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Right, "Bachman's Finch" by Audubon 
from "The Birds of America" 

Below, "Black Rat" by Audubon 
from "The Viviparous Quadrupeds 

of North America" 



displayed birds lifesize, in their natural 
settings, so every wing had to be exam­
ined' every feather counted. Bachman's 
goals were hardly minor either. He 
wanted to "place ornithology of the 
United States on such a footing that there 
will be but little for future ornithologists 
to do." In fact, the Bachman warbler 
named by friend Audubon was so rare 
that the bird was unknown in South 
Carolina until Arthur T. Wayne redisco­
vered it 68 years later. 

They were scientists and pioneers, 
Bachman stationed in Charleston and 
Audubon constantly travelling . Fre­
quently their letters admonished each 
other to check and recheck the facts to 
insure that no errors crept into the vari­
ous works. Bachman's motto was "na­
ture, truth and no humbug." Bachman, 
though famous in his own day as one of 
America's greatest mammalogists, has 
been generally forgotten through the 
years, being largely overshadowed by 
the colorful Audubon, even though the 
painter 's considerable reputation as a 
scientist must be partly credited to 
Bachman. 

Bachman's life was more than birds 
and mammals and impressive awards 
from the most respected scientific 
societies in the world. He was a minister 
first, as well as a respected pillar of a 
Charleston society that boasted a 
number of intellectuals. When the ques­
tion of nullification began swirling 
around, Bachman, a unionist, refused to 
use the pulpit as a political battlegroUnd 
for either side. It was an issue that dis­
tressed him so greatly that he was tem­
porarily distracted from his study of 
wildlife. "Do not ask me about birds-I 
scarcely know a buzzard from a king 
bird," he wrote Audubon in 1832. "Oh, 
what an enjoyment it would be for me to 
escape, just for one week, from the 
hydra-headed 'nullification' and sit by 
your side and talk of birds." However, 28 
years later he said, "I confess I am grow­
ing everyday less attached to the union 
as it now exists," and offered the open­
ing prayer for the signing and ratifica­
tion of the Ordinance of Secession in 
Institute Hall, Charleston. 

In between his ministry and his scien­
tific study, he worked extensively on 
"Birds," joined in the creation of a 
Lutheran seminary and the founding of 
Newberry College, and devoted eight 
years to writing the text of his greatest 
work, "The Viviparous Quadrupeds ot 
North America," for which Audubon 

and his sons prepared the pictures . Au­
dubon, who died in 1851 (23 years before 
Bachman), grew ill and disinterested in 
the mammal's book and only the tireless 
will of Bachman forced its completion. 
Prodding, scolding and demanding, 
Bachman drew the work out of Audubon 
and his sons. "Will not myoId friend, 
Audubon, wake up and work as he used 
to do, when we banged at the herons 
and the freshwater marsh-hens?" 
Bachman cajoled at one point. 

All the while, Bachman's personal 
household whirled iIi. a menagerie of 
children, birds and animals. In his 
block-long yard, raccoons and por­
cupines roamed free . A saltwater pond 
supported minnows and eels for a flock 
of ducks. Beehives were in one comer, 
an extensive vegetable garden in the 
other. For a time he kept cranes for Au­
dubon but had them stuffed when they 
wouldn't stop snapping at his nine chil­
dren. He even housed an anhinga, 
which battled ~'with the dogs or the 
cooks for the most comfortable place on 
the hearth." 

And when he wasn't in the field, the 
church, his garden or lecturing at the 
Literary and Philosophical Society with 
the likes of William Gilmore Simms, 
Bachman was peddling Audubon's great 
work. The Charleston minister person­
ally convinced the South Carolina legis­
lature (on a vote of 51 to 50) to appropri­
ate funds to buy "Birds" for South 
Carolina College. The cost of the 435 
plates, picturing 1,065 life-sized birds, 
was steep even then-$I,OOO-and only 
two other American universities were 
among the original 170 subscribers, 
Harvard and Columbia University. 

Bachman commanded respect wher­
ever he went. His power lay not in "what 
he did or said, nor in his manner, but in 
himself. It was the man that gave the 
sermon force ," a member of his congre­
gation recorded. 

"I have read the speculations of men, I 
have listened to the tales of the ignorant 
traveler," .Bachman wrote, "and it 
seemed as if there were defects in all the 
works of God. Then I have turned to the 
field and the woods; to the air, the earth, 
the sea. And I perceived that all was 
order, harmony and beauty and I have 
acknowledged that all the defects were in 
the short-sightedness of man."._ 

Scott Derks is a free-lance writer in Columbia . 

St. John's Lutheran Church in Charleston is 
no longer the small wooden structure 
Bachman came to serve in 1815. 
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