, art, landscape, culture, social 

conditions, religion, and the national past, both ancient and recent.  
It was perhaps this last category that provoked the most impassioned 
responses among contemporary readers. Pennant came to the High-
lands at a time when the Jacobite uprising of 1745 and its bloody 
defeat at the Battle of Culloden remained a painful memory. Pennant 
travelled on military roads built to aid the suppression of local insur-
gents and visited forts that were still (lightly) garrisoned with govern-
ment troops. He was also characteristically blunt about what he saw 
as the positive effects of the government victory over the rebels.  

VI. Thomas Pennant’s Tours of Scotland, 1769 and 1772
I was much gratifyed by your communication [...] on yr: return from Scotland where you spent, I find, 
some considerable time, & gave yourself good room to examine the natural curiosities of that extensive 
kingdom, both those of the Islands, as well as those of the highlands.  

The usual bane of such expeditions is hurry: because men Seldom allot themselves half the time they 
should do: but fixing on a day for their return, post from place to place rather as if they were on a 
Journey that required dispatch, than as Philosophers investigating the works of nature. You must have 
made, no doubt, many discoveries: & laid up a good fund of materials for a future edition of the British 
zoology: & will have no reason to repent that you have bestowed so much pains on a part of great Britain 
that perhaps was never so well examined ever before.

Gilbert White to Thomas Pennant, 8 December 1769

Thomas Pennant’s A Tour in Scotland 1769 (published 
1771) and A Tour in Scotland and Voyage to the Hebrides 
1772 (published 1774–76) represent a landmark in both 
eighteenth-century domestic tourism and the life of their 
author. In his 1793 autobiography, Pennant writes with 
some pride of the crowds that had followed his footsteps 
into Scotland. Hyperbole aside, Pennant’s influence on 
visitors to the Highlands in particular was significant, the 
region having barely featured in earlier travel literature, 
such as Daniel Defoe’s classic A Tour thro’ the Whole Island of 
Great Britain (1724–27). Pennant’s tours of Scotland estab-
lished a new standard of detail and accuracy, eschewing 

the national and linguistic prejudices of earlier travellers, even if he 
was not immune to controversy himself. The Tour in Scotland 1769 was 
further distinguished by the inclusion of eighteen impressive copper 
plates, illustrating objects, scenes, and animals described in the text. 
This attention to the visual aspect of travel was certainly a function 

Images from British Zoology pasted into an extra-
illustrated copy of Pennant's Tour in Scotland. 

National Library of Wales.

Moses Griffith, Thomas Pennant's ship, Lady 
Frederick Campbell, in the Western Isles, from an 
extra-illustrated copy of Pennant's Tour in Scotland. 
National Library of Wales. 



24 25

This aside, A Tour in Scotland 1769 was praised by Scottish reviewers for its even-handedness, a reflection 
in part of Pennant’s strenuous efforts to corroborate his firsthand observations as a traveller with extensive 
research, a quality which defines his approach to travel writing. It is important to recognise the polyvocal 
character of Pennant’s Scottish tours, which flesh-out his own narrative with contributions from a network 
of correspondents and sources. Pennant’s commitment to the pursuit of knowledge is symbolised by the 
inclusion in the first edition of A Tour in Scotland 1769 of a set of queries ‘Addressed to the Gentlemen and 
Clergy of North-Britain’, soliciting further information on the natural history and antiquities of Scotland. 
Pennant’s queries underline the status of  this tour as not only a travel narrative, but an appeal to the public 
to participate in an ongoing project of national description, one that found fertile ground in the culture of 
the Scottish Enlightenment.  

Pennant returned to Scotland in the summer of 1772 to fulfil the latent ambitions 
of his first tour, securing the use of a 90-ton sailing ship to carry him around the 
Hebridean archipelago on the west coast. The title of Pennant’s Tour in Scotland 
and Voyage to the Hebrides 1772 drew upon the public excitement generated 
by James Cook’s voyage to the Pacific on the Endeavour in 1768–71. Like 

that expedition, Pennant’s Tour in Scotland 1772 reflected a growing 
ethnographic interest in supposedly primitive peoples, in this 

case the Gaelic-speaking inhabitants of the Highlands and 
Hebrides. In 1772, Pennant was accompanied by a much larger 
party than that which had joined him in 1769. Among them was 
the Linnaean botanist and Church of Scotland minister, John Stuart,  
a native Gaelic speaker who assisted Pennant with Gaelic inscriptions at the 
famed religious site of Iona, as well as gathering specimens of Highland plants. 

Stuart worked alongside the Reverend John Lightfoot, another clergyman-botanist and 
chaplain to the Duchess of Portland, who with Pennant’s support assembled a systematic 

catalogue of Scottish plants, later published under the title of Flora Scotica. Pennant was also accom-
panied by Moses Griffith, his servant and personal artist. Griffith’s presence demonstrates the central 
place of pictorial representation to Pennant’s travel writing projects. Between them, the two parts of  
Tour in Scotland and Voyage to the Hebrides 1772 contain over 90 plates, an enormous increase on the first 

edition of A Tour in Scotland 1769, and a significant financial risk for Pennant, given the high costs of 
engraving and printing during this period.

The expanded party of Pennant’s 1772 tour paralleled the cross-section of expertise represented on Joseph 
Banks’ and Daniel Solander’s Iceland voyage, which included the linguist Uno Von Troil and the artists 
John Cleveley and James and John Frederick Miller. Pennant came close to rendezvousing with Banks as 

Moses Griffith, images from an extra-illustrated copy of Pennant's Tour in Scotland and a Voyage to the Hebrides, 1772 (1774).  
National Library of Wales: (above) the church at Glenelg; (facing page) portrait of John Stuart; ruins on Iona.
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his vessel returned from Iceland through the Hebrides, and Banks’s account of the basaltic Fingal’s Cave on 
the island of Staffa, accompanied by striking drawings, are given pride of place in Pennant’s Voyage to the 
Hebrides, bad weather having prevented Pennant from landing on Staffa himself. The name of Fingal’s Cave 
refers to the legendary hero of the Gaelic poetic tradition attributed to the bard Ossian, James Macpherson’s 
dubious English translations of which had recently taken readers by storm. The Ossian craze stimulated a 
broader interest in Gaelic language and culture, and for many tourists cast an epic lustre on the Highland 
landscape. Pennant presents a markedly less romantic view of Hebridean primitivity, describing poverty, 
failing agriculture, and the greed of rent-raising landowners. But as a naturalist, Pennant believed that a 
more judicious use of the region’s resources could help to lift the population out of poverty.

These contrasting visions are brought together in an uncharacteristically fanciful moment of A Tour in 
Scotland 1772, in which Pennant is visited by the ghost of an ancient warrior who criticises the short-
sighted greed of modern Highland landowners. The passage is a major departure from his usual writing 
style. Pennant wrote primarily to convey information rather than feelings, perhaps explaining his waning 
influence on later travellers, who 
placed greater value on personal 
insight and reflection. Yet subsequent 
tourists remained hugely indebted 
to the knowledgeable and inquiring 
approach of Pennant’s Scottish tours, 
and few so successfully captured the 
vibrant complexity of place, history, 
and environment: a testament to their 
author’s diverse interests and relent-
less appetite for research.  

VII. Thomas Pennant’s Welsh Tours
The first volume of Pennant’s Tours in Wales, which would comprise three volumes in all, came out in 
1778. Its rather grand opening lines seem to refer the reader to the previous published Tours of Scotland:

I now speak of my native country, celebrated in our earliest history for its valour and tenacity of its 
liberty; for the stand it made against the Romans; for its slaughter of the legions; and for the subjection 
of the nation by Agricola, who did not dare to attempt his Caledonian expedition, and leave behind 
him so tremendous an enemy. 

Both the ‘now’, and the reference to Agricola’s ‘Caledonian expedition’ 
situate the appearance of the Welsh tour in relation to the Scottish 
journeys made by Pennant in 1769 and 1772: it seems that the author 
is returning to his ‘native country’ and appraising it with fresh eyes. In 
fact, as so often with Pennant’s writings, the truth is more complicated 
than that. A small notebook held in the archives at the National Library 
of Wales is filled with jottings made during excursions in Snowdonia and 
other parts of north Wales in 1770 and 1773. Although his letters are now 
lost, Pennant clearly shared reports of some of these excursions with Gilbert 
White, who wrote in September 1770:

From what I may gather from yr frequent visits to the mountains, & from yr nice 
topographical examination of those wild scenes, I begin to suspect & hope that you 
intend to favour ye world with a nat: history of some of yr counties of N. Wales.

These visits did not result in a ‘Natural History’ as such. Instead, whole phrases from this notebook would 
float up into the text of the Journey to Snowdon, the second volume of Welsh tours, which appeared in 
1781. Unlike their Scottish counterparts, the Tours in Wales are not structured around a clear, datable 
itinerary: their genesis, compilation, and ultimate shape are the product of a series of journeys taken at 
different times, interwoven with insights and memories stretching, occasionally, as far as back as child-
hood. Not all of these journeys began, as the first volume does, ‘from the place of my nativity, Downing in 
the township of Eden-Owain, in the parish of Whiteford, in the county of Flint.’ Pennant sometimes went to 

James Miller or John Cleveley, Fingal's Cave, Staffa, from Pennant's Tour in 
Scotland and a Voyage to the Hebrides, 1772 (1774). National Library of Wales.

Moses Griffith, 
Dolwyddelan, from an 
extra-illustrated copy  

of Tours in Wales, after 1778.  
National Library of Wales.
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visit usefully-situated friends, such as the Middletons at Gwaenynog near Denbigh, and settled in for few 
days, delving into their libraries and making radial trips out from his temporary base. As William Bingley 
would observe two decades later, advancing the merits of his own tour of North Wales: 

Mr Pennant has taken no general rout […] I by no means mention this circumstance as a derogation 
from the intrinsic merits of his work, it is only done to shew it’s inconveniencies as a guide to the tourist.

William Bingley, A Tour round North Wales, 1798

Tourists read him nonetheless. Pennant’s descriptions of 
certain sites in north Wales were extraordinarily influen-
tial. Bingley, for one, cites his version of the view from the 
summit of Snowdon for several pages, rather than attempt 
it himself. Visitors to St Winifred’s Well in Pennant’s home 
town of Holywell found themselves, often subconsciously, 
in thrall to his image of the spring, which ‘boils with vast 
impetuosity out of a rock, and is formed into a beautiful 
polygonal well’ – time and again, that tell-tale word ‘impet-
uosity’ betrays them.   

As with the Tours of Scotland, Pennant’s writings on north Wales were shaped by extensive collaboration. 
Among the people who accompanied Pennant on his journeys, or sent him information about local sites, 
were the Reverend John Lloyd, a keen antiquary from nearby Caerwys, and the 
Reverend Hugh Davies, a naturalist from Anglesey who helped with revisions to 
Pennant’s British Zoology, and would go on to publish his own important work, 
Welsh Botanology in 1813. Both men were Welsh speakers, and acted, with many 
others, as conduits to information from chronicles, poems, law texts and local 
traditions which the Tours in Wales would absorb, collate and re-present in English 
for audiences on both sides of the border. In the nineteenth century, Pennant’s 
accounts of everything from early British hillforts to Edwardian castles and lost 
chapels would form the base-line for further researches by burgeoning antiquarian 
societies and local historians.  

Pennant’s artist, the Penllŷn-born Moses Griffith, also accompanied him on many of these journeys, and 
the Welsh Tours are interspersed with engravings of his scenes and sites, several of which would become 
iconic tourist viewpoints copied by subsequent artists. Hand-decorated ‘deluxe’ illustrated editions of 
the tours circulated amongst a small group of friends. The bright marginal vignettes of churches, castles, 
rivers and stately homes are occasionally interspersed with the creatures Griffith was trained to draw for 
Pennant’s natural history publications: a small owl peers out from curlicues of leaves; the crested hoopoe 
sits up brightly in a corner; the scarlet mushroom flashes red on a mossy twig. Other illustrations, such as 
smelting houses, cotton mills, and coal fossils, remind us of the rapidly-changing landscapes captured in 
these Tours, written as they were during a period of renewed investment in land improvement and trans-
formative projects of mineral extraction. 

'Heron found in the marsh near Trelacre, 
which met its death in the singular way here 

represented' and Scarlet Mushroom from extra-
illustrated Tours in Wales, after 1778. National 

Library of Wales.

Moses Griffith, Gwaenynog, and (below) John Ingleby, St Winifred's Well, from an extra-illustrated copy of Tours in Wales, after 1778. National Library of Wales.
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Pennant’s curiosity about Scotland took 
him right up to John O’ Groats; his 
curiosity about Wales did not stretch 
much below the Dyfi Estuary. Having 
devoted a hundred pages of his first 
tour to the history-rich city of Chester, 
he explored the Shropshire borders, 
the territory of his mother’s family, the 
Myttons – but the man who wrote an 
entire book about London, and allowed 
his imagination to explore the furthest 
‘outlines’ of the globe, never wrote 
about Pembrokeshire, or the rapidly 
industrializing coalfields of Glamorgan.

The three volumes of Pennant’s tours – 1778, 1781 and 1783 – were slightly revised and bound as two 
volumes in 1784. This edition would guide a generation of Romantic-era travellers, introducing them to a 
rich and varied world, from the ‘druidic’ remains on Anglesey to the latest bleachery at Llewenni; and from 
the desolate, poisoned terrain of the copper mines of Parys mountain to the beautiful wooded slopes and 
waterfalls of Meirionydd. ‘No tourist except Pennant’, wrote the Birmingham author Catherine Hutton 
with some conviction, ‘has seen Wales’. It took him many years, and extensive researches, to do so.     

VIII. Outlines of the Globe
'Thus far has passed my active life’, wrote the 67-year-old Thomas Pennant in 1792 – his travelling days, 
apparently, were over. But Pennant’s imagination in retirement  was still very active. This erstwhile touring 
naturalist had already begun a series of what he called ‘imaginary tours’ from the comfort of his writing 
desk, which were to become his last, great, global writing project, the ‘Outlines of the Globe’: 

A few years ago I grew fond of imaginary tours, and determined on one to climes more suited to my 
years … I determined on a voyage … along the oceanic shores of Europe, Africa, and Asia, till I have 
attained those of New Guinea …. The reader may smile at the greatness of the plan, and my boldness 
at attempting it at so late a period of life. I am vain enough to think that the success is my vindication.

Pennant, Literary Life (1793)

But how could Pennant ‘voyage’ across the world without leaving his armchair? The answer was a combi-
nation of wide reading, feverish networking, and familial delegation. Pennant combed through his and his 
friends’ libraries for cutting-edge research and historical testimony, relied on correspondents (old and new) 

Much of the first volume 
of the Tours in Wales is 
concerned with mineral 
deposits including 
coal, shown here in an 
extra-illustrated volume 
(National Library of 
Wales).

Palace of the Rajah of Tassisudon, copied by Moses Griffith for A View of Hindoostan, 1798. National Library of Wales.
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to send accounts of distant lands, and took advantage of 
his son David’s travels on the continent to gather up-to-
date information on Britain’s nearest neighbours. The 
results are an astounding – and astoundingly volumi-
nous – collection, filling 21 large manuscript volumes in 
Pennant’s Downing Hall library, which now reside in the 
National Maritime Museum, Greenwich. The ‘Outlines’ 
was a high-minded, enlightened scholarly endeavour to 
intellectually encompass the world, despite occasionally 
resembling an eccentric retiree’s scrapbook – and all 
its volumes are richly illuminated by artwork found or 
commissioned by Pennant himself. 

Roughly taking the form of a sea-voyage around the 
world’s coastlines (i.e. its ‘Outlines’), Pennant’s project 
depended on material gathered from overseas by 
Britain’s commercial and imperial institutions. Fortu-
nately, the Welsh naturalist’s fame meant that he had the 
ear of imperial agents in high places. He made contact 
with employees of the East India Company and the 
British judicial system in colonial India, drawing on the 
natural-historical specimens of Elijah Impey (1732–

1809) and his wife Mary Impey (1749–1818) – the former a returned chief justice of British-controlled 
Bengal – and the artistic collections of the former Governor-General of Bengal, Warren Hastings (1732–
1818), despite worrying somewhat about the latter’s ongoing impeachment trial for corruption. Pennant’s 
three volumes on Africa thank Philip Stephens (1723–1809), then secretary to the Admiralty, and the pages 
of the ‘Outlines’ are filled with delicate coastal drawings and sweeping ocean views, either originals made 
by those sailing on British ships, or copies from their sketches made by Pennant’s own artistic collabora-
tors. These collaborators included Pennant’s ever-present personal artist Moses Griffith, who contributed 
elaborate decorative title-pages for each section of the ‘Outlines’, and the natural history specialist Sarah 
Stone (c. 1750–1844), who helped Pennant by illustrating the Impeys’ specimens from Bengal. 

John White and Gibraltar

One of Pennant’s colonial contacts is particularly relevant to this exhibition at Gilbert White’s 
House. Gilbert’s brother John became chaplain to the British garrison in Gibraltar in 1756, 
a position he was to retain for 16 years before returning to England. Via Gilbert, Pennant 
was able to gather information on the island’s fauna from this extended outpost of the White 
family. Initially, there appears to have been little communication between the brothers: then, 
in January 1768, White wrote to Pennant telling him of a ‘correspondent’ in Gibraltar, albeit one with 
little interest in studying natural history. We do not have the Pennant side of this correspondence, but it 
is clear that Pennant had a keen interest in the fauna of the area, and White was keen to help. By the 28th 
November 1768, White implies that his ‘correspondent’ could be persuaded to report on the wildlife of 
Gibraltar, and books start to cross the continent to support John’s studies. These include Pennant’s British 
Zoology, Ray’s Synopsis Avium & Piscum and Synopsis Animalium, Quarupaedea &c and Linnaeus’ Systema 
Naturae. It is clear that John White’s interest and skills in natural history developed rapidly, and he started 
routinely sending specimens back to England for identification and illustration. He also contemplated 
producing his own publication on the wildlife of Gibraltar, a ‘Fauna Calpensis’, which was not published, 
apparently due to disagreements between John, Gilbert, and their publisher brother Benjamin. John’s work 
as a naturalist is thus evidenced primarily in the original versions of the correspondence between Gilbert 
White and Pennant – he vanishes in the published versions, which became part of the Natural History of 
Selborne, mainly because his accounts often consist of lists of specimens and information on Gibraltar. 

In total, John White’s letters provide information on 43 species of birds, fish, and mammals, along with 
information on various insects which did not see the light of day (as Pennant himself tells us his Literary Life, 
he had ‘long since abjured the study of insects’). John’s material is reflected throughout the natural history 
section of the Gibraltar pages of the ‘Outlines of the Globe’: it appears, for example in the description of a 
new ‘tridactyl’ quail, now known to be the Andalusian Hemipode Turnix sylvaticus. Numerous species of 
fish are illustrated within the manuscript, and it appears that many of these were taken from John White’s 
specimens and descriptions, even some of his own drawings. Sadly, none of the Gibraltar specimens appear 
to have survived in Pennant’s collections, and there are two requests within the correspondence from the 
White brothers that the fish specimens that have been sent to Pennant should be disposed of when he and 
Moses Griffiths have finished with them. 

Sea Serpents, copied by Moses Griffith for A View of Hindoostan, 1798. 
National Library of Wales.

James Sowerby, Poon or Mast Tree (Monoon 
longifolium), from Pennant's copy A View of 

Hindoostan (1798). National Library of Wales.

Unknown artist, John White,  
late eighteenth century.  
Gilbert White’s House.
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But if the global reach of Britain’s empire gave Pennant’s ‘Outlines’ the raw materials to fill its pages, it 
also confronted Pennant (and now us, his readers) with serious ethical questions about the provenance of 
imperial knowledge. Most disturbingly, one of Pennant’s sources on West Africa was a man described as 
‘my worthy friend Richard Wilding esqr. of Llanrhaiadr’, a compatriot living in north-east Wales, and a 
trader in enslaved Africans working out of Liverpool. When we read, in Pennant’s pages, a dispassionately 
scientific description of the skin colour of Black infants provided by this enslaver, we might wonder about 
the conditions in which such observations were made. Pennant’s personal attitude to the British slave trade 
was conflicted. His volume on West Africa cites anti-slavery publications and refers to the ‘repugnancy’ of 
the trade, and in a later volume he declares that ‘the frequent barbarities of the europeans over the natives 
of their usurped dominions hardens my heart against any calamities which befall them’. However, Richard 
Wilding the enslaver remained a ‘worthy friend’, and in his correspondence Pennant admitted that his 
thoughts on slavery were ‘strangely divided’. This was no committed abolitionist, and elsewhere the author 
of the ‘Outlines’ sang the praises of the British empire. The White family themselves were not insulated 
from the structures of imperial oppression: Gilbert’s nephew John, the son of John White of Gibraltar, left 
a will declaring his ownership of a share of a plantation in Monserrat, including a share of its enslaved 
workers. We must reckon with the fact that advances in scientific knowledge made by White and Pennant’s 
generation were based, in part, on Britain’s imperial exploitation of the globe. 

When Pennant died in 1798, most of the ‘Outlines of the Globe’ remained unpublished – only two volumes 
on India emerged under that heading in Pennant’s lifetime, with two more on Asia and Australasia published 
posthumously under the guidance of his son, David. The rest of its hefty volumes remained on Pennant’s 
shelves at Downing Hall, where they were viewed by some favoured visitors – the young Romantic poet 
William Wordworth flicked through them there in the early 1790s – but were otherwise inaccessible to 
the outside world. The collection, however, is a fascinating document of the ways in which a privileged 
scholar at the end of the eighteenth century could call upon the whole world from his study. Imagining the 
ageing Pennant at his desk, poring over a letter about the coffee ports of Yemen, gazing at Persian-inscribed 
portraits from India, and reviewing natural historical correspondence from the frozen plains of Russia, we 
get some sense of the already globalised nature of the eighteenth-century world, and the claims made upon 
that world by Europe’s enlightenment.

C.B. Wadstrom, A View of Joal, on the Coast of Guinea in Affrica, Dedicated to the sound politicians of all the 
Trading Nations in Europe, 'Outlines of the Globe, West Africa'. National Maritime Museum.
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IX. Pennant’s Legacy 
Thomas Pennant’s death at Downing Hall on 16th December 1798 did not mark the end of his natural 
history collecting, correspondence network and publishing programme. Pennant had been annotating 
his own copies of his own books, including British Zoology (1776–77), until days before his death, adding 
marginal notes drawing from publications, correspondence and specimens. In the front of his annotated 
copy of British Zoology (1776–77), now held by the Natural History Museum, London, Pennant inscribed 
a list of ‘Directions for Mr White’: these directions were for his publisher Benjamin White (c.1725–94), 
brother of Gilbert White of Selborne, to follow when publishing a new edition. 

Because White’s firm still had stock from the large print run of 1500 copies made for the 1776–77 edition 
of British Zoology well into the 1790s, new editions did not appear in Pennant’s lifetime. Rather, it was 
Pennant’s eldest son and the heir to Downing Hall, David Pennant (1763–1841), who committed to 
publishing new editions of his father’s works, starting with his three-volume Tour in Wales (1810) and a 
new four-volume edition of British Zoology published in 1812.

David Pennant had learned how to collect, organise and compile infor-
mation on the natural world from his father at an early age. In addition 
to maintaining his own extensive correspondence, David played a key 
part in the process of organising and classifying the collection, corre-
sponding on its content and travelling to observe and record natural 
objects and sites. Thomas Pennant taught his son taxonomy, including 
those systems of classification used to organise British Zoology. These 
systems of classification included those devised by John Ray (1627–
1705) used in the first two volumes of British Zoology on quadrupeds and 
birds, and the system of the Swedish naturalist Carl Linnaeus (1707–78), 
used in the third and fourth volumes that covered reptiles, fish, shells 
and crustaceans. 

After Thomas Pennant's death in 1798 David continued to use much of 
the infrastructure his father assembled to aid in the process of collecting, 

organising, analysing and publishing information. This becomes apparent from the practices he employed 
in preparing British Zoology (1812) for the press. David Pennant’s handwriting appears throughout the 
annotated copy left by his father, adding information and correspondence to form a manuscript for the 
new edition. This occasionally took a physical form. 

For example, in the previous edition Thomas Pennant included separate descriptions of the ‘Snow Bunting’ 
and ‘Tawney Bunting.’ The Rev. Hugh Davies (1739–1821) of Beaumaris in the Isle of Anglesey, a frequent 
correspondent, sent a small package containing the wings and feet of the bunting. Davies had observed how 
this species shed its brown feathers in favour of white plumage in the winter and his specimen shows this 
transitional phase. This allowed David Pennant to erase his father’s duplicated description, reducing the 
synonymy of species in British Zoology. Other sources of information included handbills, published works, 
correspondents and other private natural history collections. David 
Pennant continued his father’s extensive correspondence with Sir 
Joseph Banks:  this is evidenced from the third volume of his anno-
tated copy of British Zoology in which there are letters addressed to 
David Pennant from Banks about cetaceans, in addition to Pennant’s 
specific notes on unique books, manuscripts and specimens held in 
Banks’s world-renowned natural history collection. Other ephemeral 
objects from this book mention Banks, including a broadside that 
describes the ‘Monodon Monocerous Linnæus’ a preserved narwhal 
or ‘Sea Unicorn’ that could be viewed in the Swan & Salmon pub 
in Stamford in 1800. Banks, a major Lincolnshire landowner and 
former high sheriff of the county, was listed as one of its verifiers.

David Pennant added numerous new figures to the 1812 edition of 
British Zoology. To organise these he purchased three blank volumes 
(now held by the Linda Hall Library, Kansas City) into which he 
loosely inserted the illustrations commissioned by his father for the 
original editions, by artists including Moses Griffith, Peter Paillou, 
George Wilkinson, Charles Cordiner, George Low, Peter Mazell and 
others. 

Moses Griffith, Hawfinch (Coccothraustes coccothraustes) and 
Yellowhammer (Emberiza citrinella). Linda Hall Library.

Broadside printed in 1800 advertising the ‘Monodon monocerous’ from the Downing 
Hall copy of British Zoology annotated by Thomas and David Pennant (1776–77).  

From the Library and Archives, Natural History Museum, London.
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When adding new descriptions and figures to the 1812 
edition, David Pennant employed Moses Griffith’s son, 
Moses Griffith Junior, examples of whose illustrations 
include the ‘Natter Jack Toad’ and the ‘Gardenian Heron’. 

Several of the original prints (for example one showing 
the genus of cusk eels known as ‘Ophidium’) were adapted 
by Griffith and Pennant, and formed the basis for the fine 
copperplate illustrations in this book. The collaborative 
practices developed to produce natural history books in 
Thomas Pennant’s day had moved into the next generation. 

The publishers White and Cochrane, successors to 
Benjamin White, were responsible for producing the 1812 edition of British Zoology. However, these were 
challenging times for the publishing industry, and in 1816 the firm went bankrupt. Two years later, David 
Pennant had arranged the production of yet another edition of British Zoology in Dublin, while continuing 
to update the text and images for the 1812 edition – an activity he continued well into the 1830s. Changing 
publishing markets, developments in natural history systematics and David Pennant’s death in 1841 all 
ensured this edition never materialised. However, the wide distribution of British Zoology in multiple 
editions made it one of the most cited zoological texts of the nineteenth century.

Pennant’s collection remained at 
Downing for the next seventy years, 
until, on 13 August 1913 Cecilia 
Fielding, Countess of Denbigh, wrote to the British Museum (Natural History), now the Natural History 
Museum, London (NHM), concerning the sale of Downing Hall. The Earl of Denbigh’s father had inherited 
the house and collection from his first wife, Louisa Pennant. Lady Denbigh described ‘a large quantity of 
stuffed birds & beasts in glass cases’ and offered them to the museum. Sidney Harmer, the NHM’s then 
Keeper of Zoology, recognized the potential value of Pennant’s collection to zoological science in the early 
twentieth century: Pennant was, after all, the first person to produce systematic descriptions of many of 
numerous species in his various published works. 

The concept of the ‘type specimen’ did not exist in Pennant’s time, but by the early twentieth century it 
was established as the earliest published description of a species. Harmer was keen to acquire type spec-
imens for the museum’s collection and wasted no time in sending an agent to Downing Hall to inspect 
the collections. They were deemed to be of great importance, and many were transferred to the NHM for 
sorting, a process that took over a year after the museum received Lady Denbigh’s initial letter. Eventually 
the museum acquired Pennant’s collections of 
birds, mammals, shells, crustacea, fossils and 
minerals in addition to several manuscripts. 
Harmer was delighted by the presence of 
numerous ‘types of Thomas Pennant’s’ in the 
shell collection, writing to Lady Denbigh: ‘I 
was very much impressed by his industry not 
only in writing books, but in organising and 
arranging his sources of information.’ Much of 
Thomas Pennant’s unique collection remains 
at the NHM to this day.

Moses Griffith Junior, 
Natter Jack Frog (Epidalea 

calamita), Linda Hall 
Library, with related 

plate from British 
Zoology, 1818. Private 

collection. 

Left: Moses Griffith Junior, Gardenian Heron (Black-crowned Night 
Heron Nycticorax nyticorax), Linda Hall Library, with (right) the 

related plate from British Zoology, 1812. Private collection. 

The ‘Ophidium’ plate published for the 1776–77 
edition of British Zoology over which fragments 

of original illustrations have been pasted, 
revising it for the 1812 edition. Private collection. 

David Pennant’s annotated copy of 
British Zoology (1812) showing one of 

Henry Parry’s letters, dated 23 November 
1837, tipped in. Private collection. 
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Curious Travellers: a Brief History
Travel literature – a capacious genre – offers the perfect vehicle for a multi-disciplinary approach to 
eighteenth-century studies. The ‘Curious Travellers’ project began with two workshops funded by the 
British Academy in 2012 and has subsequently received two grants from the Arts and Humanities Research 
Council (2014–2018) and (2022–2025). It is a collaborative partnership between the University of Wales 
Centre for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies (CAWCS), Glasgow University and the Natural History 
Museum, London. 

Our aim has been to explore Thomas Pennant’s travel writing and its legacy through his correspondence, 
uncovering the network of people who helped him to undertake his journeys and compile his published 
works. We have also studied the impact his tours had on later tourist literature about Wales and Scotland, 
focusing on texts which were not published at the time. To date the project has produced online critical 
editions of some 500 letters from Pennant’s correspondence, and 25 previously unpublished tours of Wales 
and Scotland by other writers. Of the latter, a high proportion are by women, who are under-represented 
in the published canon of travel writing for this period. These texts are XML tagged using TEI, allowing 
us to create a database linking data from different documents, and from non-textual sources including 
images and objects. 

We are now working on digital editions of Pennant’s own Tours of Wales and Scotland for the online 
corpus, building on existing infrastructure and adding new types of resource from visual and material 
culture. Working with the Natural History Museum, who joined as a third partner for this second phase, 
has enabled us to learn more about Pennant’s collections – remarkably preserved but dispersed across 
the Museum. By bringing the different categories (minerals, birds, shells) back into conversation with 
each other across the departments, and by reinvesting them with significance within the wider context of 
Pennant’s travels and publications, we are enriching our understanding of the processes and motivations 
behind the tours. 

The project has enjoyed multiple collaborations with creative practitioners and 
heritage bodies. In 2016 a dozen artists foot-stepped Pennant in north Wales, their 
artworks referencing everything from sheep tags to copper mines; more recently, 
two commissioned artists have worked with primary schools. Sean Harris co-created 
the lovely ‘Whitford Ornithology’ with pupils from a school adjacent to the ruins of 
Downing Hall. Up on the Isle of Skye, which Pennant visited on his 1772 tour, Eilidh 
Mackenzie has explored shielings and summer journeys with a Gaelic-speaking class 
from Portree. We have also worked closely with heritage organizations. In 2018 
we staged a ‘take-over’ exhibition at the Dr Johnson House Museum in London, 
putting Pennant into dialogue with that other famous traveller in Scotland; and in 
April 2024, our exhibition ‘Travels at Home’ partnered with the Greenfield Valley 
Heritage Park in Holywell, using Pennant’s influential descriptions of the valley’s 
extraordinary juxtapositions of ancient and modern – water from a sacred healing 
spring powering a series of copper, brass and cotton mills. 

Our current exhibition here in Selborne returns the focus to natural history, and 
has the correspondence between Gilbert White and Thomas Pennant at its heart. 
The title of the exhibition is drawn from a line in White’s evocative ‘The Naturalist’s 
Evening Walk’, a poem, dedicated to Pennant, which adds a hyper-local dimension to 
the notion of the ‘home tour’, with its sense of a circuit, a familiar beat, as a journey 
in which observation, reflection and collaboration are as crucial as in any global 
expedition. 

To learn more visit: https://curioustravellers.ac.uk/en/

“Curious Travellers”

Dr Johnson and Thomas Pennant on Tour

An Exhibition at Dr Johnson’s House, London

Johnson-Pennant on tour CLAWR.indd   1 19/09/2018   17:46
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A Naturalist's Summer Evening Walk
To Thomas Pennant, Esquire. 
… equidem credo, quia sit divinitus illis 
Ingenium. – Virgil, Georgics. 
 
 
When day declining sheds a milder gleam, 
What time the may-fly haunts the pool or stream; 
When the still owl skims round the grassy mead, 
What time the timorous hare limps forth to feed; 
Then be the time to steal adown the vale, 
And listen to the vagrant cuckoo’s tale; 
To hear the clamorous curlew call his mate, 
Or the soft quail his tender pain relate; 
To see the swallow sweep the dark’ning plain 
Belated, to support her infant train; 
To mark the swift in rapid giddy ring 
Dash round the steeple, unsubdu’d of wing: 
Amusive birds! — say where your hid retreat 
When the frost rages and the tempests beat; 
Whence your return, by such nice instinct led, 
When spring, soft season, lifts her bloomy head? 
Such baffled searches mock man’s prying pride, 
The God of Nature is your secret guide! 
While deep’ning shades obscure the face of day 
To yonder bench leaf-shelter’d let us stray, 
‘Till blended objects fail the swimming sight, 
And all the fading landscape sinks in night; 
To hear the drowsy dorr come brushing by 
With buzzing wing, or the shrill cricket cry; 

To see the feeding bat glance through the wood; 
To catch the distant falling of the flood; 
While o’er the cliff th’awakened churn-owl hung 
Through the still gloom protracts his chattering song; 
While high in air, and pois’d upon his wings, 
Unseen, the soft, enamour’d woodlark sings: 
These, Nature’s works, the curious mind employ, 
Inspire a soothing melancholy joy: 
As fancy warms, a pleasing kind of pain 
Steals o’er the cheek, and thrills the creeping vein! 
Each rural sight, each sound, each smell, combine; 
The tinkling sheep-bell, or the breath of kine; 
The new-mown hay that scents the swelling breeze, 
Or cottage-chimney smoking through the trees. 
The chilling night-dews fall: away, retire; 
For see, the glow-worm lights her amorous fire! 
Thus, ere night’s veil had half obscur’d the sky, 
Th’impatient damsel hung her lamp on high: 
True to the signal, by love’s meteor led, 
Leander hasten’d to his Hero’s bed. 

 
Gilbert White, The Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne, 1789

Outline drawing of Swift and Swallow, 
Linda Hall Library, with related plate from 

British Zoology, 1776. BHL.
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Thomas Pennant: Selected Works
‘Journal of Pennant’s Tour in Ireland 1754’, Warwickshire County Record Office [WCRO],  
CR 2017/TP18/1–2.

Tour on the Continent 1765, ed. by G. R. de Beer (London: The Ray Society, 1948 [1765]).

Indian Zoology (London,1769), 2nd ed. (London: Henry Hughs for Robert Faulder, 1790).

British Zoology (London: folio printed for the Cymmrodorion Society, 1766; octavo in four volumes for 
Benjamin White, 1768–1770; octavo in four volumes for Benjamin White, 1776–1777; octavo for White and 
Cochrane, 1812; and in Dublin for J. Christie, octavo in four volumes, 1818).

A Tour in Scotland 1769 (Chester: John Monk, 1771).

Synopsis of Quadrupeds (Chester: John Monk, 1771); rebranded as the two-volume History of Quadrupeds  
(with Benjamin and John White, 1781 and 1793);

A Tour in Scotland, and Voyage to the Hebrides MDCCLXXII, 2 vols (Chester: John Monk, 1774–76).

A Tour in Wales, 2nd ed., 2 vols (London: Benjamin White, 1784) [combines three separate tours first published 
in 1778, 1781 and 1783].

A View of Hindoostan (London, H. Hughes, 1798).

Arctic Zoology, 2 vols (London: Robert Faulder, 1784–1787); 2nd ed. and supplement, 1792.

The Literary Life of the Late Thomas Pennant Esq., by HIMSELF (London: Benjamin and John White, 1793).

The History of the Parishes of Whiteford and Holywell (London: Benjamin and John White, 1796).

“The Outlines of the Globe.” 23 manuscript volumes. London and Greenwich: National Maritime Museum. 
Call no: P/16, 1798–1800. The first two volumes (on India and the Far East) were published in 1800.

Works by Gilbert White
The Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne (London: Benjamin White, 1789).

Stephanie Holt (ed.), Gilbert White’s Letters to Thomas 
Pennant, Curious Travellers Digital Editions.

Further Reading:
For a general introduction to Thomas Pennant and his work see https://curioustravellers.ac.uk

Constantine, Mary-Ann, and Nigel Leask, eds, Enlightenment Travel and British Identities: Thomas Pennant’s Tours 
of Scotland and Wales (London and New York: Anthem Press, 2017).

Constantine, Mary-Ann, Curious Travellers: Writing the Welsh Tour, 1760–1820 (Oxford: OUP, 2024).

Deans, Alex, ‘This Prodigious Mass: The Eruption of the Solway Moss in 1771’, Studies in Scottish Literature 47.1 
(2021), 15–28.

Jones, F. and Mfikela J. (2023) ‘West Africa Viewed from Wales’: https://curioustravellers.ac.uk/exhibitions

Edwards, Elizabeth, ‘Procuring Snakes: Thomas Pennant and recent scholarship in Welsh writing of the long 
eighteenth century’, Literature Compass (April 2020).

Jones, Ffion, Thomas Pennant (1726–1798): Cysylltiadau Cymreig (Cardiff: UWP, 2025).

Kaminski-Jones R. (2023) https://www.rmg.co.uk/stories/blog/library-archive/armchair-empires-thomas-
pennants-outlines-globe. 

Kaminski-Jones, R., Welsh Revivalism in Imperial Britain 1707–1819: True Britons and Celtic Empires. 
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 2025).

Foster, Paul G. M., Gilbert White and his Records: A Scientific Biography (Bromley: Christopher Helm, 1989).

Leask, Nigel, Stepping Westward: Writing the Highland Tour c.1720–1830 (Oxford: OUP, 2020).

Menely, Tobias. ‘Traveling in Place: Gilbert White’s Cosmopolitan Parochialism’, Eighteenth-Century Life 28.3 
(2004): 46–65.

Rose, E., Reading the World: British Practices of Natural History (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2025).

Secord, Anne (ed), The Natural History of Selborne by Gilbert White (Oxford World’s Classics: 2022).

Radiated Mole (Star-nosed mole, Condylura cristata) 
and Long-tailed mole (Hairy-tailed mole, Parascalops 

breweri), from Pennant’s Synopsis of Quadrupeds, 1771. 
Linda Hall Library.
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Join our ‘collaborative conversations’!

Many of the lovely creatures captured in words and images by 
Pennant, White and their contemporaries are now either extinct 
or threatened by habitat loss and the impact of man-made climate 
change. The Natural History Museum runs many volunteer and 
citizen science projects designed to help record species and 
enhance biodiversity. Find out more at:     

https://www.nhm.ac.uk/take-part.html

‘Picturing Pennant’, a collaboration between the National Library of Wales and 
the Curious Travellers Project, is a new crowdsourcing project to “tag” the illus-
trations in Thomas Pennant’s eighteenth-century Tours of Wales and Scotland, 
digitised by the National Library of Wales. They influenced many contemporary 
writers and travellers, and offer wonderful opportunities for further research. 
Help us to collect data on images of places, buildings, plants and creatures, 
linking them to digital editions of the Tours. Find out more at:

https://torf2.llyfrgell.cymru/s/tours/projects/pennant

Gilbert White’s House and Gardens has a long tradition of 
community engagement and volunteering. Come and be 
part of the story at:

https://gilbertwhiteshouse.org.uk

Sydney Parkinson, Eskimaux Curlew (Numenius borealis). Linda Hall Library. Seen ‘in flocks innumerable’ in Canada in Pennant’s time, 
there have been no confirmed records of Eskimo Curlew for over a hundred years. In Wales the Curlew is at risk of extinction as a viable 
breeding species within the next ten years.



Curious Minds
Thomas Pennant and Gilbert White

An Exhibition at the 
Gilbert White House Museum, SelborneCurious Minds

Thomas Pennant and Gilbert White

An Exhibition  
at the 

Gilbert White 
House Museum, 

Selborne

8 April–22 June 2025

Curious Minds cover.indd   1Curious Minds cover.indd   1 17/03/2025   14:2917/03/2025   14:29


