




Victorian Invaders 
 

ometimes, reading a Victorian article can give one chills. This month, shivers come from “Hints and Topics 
for April,” the latest installment in our charming series on the seasons.  It’s another piece that could easily 
begin with the lovely, peaceful Bambi Meets Godzilla theme—until you read between the lines and recognize 

some classic, world-destroying bits of Victorian thinking. 
 Specifically, the author rhapsodizes over the joys of introducing non-native fish to British waters, and British 
fish to non-British waters.  Fish introduced to Britain in Victorian (and earlier) times included the carp, the 
Prussian carp, the gold-and-silver fish, and the silurus (or Wels catfish).  Happily, the silurus, which could reach 
lengths of up to seven feet, didn’t take.  Since one was found in Europe with the body of a baby in its stomach, the 
author concedes that this was probably just as well.  At the time of this article (1875), attempts were being made 
to stock the Thames with grayling; today grayling are still struggling to survive in that river.  
 In America, streams were being stocked with shad, black bass and salmon.  Overseas, Victorians hungry for a 
taste of home were happily stocking Tasmanian waters with trout, perch and tench.  “What a comfort to the 
emigrant in Tasmania or New Zealand, to be able to take the fish that in the long-past days of youth and childhood 
he captured near his early home!”  The tench also made it to American waters, where it is considered a nuisance 
fish and is subject to ongoing efforts at eradication. 
 Many Victorian imports (and exports) managed to settle in without creating too much damage.  Reports are 
mixed on the “little owl” imported by Lord Lilford, but it is now a familiar part of the British countryside.  The 
carp is one of Britain’s most popular game fish.  But some imports have proven less welcome.  
 For example, if you keep a bird feeder in your yard, you’re probably familiar with the flocks of starlings that 
will swoop in, chase the other birds away, and spend the day in raucous and messy squabbling.  For these, you can 
thank Eugene Schieffelin, who was (at the time) president of the American Acclimatization Society.  This group, 
founded in 1871 (and a spin-off of a similar French society founded in 1854) sought to introduce to America 
“such foreign varieties of the animal and vegetable kingdom as may be useful or interesting.” The society 
attempted to stock New York’s Central Park with a variety of birds, such as skylarks, European robins, English 
chaffinches and Java sparrows.  Most of these either didn’t survive or, apparently, didn’t care to stay in Central 
Park (skylarks moved to Carnarsie).  More successful was the house sparrow. 
 The group’s crowning achievement (?), however, was the starling.  Allegedly, Schieffelin hoped to introduce 
to America every creature mentioned by Shakespeare.  In 1890, he released a flock of 60 starlings in New York, 
followed by another flock of 40.  Today, there are more than two million starlings in the US.  Starlings are 
credited with over $800 million in crop damages annually in the US, and the downing of at least one airplane.  
They’re almost impossible to get rid of, and a key reason why we now have laws against introducing potentially 
harmful non-native species.  (Ironically, this in turn is why we have also house finches, whose importers released 
them in the 1940’s to avoid prosecution under such laws.) 
 Animals weren’t the only invading Victorians.  Victorians loved passing along favorites of their own gardens, 
while adding new and exotic plants from other parts of the world.  Hence, I have a seed catalog that advertises the 
lovely, exotic “New Japanese Flowering Bean.”  A rose by any other name may smell as sweet; a Japanese 
flowering bean, by another name, is... kudzu.  This plant was introduced to American in 1876, but one can’t really 
blame Victorians for its spread; in the 1930’s and 40’s, farmers were paid to plant kudzu to prevent soil erosion. 
 What one sees in such articles is a glimpse of how Victorians viewed their world: As the best of all possible 
worlds.  If one had to relocate to some other part of the globe, one shouldn’t have to leave the joys of that perfect, 
British Victorian world behind; just bring them along!  Victorian travelers, even in the most remote locations, 
expected to be served tea at the appointed hour, on a proper Victorian tea set, with all the proper British fixings.  
Explorers included in their equipment such necessities as cases of wine and champagne.  Victorian ladies wore no 
fewer layers in the heat of India than in the cold and damp of London. 
 Destruction of the ecosystem is far from a “modern” problem.  Victorians were terra-formers on a grand 
scale, and today we often have no idea how to “fix” the problems caused by our ancestors.  So the next time that 
flock descends on your bird feeder, remember: You’re living in a world the Victorians created! 
  

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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