Wilson, Audubon, Ord and a Flycatcher
Jeff Holt
In 1838, John James Audubon’s The Birds of
America was completed. This, his signature
masterpiece, consisted of 4 volumes, containing 435
plates depicting 508 species and 1065 individual birds.
The following year, volume 5 of Audubon’s
companion work, Ornithological Biography, was
published. On page 291 of that volume, Audubon
wrote what many to this day consider the flash point
of a feud which still survives:
Small –Headed Flycatcher
The sight of the figure of this species
brings to my recollection a curious incident of
long-past days, when I drew it at Louisville in
Kentucky. It was in the early part of the spring
of 1808, thirty-two years ago, that I procured a
specimen of it while searching the margins of a
pond.
In those happy days, kind reader, I
thought not of the minute differences by which
one species may be distinguished from another
in words, or of the necessity of comparing tarsi,
toes, claws, and quills, although I have, as you
are aware, troubled you with tedious details of
this sort. When ALEXANDER WILSON visited
me at Louisville, he found in my already large
collection of drawings, a figure of the present
species, which, being at that time unknown to
him, he copied and afterwards published in his
great work, but without acknowledging the
privilege that had thus been granted to him. I
have more than once regretted this, not by any
means so much on my own account, as for the
sake of one to whom we are so deeply indebted
for his elucidation of our ornithology.
I consider this Flycatcher as among the
scarcest of those that visit our middle districts;
for, although it seems that WILSON procured
one that “was shot on the 24th of April, in an
orchard,” and afterwards “several individuals
of this species in various quarters of New
Jersey, particularly in swamps,” all my
endeavours to trace it in that section of the
country have failed, as have those of my friend
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EDWARD HARRIS, Esq., who is a native of that
State, resides there, and is well acquainted with
all the birds found in the district. I have never
seen it out of Kentucky, and even there it is a
very uncommon bird. In Philadelphia,
Baltimore, New York, or farther eastward or
southward, in our Atlantic districts, I never saw
a single individual, not even in museums,
private collections, or for sale in bird-stuffers’
shops.
In its habits this species is closely allied
to the Hooded and Green Blackcapt
Flycatchers, being fond of low thick coverts,
whether in the interior of swamps, or by the
margins of sluggish pools, from which it only
removes to higher situations after a
continuation of wet weather, when I have found
it on rolling grounds, and amid woods
comparatively clear of under-growth.
Differing from the true Flycatchers, this
species has several rather pleasing notes which
it enunciates at pretty regular intervals, and
which may be heard at the distance of forty or
fifty yards in calm weather. I have more than
once seen it attracted by an imitation of these
notes. While chasing insects on wing, although
it clicks its bill on catching them, the sound thus
emitted is comparatively weak, as is the case
with the species above mentioned, it being
stronger however in the Green Blackcapt than
in this or the Hooded species. Like these birds,
it follows its prey to some distance at times,
whilst, at others, it searches keenly among the
leaves for its prey, but, I believe, never alights
on the ground, not even for the purpose of
drinking, which act it performs by passing
lightly over the water and sipping, as it were,
the quantity it needs.
All my efforts to discover its nests in the
lower parts of Kentucky, where I am confident
that it breeds, have proved fruitless; and I have
not heard that any other person has been more
successful.
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The Small-Headed Flycatcher (Figure 1) painted
and described by Audubon in the above passage is
one of Audubon’s 5 “mystery” birds (See companion
article, “Notes on Audubon’s ‘Mystery Birds’,” on
page 22). The identities of these five are, to this day,
still the subject of speculation and conjecture. In
reviewing the works of early American ornithologists,
it must be remembered that many of the birds that
foraged on flying insects were collectively known as
“flycatchers’, but we now know many of them as
Wood-Warblers. Likewise, in many cases the common

Figure 1. Small-headed Flycatcher. Plate
67 from Audubon’s The Birds of America,
Octavo Edition. Provided by courtesy of
the Joel Oppenheimer Gallery, Chicago, IL.

bird names used in the early 1800’s are substantially
different from those in use today. For instance, in the
above, the Hooded and Green Blackcapt Flycatchers
are now known as the Hooded and Wilson’s warbler,
respectively.
Audubon’s description of the Small-Headed
Flycatcher, quoted above, became the focus of a
protracted feud in the ornithological community.
However, when one examines the lives of both
Audubon and Alexander Wilson, the above passage
seems less to be the match that started the blaze, but
rather an excuse to fan smoldering embers.
In considering the rivalry, real or perceived,
between Audubon and Wilson, it is helpful to examine
the timing of both of their signature works. Long
regarded as the “Father of American Ornithology,” 1
Alexander Wilson published the first volume of
American Ornithology in Philadelphia in 1808.
Ultimately, before it was completed in 1814, American
Ornithology would total 9 volumes, the last two being
completed posthumously by Wilson’s friend George
Ord. In fact, Ord’s involvement in Wilson’s work is
central to understanding the historical enmity that is
claimed to have existed between Wilson and Audubon.
It is also because of Ord that Audubon’s The Birds of
America was first published in England2.
In 1808, while Wilson was completing the
publication of the first volume of his work, Audubon
was living and working as co-owner of a general store
in Louisville, KY. It was in the spring of that year that
Audubon claims to have secured and painted the
specimen he later called a Small-Headed Flycatcher.
In the early part of the 19th century, the engraving
and coloring process used to publish color paintings
such as those created by Wilson and Audubon was
both costly and extremely labor intensive. The
common practice was to produce an initial volume or
two and to show these volumes to prospective

Footnotes
(1) While it’s true that Wilson’s American Ornithology was the first book written exclusively about America’s avifauna by a
naturalist based on this continent, an argument could be made that in fact Thomas Jefferson is the true “Father of American
Ornithology.” Jefferson’s only book, Notes on the State of Virginia, published in 1785, included in its detailed descriptions
of Virginia’s flora and fauna, more than 120 species of North American birds.
(2) While The Birds of America would eventually be first produced in England, there was at least one incident where an
attempt was made to publish Audubon’s work in America. In the early part of the 1800’s, the art form of lithography was in
its infancy and Philadelphia was the center of this emerging industry. Both the first lithograph produced in the United States,
in 1818, and the establishment of the first commercial lithography firm, in 1828, occurred in Philadelphia. In 1829, a second
commercial lithography firm (Pendleton, Kearney & Childs) was co-founded by Colonel Cephas G. Childs. In 1831, Childs
partnered with Henry Inman to create the firm of Childs & Inman. Childs shortly thereafter traveled to Europe to further study
lithography. It’s unknown whether Childs met Audubon first in Europe or in Philadelphia, but in July 1832, a lithograph
depicting a “Marsh Hen” (Clapper Rail) by Audubon was produced by Childs & Inman in Philadelphia. Virtually nothing is
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subscribers. Thus did Wilson arrive at Audubon’s store
in Louisville on March 19, 1810, with the first two
volumes of American Ornithology, seeking
subscribers for his work. Precisely what occurred at
that meeting will likely never be known. Audubon has
written that upon examining the color plates, he was
prepared to subscribe when his partner, Ferdinand
Rozier said to him in French, “My dear Audubon, what
induces you to subscribe to this work? Your drawings
are certainly far better, and again, you must know as
much of the habits of American birds as this
gentleman.” Did Wilson understand Rozier’s French?
Could this statement have been the first bit of kindling
that started the firestorm of animosity? What happened
next, however, seems to be supported by the record
from both quarters. Audubon claims that following
Rozier’s admonishment, he produced for Wilson his
already considerable portfolio. Audubon further
claimed that Wilson asked permission to borrow some
of Audubon’s drawings, including a “species of
flycatcher he didn’t recognize.” All Audubon
requested was that if Wilson were to use his drawings,
credit was to be rightfully assigned. (Given Audubon’s
socio-economic station in 1810, it’s logical to surmise
that Audubon had not at that point seriously
entertained the idea of publishing his work. He was
newly married and with a child, struggling to make a
career as a merchant. Until Wilson’s arrival, it’s
doubtful that Audubon had even heard of American
Ornithology, let alone been able to examine a volume
against his own work.) Excerpts from a journal (now
lost) kept by Wilson, indicate that two days after
arriving in Louisville, Wilson examined “Mr. __’s
drawings in crayons—very good. Saw two new birds
he had….” For March 21 he wrote “Went out shooting
this afternoon with Mr. A.” (The subsequent hunt is
also confirmed by Audubon). If Wilson understood
Rozier’s statement, and was hence insulted by it, why
would he have praised Audubon’s drawings in his
private journal? Furthermore, would a rational person
go hunting with someone he perceived as a rival?
Likewise, if Audubon were actually considering

publishing his work at the time of Wilson’s visit, then
it would be wholly illogical for him to show and share
his drawings with Wilson. Yet, as one writer stated,
this singular encounter at Audubon’s store “began
quarrel and strife, the embers of which have been kept
aglow for more than a century.” Two days later, Wilson
left Louisville bound ultimately for New Orleans3.
In August of 1812, Volume 6 of Wilson’s
American Ornithology was released where, on Page
62, was his depiction of a Small-Headed Flycatcher.
Wilson claimed to have secured the specimen which
he painted on April 24, 1811, “near Philadelphia,”
purportedly in the company of George Ord. What’s
interesting is that nowhere does anything appear in
Wilson’s own pen documenting Ord’s companionship
on that day. In fact, not until a meeting on September
18, 1840 of the American Philosophical Society in
Philadelphia did Ord reveal his participation in that
field trip. Ord would also read at that meeting a letter
from Alexander Lawson, the engraver for American
Ornithology. In that letter, Lawson claimed that
Wilson’s paintings of every bird that appeared on the
Small-Headed Flycatcher plate were accompanied by
a specimen. Interesting, however, is that no specimen
was ever produced by Ord. What must be remembered
is that these events did not occur until after the 1839
publication of Volume 5 of Audubon’s Ornithological
Biography, and as a direct response to the accusations
contained therein4.
While the backgrounds of Wilson and Audubon
have been well documented, at this point in our
narrative, a brief word on George Ord may be
appropriate. Born in 1781, the son of ship chandler
and rope-maker, Ord became a partner in his fathers
business. Upon the elder Ord’s death in 1806, Ord
inherited both the business and family home which
was located on Front Street in Philadelphia. How
active Ord was in his father’s business is unknown;
however, by 1829, Ord had retired entirely from the
business to pursue his interest in the sciences. He has
been described as a “wealthy gentlemen of leisure.”
The term “wealthy” is both appropriate5 and one that

known about the history behind the production of this lithograph other than that 4 are known to exist. They are in the
collections of Mill Grove Audubon Center, American Philosophical Society, New York Historical Society and Stark Museum
in Texas.
(3) In Wilson’s March 23 1810 journal entry he writes “…I bade adieu to Louisville, to which place I had four letters of
recommendation, and was taught to expect so much of everything there; but neither received one act of civility nor one new
bird; although I ransacked the woods repeatedly, and visited all the characters likely to subscribe. Science or literature has not
one friend in this place.” Some have argued that this entry supports the position that Wilson was not “loaned” the flycatcher
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I think should be well remembered, as financial
rewards seem likely not to have been the motivation
for Ord’s later actions towards Audubon. Ord was
only 24 (15 years younger than Wilson) when
Wilson began his work on American Ornithology.
Ord actively supported Wilson in his endeavor both
financially and by accompanying Wilson on a
number of his excursions, most notably, his last 4week visit to “Great” Egg Harbor, NJ in the spring
of 1813. Shortly before he died, Wilson named Ord
co-executor of his estate (which consisted of little
more than three copies of his work), and it fell upon
Ord to complete the final two volumes of American
Ornithology after Wilson’s death6.
Why Ord became so intertwined with Wilson
and American Ornithology is open to speculation.
One writer has suggested that because Ord “himself
lacked any creative spark, he had latched onto
Wilson’s work and reputation and set himself up as
their guardian.” Certainly the guardian statement is
correct, for it was Ord who commissioned Charles
Lucien Bonaparte to produce American
Ornithology; or the Natural History of Birds
inhabiting the United States, not given by Wilson.
This 4-volume supplement was produced between
1825 and 1833 and contained 27 additional species
as well numerous corrections (many of which
themselves were incorrect) to Wilson’s initial text.
Ord furthermore was responsible for shepherding a
second, 9-volume, American edition of American
Ornithology to completion between 1824 and 1825
and a third American Edition, consisting of three
volumes, during 1828-29.
It was during this period, on April 5, 1824,

that Audubon came to Philadelphia seeking both a
publisher and support for what would become The Birds
of America. Home to the Academy of Natural Sciences
and the American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia
in the 1820’s was the preeminent center of the natural
history scientific community of this young nation.
Shortly after arriving in Philadelphia, Audubon was
introduced to Bonaparte who was immediately taken
with the manner in which Audubon had depicted his
subjects. Instead of painting his birds in static profile
typical of the day, Audubon’s paintings were threedimensional; his birds posed amongst the flora and fauna
of their native habitat. This method of illustration gave
Audubon’s birds a dramatic, lifelike appearance.
Furthermore, Audubon’s paintings were large. Audubon
intended that his work would be published in Double
Elephant Folio (29 1/2” X 39 1/2”), the largest-size
format then available in the publishing industry.
After reviewing Audubon’s portfolio, on April 14,
1824, Bonaparte took Audubon to meet engraver
Alexander Lawson. During that meeting, Lawson, in his
critique of Audubon’s paintings, stated that they were
“ill-drawn, not true to nature and anatomically incorrect.”
While Audubon apparently said little at this initial
meeting, Bonaparte attempted to persuade Lawson to
undertake the engraving. Refusing Bonaparte’s
entreaties, Lawson is claimed to have stated “ornithology
requires truth in forms and correctness in lines. Here
are neither.” In a subsequent meeting, Lawson again
stated to Audubon, in refusing to engrave an Audubon
painting, “I think your paintings very extraordinary for
one who is self taught – but we in Philadelphia are
accustomed to seeing very correct drawings.” Whether
Lawson’s criticism of Audubon’s art is justified, at least

drawing by Audubon. I submit, however, that this journal entry must be read in the context of the time. Wilson was frustrated.
He was ostensibly a salesman and he had found no buyers. Furthermore, the statement “nor one new bird” must read with its
subsequent qualifier, “although I ransacked the woods repeatedly.” When read together, it’s clear that Wilson himself, despite
time in the field, had failed to secure any new specimens.
(4) In a letter written on September 30, 1841, Ord makes mention of an article he wrote and submitted for publication to
Louden’s Magazine of Natural History, a short- lived magazine published in London. This article denounces Audubon and
purportedly addressed issues involving the Small-headed Flycatcher. This article was not however published.
(5) An example of Ord’s wealth is demonstrated by the fact that during his life, he gave approximately $20,000 (using a
conservative multiplier of 40, the equivalent of $800,000 in 2003 dollars) to Pennsylvania Hospital to help fund the study
and cure of mental illness.
(6) At the time of Wilson’s death, the only remaining work required of Volume 8 was the engraving of a single plate and the
writing of the preface. As to Volume 9, Ord was left with the job of editing, and in some cases supplanting, Wilson’s notes. All
plates had been completed.
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the criticism was directed at the body of work and not
the body of the man.
Sometime between May 11 and July 20, 1824,
Audubon accompanied Bonaparte to a meeting of the
Academy of Natural Sciences. It was at this meeting
that Ord offered publicly his first critique of Audubon’s
drawings, claiming that his subjects had been twisted
into “attitudes never seen in nature.” Ord apparently
was equally put off by Audubon’s inclusion of plants
in his renderings, arguing that he had “commingled
zoology and botany.” Following Audubon’s
appearance at the Academy, Ord began a campaign to
discredit not only Audubon’s work, but also the man
himself, denouncing him as an imposter and a liar.
More importantly, it was alleged by Ord that Audubon
had slandered the legacy of Wilson. In considering
that last statement, logic dictates that one must
seriously question Ord’s assertions. Audubon’s arrival
in Philadelphia was a huge gamble for the man. He
had failed in multiple business ventures. His wife was
providing for the family through her earnings as a
teacher. Audubon was staking his reputation and the
financial future of his family on securing a publisher
for The Birds of America. Thus, Audubon’s purpose
for coming to Philadelphia was to engender support
within the Philadelphia community and to secure the
services of a publisher. If Audubon didn’t appreciate
the high esteem in which Wilson was held by the
Philadelphia scientific community before he arrived
in town, his encounters with Lawson and his cronies
would certainly have dispelled any doubts. While
Audubon may have been aware of mistakes related to
Wilson’s work, it would be illogical to voice those
opinions to the very persons whose financial and
professional support he sought. Simply put, public
criticism of Wilson and American Ornithology would
not advance Audubon’s interests. Thus, while
Audubon may have overstated his background (a
propensity that most Audubon biographers agree
upon), it seems highly unlikely that upon being
introduced to the members of the Academy, Audubon
would use that platform to disparage the work and
reputation of someone that august body held in such
high regard.
Whatever occurred at that meeting of the
Academy, the resultant campaign by Ord against

Audubon was successful. By early August Audubon
recognized that he would not find support for his
project in Philadelphia and, after a short stop in New
York, he returned to Louisiana. Heeding the words
and advice of those in Philadelphia who were his
advocates, Audubon realized that if he were to secure
a publisher, he would have to travel to Europe. Thus,
Audubon and his wife Lucy spent the year 1825 saving
the cost of passage to England. On May 16, 1826
Audubon departed New Orleans, arriving in Liverpool
66 days later. Unlike the Philadelphia establishment,
the British scientific community embraced Audubon
and The Birds of America. On his first trip to England,
he was able to secure a publisher, and by early 1827,
production of the first “parts” had begun 7. Once
production began, Audubon’s time was consumed
with securing and retaining subscribers, overseeing
the completion of plates, and writing the companion
text, Ornithological Biography. In writing the
companion work, Audubon secured the services of a
collaborator, William MacGillivray, whom he met in
England in October of 1830. The reason that The Birds
of America and Ornithological Biography were
published separately was due to England’s Copyright
Act of 1709. Had these works been bound together,
by law, Audubon would have been required to provide
a copy of the completed work to each of the nine
libraries in the United Kingdom, a prohibitive
expense. Ultimately, Audubon would make 4 round
trips across the Atlantic and devote over 12 years to
the completion of The Birds of America and
Ornithological Biography.
During the period that Audubon’s work was
being produced in England, Ord kept up a withering
assault on Audubon. Ord’s feelings towards Audubon
are succinctly demonstrated in a series of letters sent
by Ord to compatriot Charles Waterton in England
between 1831 and 1852. In early letters describing
the depictions contained in The Birds of America, Ord
characterizes them as a “wretched collection of
engraved birds” and the “birds are unnativelly
represented.” He further attacks Audubon’s written
account of the Virginia Owl (Great Horned Owl) as
being “fiddlefaddle.”
A letter dated April 23, 1833 is particularly
telling with regard to Ord’s attitude to both Audubon

(7) The Birds of America was published in series of numbered “parts.” Each “part” consisted of 5 Plates and cost £2.25 (~
$10.00). Ultimately, 87 “parts” were produced totaling 435 Plates. A total of ~200 bound sets of The Birds of America were
produced, consisting of 4 volumes each. Volumes 1-3 each contained 100 Plates (20 Parts) with Volume 4 containing 135
Plates (27 Parts).

Cassinia

15

Wilson, Audubon, Ord and a Flycatcher
the man and his work. In it, Ord writes: “I have been
repeatedly solicited to review Audubon’s great work,
and his history on biography of our birds, but I have
forlorn, for the date of peace, as I am confident that I
would have a swarm of hornets about my ears, were I
to proclaim to the world all that I know of this
imprudent pretender, and his stupid book. His elephant
folio plates, so far from deserving the encomisms
which are daily lavished upon them, are so vile, that I
wonder how anyone [with] the least taste or knowledge
in the fine arts, can endure them.” I find this passage
particularly interesting in that Ord goes beyond simply
offering his opinion on the work. He suggests that he
knows more about Audubon than what is visible on
the surface. In a letter authored five days later, Ord
recalls Wilson mentioning a discussion he had with
Audubon where Audubon told him about “a farm
which had been given to him by his father. This farm
his father probably never saw: It was the property of
his wife.” This statement by Ord is certainly false.
The plantation at Mill Grove, PA was owned by
Audubon’s father and was in fact his first residence in
America. Another example of Ord’s attempt to
discredit Audubon by twisting the truth can be found
in two letters from 1841 and 1844 respectively. In
both, he claims that the completed elephant folio
edition was a “complete failure from a pecuniary point
of view” and that the “publishers of the elephant folio
pictures of our birds have often cursed the day in which
they engaged in that truly ridiculous work.” If the The
Birds of America was such a financial disaster, how
does one explain the ability of Robert Havell, Jr. (the
engraver for all but 10 of Audubon’s plates) to be able
to afford to immigrate to New York in 1839 where he
took up work as a landscape painter and engraver? In
fact, the expenses associated with production were
Audubon’s burden, not Havell’s. By selling
subscriptions to his work, Audubon was able to
maintain a positive cash flow which allowed Havell
to be paid on a regular basis.
Ord’s attempts to discredit Audubon were not
merely limited to the written and spoken word. In
September of 1836, as The Birds of America moved
towards inevitable completion, Ord and his
Philadelphia colleagues continued to place roadblocks
in Audubon’s path. Earlier that year the Academy of
Natural Sciences acquired a considerable collection

of skins obtained from the west side of the Rocky
Mountains. Using his influence with the Academy and
its members, Ord rebuffed Audubon’s attempt to study
and draw from this collection. Luckily for Audubon,
the original collectors maintained a duplicate set of
specimens from which Audubon was able to prepare
additional paintings for his great work.
In June of 18458, after both the elephant folio
and octavo editions had thoroughly proven their
success, Ord at last grudgingly offered the following:
“The industry he displayed in prosecuting to
completion his great work is certainly worthy of all
praise. ” Yet, Ord wasn’t about to offer a shred of
admiration for the work itself – “If the fidelity of his
narratives had corresponded with his perseverance,
his fame would repose on a basis which time would
not diminish; but will be the decisions of posterity on
the merits of one who has wantonly violated the dignity
of truth by rendering her subordinate to fiction!” And
even after Audubon’s death, Ord could only
acknowledge that “Audubon is fairly entitled to the
merit of perseverance and industry. His elephant folio
is proof of this. As a naturalist and a traveler, but little
reliance can be placed on his narratives, a consequence
of an inveterate habit of mendacity which should seem
to have been the primaire mobile of his intellect.”
In England, the recipient of Ord’s commentary,
Charles Waterton, too took up the cudgel of attack.
Writing in the May 1833 issue of Magazine of Natural
History, Waterton alleged that Ornithological
Biography was written by someone other than
Audubon. In response, Audubon’s son Victor (who
was then in England overseeing production for his
father) wrote: “I shall not notice Mr. Waterton further,
except to express my thanks for his generous conduct
in withholding his attacks on Mr. Audubon for two
years after the book in questions was published, and
during the time the author was in England, and
bringing these charges forward when my father has
returned to the forests of America and is unable to
answer himself.” Of course Waterton was not about
to allow an Audubon to have the last word, later writing
an open retort suggesting that Audubon return to
England immediately to “mount guard over his own
Biography of Birds, which shall feel the weight of my
arm in earnest if the son returns me sarcastic thanks a
second time.”

(8) In perhaps a quintessential example of chutzpah, Audubon had the audacity to call upon Ord, his most ardent detractor.
The purpose of the visit… to collect the balance owed on a subscription taken out by members of the American Philosophical
Society who then gifted the publication to the Society.
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And so it went, on both sides of the Atlantic.
Attacks spearheaded by the “Philadelphia Mafia,” and
defense from the likes of esteemed contemporaries
such as Robert Bakewell in England and the Rev.
John Bachman in America. What is particularly
interesting is that throughout the turmoil created by
his work, Audubon was able to avoid entering into
the public fray, directing his focus and energy to his
paintings and writings. In a letter to Bachman he
remarked “As to the rage of Mr. Waterton…I really
care not a fig. All such stuffs will soon evaporate, being
mere smoke from a dung hill.”
What conclusions, if any, can we draw from this
examination? First, plagiarism, or the failure to give
due credit, seems to have been endemic to the period.
While Audubon openly claimed to have been a victim,
he too was guilty of the same crime. Joseph Mason
assisted Audubon for a number of years, painting much
of the background flora contained in Audubon’s
paintings. Shortly after arriving in Philadelphia in
1824, Audubon had the opportunity to show Mason
some his completed paintings based on work they had
produced together in Louisiana and Kentucky. In
examining this work, Mason noted that Audubon had
failed to give him appropriate credit. Once confronted
by Mason, Audubon refused to alter his position
which, of course, made Mason furious. Mason was
living in Philadelphia; and, by way of retaliation, he
joined the Ord/Wilson camp and began to feed
disparaging information to Ord and his allies.
Ord too was infected by the plagiarism virus,
having visited both sides of the equation. On Plate 4
of Volume 1 of Bonaparte’s supplement, there appear
two depictions of a Boat-tailed Grackle. Bonaparte
states in the text that these drawings were provided to
him by Audubon and in fact the engraver also attributes
these drawings to Audubon and Alexander Rider.
Notwithstanding, Ord, as self-proclaimed keeper of
the Wilson torch, later insisted that these drawings
were made by Rider only, from specimens secured in
Florida by Ord and Charles Wilson Peale. On the
receiving end, Ord was responsible for compiling
much of the data used in the first edition of Webster’s
dictionary, yet was never afforded credit for his efforts.
Years later, when Webster sought Ord’s assistance with
the third edition, Ord reminded Webster of the earlier
discourtesies and refused to help.
Thus, we are left with the question, did Wilson
use Audubon’s drawing of the Small-Headed
Flycatcher in American Ornithology? In considering

that question, perhaps one should first decide whether
sufficient historical evidence has been produced to
conclusively establish the existence of the species.
With the exception of Wilson’s and Audubon’s
drawings and descriptions, there is little documentation
to support a conclusion that this species ever existed.
Between 1830 and 1875, five other individuals claim
to have observed this specie; and, including those
purported to have been shot by Wilson and Audubon,
a total of 10 specimens allegedly were secured.
Nevertheless, not a single skin exists in any collection.
Given that, I submit that there are only two reasonable
conclusions, both of which would tend to tip the scales
towards the conclusion that Wilson used Audubon’s
drawing. First, if we assume that the bird did exist,
either as a true species or as a hybrid, then it was most
likely extraordinarily rare. While certainly not unheard
of, it seems to this writer that the odds of finding such
a rare bird in the vicinity of both Louisville, KY and
Philadelphia, two areas that are environmentally quite
different, 3 years apart, to be astronomically small. If
one assumes that Audubon’s drawing was a mistake
(be it a mis-identification of another species or some
anomaly involving a known species) - that, in fact,
there was no such thing as a Small-Headed Flycatcher
- then obviously Wilson could not have seen the bird
all. Couple these assumptions with the written record
left by Audubon and Wilson of their 1810 meetings in
Kentucky, and on balance one is left with the
conclusion that Wilson’s depiction was likely
borrowed from Audubon. Furthermore, when one
examines the non-plagiarism arguments, support for
this conclusion is strengthened. With the exception of
Ord’s pronouncements in 1839, there is no
documentation that Wilson secured his bird in 1811.
Given Ord’s blatant hatred of Audubon and his
unabashed campaign to discredit Audubon’s
accomplishments at every turn, any statements made
by Ord on this topic must be considered suspect at
best.
In his 1908 biography of Wilson, Frank Burns
argued against plagiarism by Wilson, premised on a
belief that our subject Flycatcher was a creation of
Audubon’s imagination. All of Audubon’s biographers
would agree that Audubon was prone to
embellishment, exaggeration and distortion of fact. He
also on at least one occasion disseminated information
on the “discovery” of a number of mythical fish species
that were later published. Thus, Burns wrote that
“Audubon could hardly be absolutely certain that
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Wilson used his drawing unless he was conscious of
the fictitiousness of the subject himself, and
consequent so utterly impossibility of duplicating it
by any means whatever; in this event he would himself
be guilty of creating and perpetuating a gross fraud –
a condition so utterly improbable as to pass as almost
beyond a possibility…” I find this circular argument
to be completely illogical. By the time that Volume 4
of Audubon’s The Birds of America was published in
1838, multiple editions of Wilson’s American
Ornithology, plus a 4-Volume supplement had been
produced. To what advantage would it be to Audubon
to perpetuate the belief in the existence of a mythical
bird? Until Audubon leveled the charge of theft against
Wilson in 1839, there had been no published
accusations directed by Audubon against the Wilson
camp. While Audubon may have had the opportunity
to examine American Ornithology earlier, it’s known
that during the fall of 1821, Audubon, while staying
in New Orleans, studiously examined Wilson’s work
over a period of months for mistakes. Thus, if the
Small-Headed Flycatcher was truly a creation of
fiction, why would not Audubon have cried foul then?
While he may have been contemplating the eventual
publication of The Birds of America, the actual
production of that work was not yet even in the
embryonic stage. Thus, there would have been no
benefit to withholding the charge of plagiarism and
arguably, assuming that Audubon had the business
acumen (which is doubtful given Audubon’s multiple
business failures) to foresee the economic advantage
such a charge might engender to his own work, every
reason to come forth with such information as soon
as he became aware of the fraud.
How do we go about analyzing the reaction of
Ord and his Philadelphia colleagues to Audubon’s
work? Certainly Ord recognized that Wilson’s
American Ornithology was not the last word on North
America’s avifauna. As a man of science, he had to
appreciate that this continent’s body of ornithological
knowledge was ever evolving. Were this not so, then
how does one explain his support for Bonaparte’s
supplement, whose essential purpose was to correct
errors in American Ornithology and offer new
information not previously discussed by Wilson?
Furthermore, given Ord’s wealth, financial
remuneration would seem an unlikely motive for the
vitriol directed at Audubon. By any measure, Wilson’s
American Ornithology was a resounding success at
the time that Audubon’s The Birds of America was

completed in 1838. By then, the third American and
first European editions of American Ornithology had
long since been published.
Perhaps attempting to logically explain the
motives of George Ord and the Wilson camp is futile.
Where one man finds rapture in a piece of art, another
finds revolt. Is either person’s opinion wrong? Yet,
Ord’s aspersions directed against Audubon’s character
go beyond his strong opinion of his drawings, though
some of that hostility seemed to fade once Ord
recognized that Audubon’s work was a success. What
we do know of Ord is that he was not one to let his
voice go unheard when he disliked someone. (In 1835
Ord wrote that Harvard ornithologist Thomas Nuttall
was a “presumptuous ass” who “deserves the lash.”)
In one respect Ord was correct, for it is true that
posterity would be the ultimate arbiter…and in
posterity’s view, Audubon had no peer for almost 100
years until Roger Tory Peterson offered us his opus.
Ultimately, whatever the motivation, there
remains one question that will never be answered: How
much greater would the breadth of Audubon’s work
have been had the Philadelphia scientific community
embraced The Birds of America? How many more
species would Audubon been able to portray had he
been able to devote his time and energies during the
years 1826 through 1838 exclusively in America
instead of Europe or transiting between the two
continents? For students of North American
ornithological history, that loss in the most tragic result
of the Wilson/Ord and Audubon feud.
Time Line
1807 (April/May) – Prospectus for Alexander Wilson’s
American Ornithology plus two colored plates
completed.
1808 (Early Spring) – Audubon secures “SmallHeaded Flycatcher” specimen “Near Louisville, KY.”
1808 (September) – First Volume of Wilson’s
American Ornithology published. 200 copies
produced consisting of 6 pages of preface, 158 of text
and 9 plates depicting 34 birds. Price - $12.00.
1809 (Late) or 1810 (January) – Volume Two of
American Ornithology published.
1810 (January 30) – Wilson leaves Philadelphia on a
western/southern trip in order to secure both
subscribers and new specimens.
1810 (March 19) – Wilson meets Audubon in
Louisville, KY and shows Audubon first 2 Volumes
of American Ornithology. At this meeting Audubon

Cassinia

18

Wilson, Audubon, Ord and a Flycatcher
claims to have shown Wilson his own portfolio which
he describes as “greater than his” and which includes
Audubon’s depiction of a “Small-Headed Flycatcher.”
1810 (August 2) – Wilson returns to Philadelphia.
1811 (February) – Volume 3 of American Ornithology
published.
1811 (April 24) – “Small-Headed Flycatcher”
specimen allegedly secured by Wilson “near
Philadelphia” while accompanied by George Ord.
1811 (September) – Volume 4 of American
Ornithology published.
1811 (Early December) – Audubon meets Wilson in
Philadelphia. At the time, Wilson was painting a
“White-headed Eagle” (Bald Eagle) from a stuffed
mount from the collection of the Peale Museum in
Philadelphia. Wilson takes Audubon to the museum.
Both artists appear to have used the stuffed mount as
the basis for their respective depictions.
1812 (February) – Volume 5 of American Ornithology
published.
1812 (July 3) – Audubon becomes a United States
citizen.
1812 (August) – Volume 6 of American Ornithology
published. On Page 62, Plate 5, fig. 5 the depiction
of a “Small-Headed Flycatcher” appears.
1813 (Late April/Early May) – Volume 7 of American
Ornithology published. It was also during this same
time frame that Wilson and Ord made a 4-week
excursion to Great Egg Harbor, NJ.
1813 (August 23) – Alexander Wilson dies.
1814 (January and May respectively) – Volumes 8 &
9 of American Ornithology completed by George Ord
and published. Total subscribers at completion, 459.
~280 Total species described.
1815 – Ord becomes member of the Academy of
Natural Sciences (Philadelphia).
1817 – Ord becomes member of the American
Philosophical Society (Philadelphia).
1824 – Volumes 1 through 8 of the 2nd American
Edition of American Ornithology published.
1824 (April 5) – Audubon arrives in Philadelphia
seeking a publisher for The Birds of America.
1824 (April 14) – Audubon introduced to Alexander
Lawson (Engraver of 50 of the 76 plates contained in
Wilson’s American Ornithology) by Charles Lucien
Bonaparte.
1824 (Between May 11 and July 20, exact date
unknown) – Audubon and his work introduced by
Bonaparte to members of the Academy of Natural
Sciences. Minutes from 1824 indicate that Audubon

was nominated for membership at the July 27 meeting
by Charles-Alexandre Lesueur, Reuben Haines and
Isaiah Lukens. Neither Ord nor Bonaparte was in
attendance at that meeting. Thus, assuming that both
Ord and Bonaparte along with Lesueur, Haines and
Lukens would have been present when Audubon was
first introduced to members of the Academy, then the
meetings Audubon could have attended would have
been May 11, June 29 or July 20.
1824 (Early August) – Audubon departs Philadelphia
for New York.
1824 (August 31) – Ord blackballs Audubon’s
nomination for membership into the Academy of
Natural Sciences.
1824 (Late Fall) – Audubon arrives back in Louisiana
having failed to find a publisher in either Philadelphia
or New York.
1825 – First Volume (of 4) of Bonaparte’s American
Ornithology; or the Natural History of Birds
inhabiting the United States not given by Wilson
published.
1825 (September 2) – Volume 9 of the 2nd American
Edition of Wilson’s American Ornithology
(substantially revised by Ord) published.
1826 (May 16) – Audubon sails from New Orleans
for England.
1826 (July 21) – Audubon arrives in Liverpool.
1826 (November 28) – First “proof” of a plate (Wild
Turkey) of Audubon’s The Birds of America produced.
1827 – First plates (“parts”) published in England of
Audubon’s The Birds of America.
1827 (March 17) – Part #2 of The Birds of America
produced and prospectus for the entire work issued.
1827 (August 23) – First “part” of The Birds of
America arrives in New York with Charles Lucien
Bonaparte.
1828 (April 24) – Volume 1 (of 3) of the 3rd American
Edition of Wilson’s American Ornithology published.
1828 (August 1) – Volume 2 of the 3rd American
Edition of American Ornithology published.
1828 – Volume 2 and 3 of Bonaparte’s American
Ornithology; or the Natural History of Birds
inhabiting the United States not given by Wilson
published.
1829 (April 27) - Volume 3 of the 3rd American Edition
of American Ornithology published.
1829 (May) – On trip back from England, Audubon
spends 3 weeks in Camden, NJ, “shooting and
painting.”
1829 (August to Early Oct) – Audubon travels to the
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“Great Pine Swamp” in Northampton County, PA,
which he explores while accompanied by Jediah Irish.
1829 – Ord retires from family rope-making business
to devote himself to science.
1830 (March) – The United States House of
Representatives becomes Audubon’s first American
subscriber to The Birds of America.
1831 (March 31) – Volume 1 of Audubon’s
Ornithological Biography published simultaneously
in American and England.
1831 (October) – Audubon introduced to Rev. John
Bachman in Charleston, SC.
1831 Four-Volume European Edition of Wilson’s
American Ornithology published.
1832 (July) – Lithograph of Audubon’s “Marsh Hen”
(Clapper Rail) produced in Philadelphia.
1833 (Spring) – Havell (Audubon’s engraver in
England) begins to ship copies of Volume 1 of The
Birds of America to New York. Fully bound in leather
- $250.00. Half-bound in leather & board - $225.00.
Loose Sheets - $200.00.
1833 – 4th (last) Volume of Bonaparte’s Supplement
to American Ornithology published. (Note: It is known
that this volume was complete and in the hands of the
engravers as early as October, 1829. Why publication
was delayed has never been adequately explained.)
1834 (December) – Volume 2 of Audubon’s
Ornithological Biography published in England and
in Boston.
1835 (December 1) – Volume 3 of Ornithological
Biography published.

1838 (June) – Publication in England of The Birds of
America (without text) completed, depicting 508 total
species and 1065 individual birds. The 4th (last)
volume depicts the “Small-Headed Flycatcher” in
Plate 434, fig. 3.
1838 (November) – Volume 4 of Ornithological
Biography published.
1839 (May) – Volume 5 of Audubon’s Ornithological
Biography published, containing the written text and
background concerning the “Small-Headed
Flycatcher.” The final list of 161 subscribers for The
Birds of America was included in the 5th volume; there
were 82 in America and 79 in Europe.
1840 – First (of 7) Volumes of American (octavo)
edition of Audubon’s The Birds of America published
in Philadelphia. This edition contained text and 500
hand-colored lithographs. It included all of the birds
found in the Double Elephant Folio edition plus 7
new species and 17 additional individual birds. The
total cost of this bound 7-volume set was $100.00.
1840 (September 18) – Ord addresses allegation of
plagiarism of “Small-Headed Flycatcher” at a meeting
of the American Philosophical Society.
1844 – 7th Volume of American Edition of The Birds
of America published.
1851 (January 27) – Audubon dies.
1866 (January 24) – Ord dies. NOTE: In researching
this article, I also came across January 23 as Ord’s
date of death. The date given here is that which appears
on Ord’s gravestone at Old Swede’s Church in
Philadelphia.
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