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Bird watching changed forever in 
North America with the publication, in 
1934, of Roger Tory Peterson’s A Field 
Guide to the Birds: Giving All Species 
Found in Eastern North America.1 

Several keys and books designed to aid 
identification of birds in the field were 
already available, and bird watching was 
becoming a popular pursuit,2 but Peterson 
used schematic drawings to depict each 
species in similar poses, initially, most in 
black and white but some in colour, of 
males and females, where their plumages 
differed. He omitted confusing details to 
show the bird as it appears to the eye 
in the field with critical distinctive points 
emphasized, in some species guided by 
arrows. Armed by that time with better 
binoculars, identification of birds in the 
field became easier, and even more 
popular.3,4,5 Many printings and new 
editions of the field guide followed and, 
in 1941, the geographical scope of the 
book was expanded, focusing on birds 
found in western North America, which 
now included all of the species expected 
to occur in Saskatchewan. The number 
of subject areas covered by field guides 
in the “Peterson” series increased in 
ensuing years and other groups of 
animals, as well as plants, rocks and 
celestial features, were treated. Many 
competing guides, also covering birds 
in North America, but also in most other 
regions of the world, have appeared 
on the market in recent years. This is a 

testament to the sustained interest in bird 
identification and other studies of nature 
by people around the world. 

First Edition of A Field Guide to the Birds 
   Numerous authors have assessed 
Peterson’s accompl ishments,  as 
ornithologist, teacher, wildlife painter, 
and conservationist.6,7,8 The purpose of 
this article, however, is to examine a rare 
copy of the first edition of Peterson’s field 
guide (Fig. 1), with its surviving, albeit 
slightly tattered, dust jacket (Fig. 2), and 
to add another slant to Peterson’s early 
connection to Saskatchewan. The book 
is housed in the rare book room of the 
Archives and Special Collections, Dafoe 
Library, at the University of Manitoba 
(catalogued QL 681 P48 1934), and 
was among a large collection of books 
and manuscripts donated, in 1995, by 
Walter R. Henson, a former director 
of the Natural Resources Institute at 
the University of Manitoba.9,10 Henson 
received the copy of Peterson’s book, and 
many others, from his uncle, Robert Owen 
Merriman (1894–1934), a professor of 
economics at Queen’s University and an 
ardent naturalist. Merriman’s bookplate 
appears on the front end-paper, but the 
book bears the signature of his sister, Ida 
Merriman, on a fly-leaf and, below it, an 
inscription written by Peterson: “For Ida 
Merriman with my best regards. Roger 
Tory Peterson” (Fig. 3). Ida Merriman also 
wrote, on page viii, that “This book is one 
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of the first 2000 [copies] printed in the 
first-edition. See ‘Whistling Swan [facing] 
page 18, the neck is grey – a printer’s 
error, [which] was corrected after 2000 
had been printed. Mr. Peterson told me 
this himself Jan[uary]  25 – 1951.” Owen 
Merriman is especially remembered for 
initiating what turned out to be a long-
term banding program on Chimney Swifts 
(Chaetura peligica) in the Hamilton and 
Kingston regions, Ontario;11,12,13,14 indeed, 
their banding success was enhanced 
using a trap Merriman designed to catch 
the swifts.11 Ida Merriman provided 
assistance and encouragement during 
later years of the banding.11

   Ida Merriman was impressed by the 
rarity of her copy of Peterson’s book, 
because on a separate sheet, dated O 
ctober 1966, inserted into the book, she 
re-iterated “This book – “A Field Guide 
to the Birds” is very valuable because 
it is of the first thousand [stated as 
2000 copies above] printed in the first 
edition. A correction was made in the 
“setting” before any more were printed. 
The correction … the Whistling Swan 
has a grey neck. This should be white 
– the correction was made after the first 
thousand were printed. This and the 
fact that the book has the original jacket 

Figure 1. Title page of a copy of the first 
edition, second state, of Roger Tory 
Peterson’s A Field Guide to the Birds. 
Reproduced with permission from a 
copy (QL 681 P48 1934) in the rare 
book room of the Archives and Special 
Collections, University of Manitoba.

Figure 2. Front page of dust jacket of a 
copy of the first edition of Peterson’s A 
Field Guide to the Birds. Reproduced 
with permission from a copy (QL 681 
P48 1934) in the rare book room of 
the Archives and Special Collections, 
University of Manitoba.
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makes [sic] it very rare.” The first edition of 
Peterson’s field guide actually was printed 
four times, or in four states, or “issues” 
(each printing had minor corrections), 
between 1934 and 1939, the year 
when the second edition was published. 
Runs of 2000 and 3000 copies were 
printed for the first and second states, 
respectively, but the number of copies 
printed for each of the third and fourth 
states apparently was not recorded.15 The 
shading on the Tundra [Whistling] Swan’s 
neck (Cygnus columbianus), to which 
Merriman referred, as well as shading on 
two species of egrets (facing page 12), 
persisted through the first two states, but 
had been corrected by the third printing. 
(Peterson later confirmed this on page 
68 of John Devlin and Grace Naismith’s 
authorized biography The World of Roger 

Tory Peterson.6) The copy of Peterson’s 
field guide examined here (Fig. 1) can be 
confirmed as being among the second 
state on the basis of two changes that 
were implemented between the first and 
second states: (1) the year 1934 no longer 
appears on the title page of the second 
state (Fig. 1), as it did in the first state, 
and (2) the corrected “Bog-pumper,” 
denoting the American Bittern (Botaurus 
lentiginosus), instead of “Bob-pumper,” 
was inserted in its place in the index of 
the second state, on page 155. Otherwise 
the two states are identical. The dirty 
gray plates were corrected before the 
third printing and the tissue guards that 
covered the color plates persisted through 
the first three states, but were replaced 
with standard paper in the fourth state. 
All of these errors were corrected when 
the first revised edition was published 
in 1939, and the geographical scope 
of the book was extended westward to 
the Rockies, so that it passed through 
Saskatchewan.16,17 Details of other 
variations within editions, states, and 
printings of Peterson’s field guides are 
available in an online article from the 
Roger Tory Peterson Institute of Natural 
History.15 

Peterson’s Connection to Saskatchewan       
   Roger Tory Peterson (1908–1996) 
attended the 77th Stated Meeting of the 
American Ornithologists’ Union that was 
held in Regina, Saskatchewan, August 
25-30, 1959.18 Peterson’s attendance at 
the meeting, not surprisingly, was one 
of the highlights for many people, as C. 
Stuart Houston recounted in Elizabeth 
J. Rosenthal’s Birdwatcher: The Life of 
Roger Tory Peterson.8 During the opening 
day of the meeting, Peterson and his long-
time field companion, well-known British 

Figure 3. Ida Merriman’s signature with 
Roger Tory Peterson’s inscription below.
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ornithologist, James Fisher (1912–1970), 
accompanied by Walter J. Breckenridge 
(1903–2003) of Minnesota, travelled to 
Old Wives Lake southwest of Moose Jaw 
where Peterson believed they would have 
a good chance of finding a few species 
of birds that were missing from Fisher’s 
life list. Among the seven species they 
especially hoped to see that day were 
Greater Prairie-Chicken (Tympanachus 
cupido), then usually known as Pinnated 
Grouse, and Sharp-tailed Grouse (T. 
phasianellus). Peterson was confident 
that they would find a Sharp-tailed Grouse 
but, instead, they were surprised to flush 
a Greater Prairie-Chicken, about 1 km 
from the eastern shore of Old Wives 
Lake.19 They never did see a Sharp-tailed 
Grouse that day!  

Peterson and Fisher had met in 
1950; their friendship saw them take a 

100-day, 30,000 mile odyssey around 
the periphery of North America, in 1953, 
from Newfoundland to Alaska by way 
of Mexico.7 They published accounts of 
their observations, not only of birds and 
other animals, but also of plants, in Wild 
America20, which was reviewed in Blue 
Jay by Frank Brazier.21 Their attendance 
at the A.O.U. meeting in 1959, however, 
was their first visit to Saskatchewan. The 
highlight at the end of the meeting was 
the trip to the north end of Last Mountain 
Lake, where thousands of Sandhill Cranes 
(Grus canadensis) were viewed as they 
stopped over during their southward 
migration. It was not all bird watching 
that day, however, as Peterson and 
Fisher relaxed in the shade before lunch 
in the company of Alexander Wetmore 
(1886–1978), a former Secretary of the 
Smithsonian Institution in Washington, 
D.C. (Fig. 4). 

Figure 4. Taking a break after watching Sandhill Cranes at the north end of Last 
Mountain Lake, Saskatchewan:  Alexander Wetmore (seated on the ground at left), 
James Fisher (centre), and Roger Tory Peterson (immediately to Fisher’s right). 
The identities of the other people in the photograph are not known, 29 August 1959 
(photograph by S.G. Sealy).
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   Fisher was in awe of the number 
of cranes seen that day, as elegantly 
expressed later by John A. Livingston: 

James Fisher lay on his back in 
the golden stubble, binoculars 
trained skyward, and murmured, 
‘This alone was worth coming 
4.500 miles to see.’ Above him, 
slowly and grandly ascending 
the invisible spiral staircase 
beneath each puffy cloud, were 
hundreds of Sandhill Cranes, 
great wings set as they soared 
higher and higher toward the 
altitude they sought for migration 
southward.22 

   In an editorial published in Blue Jay, 
Robert W. Nero was reminded of Fisher’s 
statement that few people ever have the 
pleasure of viewing so many cranes at 
one time, thus alluding to another, less 
tangible but important value of wildlife.23 
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“Birding, after all, is just a game. Going 
beyond that is what is important.”   

- Roger Tory Peterson


