
Bird Notes by Rick Pyeritz 
 

“Betake thyself not to the wilderness 
longer than forty days.” 

 
          --- John Cassin 
 

The first American-born ornithologist was the well-respected John Cassin. 
 
Born near Philadelphia September 9, 1813 
Died Philadelphia January 10, 1869 
 
Cassin was bon into a Quaker family and attended a 
Quaker boarding school.  He excelled in his studies, 
especially the natural sciences.   He supported his wife and 
children with various jobs which required some skill as a 
business man.  His time, energy and passion, however, was 
devoted to his unpaid position as curator of the 
Philadelphia Academy of Natural Sciences beginning 
in1842.  At that time the Academy housed the largest bird 
skin collection in North America.  By 1846, after the sale of 
Francois Victor Massena’s (the Duc de Rivoli) 12,000 bird 
skin collection to the Academy, Cassin had access to the 
largest number of bird specimens in the world.  Massena, 
son of one of Napolean’s great generals, was honored by 
having a hummingbird named after him, the Rivoli 
Hummingbird, and his wife, Anna, was also so honored 
with Anna’s hummingbird.   The size of the Academy’s 
collection continued to grow due to the interest and 
money of Dr. Thomas Wilson, a wealthy Philadelphian.  It was a monumental task to 
manage a collection of over 26,000 bird skins, by far the largest anywhere.   Cassin, 
however, had the patience and talent to catalogue these many specimens.  The collection 
contained birds from both the Old and New World.  His careful work earned Cassin the 
respect of the notable ornithologists of his time.  His colleagues named five species in his 
honor:  Cassin’s Auklet, Cassin’s Kingbird, Cassin’s Vireo, Cassin’s Sparrow and Cassin’s 
Finch.  As a result of his careful descriptive work he named 198 birds not described in the 
work of Alexander Wilson and Audubon. 
 
In addition to his description of new bird species and other scientific papers, Cassin 
published a number of books listed below: 
  
Birds of California 
 
Illustrations of the Birds of California, Texas, Oregon, British and Russian America (only 1 
volume of a planned 3 was produced due to lack of funds.) 
 



Ornithology of the Japan Expedition----Cassin spent most of his time describing and 
cataloguing the extensive collection of the Academy and did little field work. He became 
known as a “closet naturalist”.  So, it was more than a bit out of character when he 
accompanied Admiral Perry on his famous voyage to Japan.   
 
He was also known for another foray into the field after he shot a specimen in Philadelphia.  
He named the previously unknown bird by the common name, Philadelphia Vireo.  He did 
not know that this species occurs in Philadelphia only during migration. 
 
Ornithology of the United States Exploring Expedition--Illustrated many of the Pacific 
Railroad Surveys----the search for a route of the Transcontinental Railroad began in 
the1850’s.  The United States War Department published the results of numerous 
explorations into the western US by surveyors, scientists and naturalists along the 
proposed route.  A major component of these surveys included the natural history of the 
West.  Cassin produced many of the bird illustrations for these surveys.  He was an 
accomplished drawer and engraver. 
 
Birds of North America----co- authored with Spencer Fullerton Baird 
 
Cassin was a young man of 55 when he died.  The cause of death was the extraordinary 
devotion to his work with his vast collection of birds.  The process of preserving bird skin 
specimens at that time involved the use of an arsenic compound.  Gloves were not available 
during the mid-19th century.  He knew he was “mortgaging myself to perpetual lease to 
Arsenic and Liver complaint.”   Cassin slowly absorbed a fatal amount of arsenic.  
 
If you have any questions or comments about John Cassin or this article, please contact me 
at  eapyeritz@gmail.com . 
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