THE EARLY DAYS OF THE NORTHAMPTONSHIRE NATURAL
HISTORY SOCIETY I

, , 1 N l 8 7 6 ·, ' , wrote the late Mr. George Claridge Druce, in the Introdu tiOll to hi
Flora of Northamptonshire, " we founded the Northamptonshire Natural History S iety."
The banding of people together into lub and so ieties in the pur uit of parti ular
objects, be they of a practical, sporting, religiou .or a ademic nature, i
rtainly a
on the
wide-spread and deeply rooted habit in this ountry; whether it be equally
continent I do not know. In the middl€ ages we in . England had our rcligi u and
craft guilds, our city companies. In the reign of Charle 11, with the dawn of ientifi
studies came the birth of the Royal Society. The Society of Antiquarie' was founded in
1717, the Linnaean Society in 1788, the Geological So iety in 1807, the Z logi al
Society in 1826, and the Royal Geographical Society in 1830, but it wa not until the
19th century that the widespread interest in science and the advancement of 1 arning
generally led to a great flowering oflocal Societies of all kinds. These, though ometime
regional, developed most naturally and most successfully on a county ba.' i .
Before the 19th century the provincial amateur of science or history worked in
complete or comparative isolation. He may have had friends, foHower , and help r ,
as had the first Lord Hatton of Kirby Hall in the 17th century, 2 the Rev. John MOl'ton
and John Bridges, the 18th century historians of Northamptonshire, but there wa then
no organised team-work, there were no periodical meetings for discussion, no journals
of proceedings, as there were to be in later days . The first county scientific society seem
to have been the Royal Geological Society of Cornwall, founded in 18 I 4. The Yorkshire
Philosophical Society was founded in 1822, and Worcestershire followed with a
Natural History Society in 1833. In addition to these, twenty-three local ocieties
were founded in the first half o( the 19th century. Of the total number, nineteen were
based on towns, one was regional and only six were on a county basis. In the second
half of the century, there was a great increase in the number of county societies,
owing· largely to the real enthusiasm for knowledge which was such a prominent
feature of the period. Other factors no doubt, were the abundance of books and the
cheapness of printing, the invention of photography and the coming of the railway,
which last development favoured the enlargement of the activities oflocal organisations
to the area of the county.
.
But the fundamental cause of all this ferment of activity was the rapid advance of
science, and, above all, perhaps, the work of Charles Darwin, his discoveries and his
theories which caused a revolution in the attitude of man to nature. The atmosphere
of enthusiasm and even excitement in the early days of the Northamptonshire Society
is still reflected in the pages ,of its Journal. Science was not then so highly specialised
or so abstruse as it is ~oday, and everyone was encouraged to lend a hand.
1.

This article is -the substance of a paper read on April 1 st, 1952 to the Northamptonshire
Society, by whose permission it is here printed. 2. See N.R.S. XV. Introduction.
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these agreed to become honorary members, so that when the first roll of membership was
published, among the names were those of Sir Joseph Hooker and the Rev., Miles
Berkeley, the eminent botanists (Mr. Berkeley was at that time Vicar of Sibbertoft
in the County), Sir John Lubbock, Professors Owen and Huxley, and even that of the
great Charles Darwin himself.
The opeJ:?ing meeting was held in the Council' Chamber of. the re ently built
Town Hall at Northampton; I Lord Lilford presided and remarked in his peech that
he was glad to see the special rule encouraging working men to join. he Society in
fact was an experiment in organised good· fellow hip in pursuit of a common cau e.
For the fir~t year or two the Society depended on the local press for report of it
proceedings, and well did it respond. In 1877 Mr. Druce' first paper on the Flora of
Northamptonshire was -printed in extenso in the Northampton Mercury. The Journal of
the Midland Union of Natural History Societies also cir ulated among the member. To
this Union in 1880 there belonged twenty-four societies, some aIling them, elves
philosophical, others literary and scientific, two brought "Archaeologi al" int
their titles and one" Antiquarian," but the word "Natural History" came into
most' of them. The counties ~epresented were Bedfordshire, Warwick hire, Staffordshire, Gloucestershire, Worcestershire Derbyshire, Shrop hire, Leicester hir ,
Nottinghamshire and Northamptonshire, the last being represented also by the
Peterborough Natural History and 'Scientific Society as well as by the Northant
Natural History Society.
The first outstanding event in the History of the Society was ,t he Annual Meeting
of this Midland Union at Northampton in 1880. The thing was done in tyle; it wa
a two days event and must have created a considerable stir in the town. Twentyfour -visiting Societies were represented. There was an official reception followed by a
,Great Meeting at the Town Hall and a Meat Tea at the Plough Hotel. A telegram ,
instigated, one suspects, by the resourceful Mr. Druce, was received from the Meteorological Office, forecasting" easterly breezes, fine and warmer." There were exhibitions
of scientific objects including a phonograph (the precursor of the gramophone); and
,there were excursions for the geologists, the bot~nists, and the antiquaries, for, in spite
of resolutions to the contrary, the Society could not restrain its intere~t in archaeological
._
matters.
,
The proceedings, marked throughout by great zest and eI?-thusiasm, ended with
what some called a Soiree and others a Conversazione, again at the Town Hall, at which
the sub-c0!llmittee 'arranged for "Refreshments under the Organ." ,This great reunion-was enthusiastically reported by the Northampton press. The chairman at the
united meeting of all the Societies which was the ce';lltral event of the occasion, was, Sir
Herewald Wake of Courteenhali, then cl young man of twenty-seven and a keen
naturalist. Lord Lilford, some twenty years his senior, was also present. A romantically
minded jounalist, well versed no doubt, in his Charles Kingsley, observing them as they
sat side by side, described Sir Herewald as " a young stalwart man, with the square
face, rounded head, Cilnd cool resolute expression of an old Saxon warrior," and Lord
Lilford as " with the longer features, quick nervous temperament, and genial countenance of the modern English nobleman."
I.
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SIR HEREWALD WAKE

articles on the Springs arid Rivers of Northamptonshire are full of folk-lore and local
history, and as interesting to the general reader as anything could be. When the plans
were laid for the Victoria History of the County, Mr. Beeby Thompson was entrusted
with the geological section, while Mr. Druce and Mr. Dixon took charge of the botany.
This volume appeared just half a century ago.
Excellent friends as the members of the Society were with one another, controversy
arose at times. Mr. Dixon had read a paper in defence of the dowser; Mr. Beeby
Thompson made a very polite but devastating reply. The folly of the expert who
attempts to dogmatise in fields other than his own, was well illustrated by this amusing
~ little passage of arms.
.
Though the early vigour and sustained quality of the Society'S work undoubtedly
depended chiefly on these four men, Lord Lilford, G. C. Druce, Beeby Thompson,
and H. N. Dixon, there were others in the inner circle who gave notable help in laying
its foundations. Mr. W. D. Crick, for example, a Fellow of the Geological Society,
who corresponded with Darwin, contributed papers on our molluscs. From 1884,
Major C. A. Markham was in charge of the meteorological ' section; Mr. R. G.
Scriven of Castle Ashby .and Mr. Harry Manfield, son of Sir Philip Manfield, founder
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to a great extent uQ~poiled by man. These birds of mine were very tame and perfectly
harmless, indeed, with the exception of ,a few playful attacks on trousers, gaiters,
petticoats and boots, I have never heard of any malice on their part towards any
living creature."
f.ord Lilford was born in 1833, and educated at Harrow and Oxford, at both of
which places he kept a private menagerie. His devotion to ornithology lasted 'for the
rest of his life, and he paid many visits to Spain and the Mediterranean in pur uit of
his favourite study. His aviaries at Lilford were far-famed, both in his own life-time
and in that of his son. In addition to many papers ' in the scientific journal and his
two volume book on Northamptonshire birds he was the author of a work on Bird
of the British Islands, which was published after his death in 7 volumes.
Lord Lilford wrote as a sportsman as well as a naturalist and his lei urely discursive
accounts of our commonest birds are full of interest and incidentally throw light on the
social habits and conditions of the time. In his first article for the Society he deprecated
" the mania for the indiscriminate slaughter of every so-called rare bird," and welcomed
the new taste for ornithological observation, but had many sad murders to record
in the following sixteen years. He had correspondents who sent him the results of their
observations from all over the County. In Volume VIII of the Journal (p. 89) he wrote
of the Little Owl, now common to many counties, which h~ introduced into this
country:
.
" Whilst on the subject of owls, I may add that for several years past I have annually
set at liberty a considerable number of the Little Owl, properly so called, Athene noctua,
from Holland, and that sev.eral pairs of these most amusing birds have nested and reared
broods in the neighbourhood of Lilford
I trust that I have now fully
succeeded in establishing it as a Northamptonshire bird, and earnestly entreat all present
who may have an excellent opportunity, to protect and encourage these birds; they are
excellent mouse-catchers, and very bad neighbours to young sparrows in their nests,
therefore valuable friends to farmers and gardeners . . . . Besides their taste for mice,
they are very efficient in the destruction of cockroaches and other beetles."

The owls, as he says in the same paper, were his favourite . birds. Whether the
Little Owl has been a good friend to the nightingale is a controversial matter which
it would be innappropriate to pursue here.
Lord Lilford on several occasions entertained the members of the Natural History
Society at Lilford. On his death (17th June, 1896) he was described in the obituary
notice of him in the Journal as " its best friend" (IX, 53).
MR. BEEBY THOMPSON.

Beeby Thompson, who was described after his death (on Dec. 12th, 1931) as
" Northamptonshire's ,most distinguished scientist and the oldest and most assiduous
member of the Natural' History Society," was never accorded the honour real1 y 'due
to him in his own county. He was, in truth, a great scientist, and it is perhaps not too
late t6 hope that ' his collected papers and unprinted material on the geology of
Northamptonshire will be published in volume form.
Thompson was born in 1849. His patents apprenticed him to a music' store;
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years the naming of new varieties collected by botanical expeditions was entrusted to
him. He was a cultivated man of charming character and was always ready to make his
knowledge accessible in the friendliest way to all who came to consult him. He died
at Northampton on May 9th, 1944, and his collection of mosses. is now at the Natural
History Museum in London.
SIR HEREWALD WAKE.

My father was born at Southampton in 1852. He wa an ardent naturalist fr.om
boyhood. His schooldays were before the cult of organised games had come in, and while
he was at Eton he used to wander off by himself, sometimes for the whole day, collecting
butterflies or watching birds. In spite of his flair for natural history, he lacked the
staying power to do the arduous concentrated work of a Druce or a Lilford, or to ground
himself deeply in the .science of his subject, but he had a keen intelligence, highlydeveloped powers of observation, a wonderful joy and delight in the works of nature
. and a profoundly religious attitude towards them. He wa above' all a countryman
and was never really happy away' from Courteenhall where he went to live in 1875, the
year after his marriage.
A walk or a drive in the country with him, or, above all, a day' canoeing a
children on a fine day in Mayor early June ' along the River Ouse or its tributary the
Tove, was a wonderful experience. No notice was given; he would march into the
schoolrqom and tell us to get ready. Bang would go the lesson books and out we would
rush. I can see his broad-shouldered figure now, with light grey flannel coat anct
trousers; instead of a waistcoat a broad red cummerbund; and on his head, a grey
pith sun-helmet. Equipped with a luncheon basket, off we used to drive in the dogcart, my father, my younger sister and myself, starting operations at either Bozenham
or Cosgrove Mill. Then down the stteam we would quietly paddle, between the rushes
and the meadow-sweet and yellow flags, the ragged robin and the pollard willows,
watching the flight of a distant heron or listening to the song of the warblers, the
splash of a water-rat, or the scuffle of ·a frightened moor-hen as we rounded a bend.
For we stopped chattering on these occasions, when we saw the world from an entirely
different point of view, richly enjoying every moment of the happy day. One year
we happened for our expedition -on the day on which peace was declared after the
South African War. The world around us was in its fullest beauty, the sun was shining,
the haymakers were abroad, and as we slowly made our way along the Tove, from every
church tower the bells were pealing across the summer meadows.
My father could recognise the song or flight of every bird, he ,knew the name of
every plant and insect, and he delighted in awakening in his children something of his
own interest in the teeming life of the country. He would not allow us to shudder or '
- be frightened at spiders or noxious insects, but would catch a specimen and shew us ,
how marvellously it was made. One day while we were having tea in the library,
he casually pulled out of his pocket a grass snake, quite two, foot long, which he had
picked up while out shooting that day. The reptile was kept as a pet in the conservatory,
and it amused him to -put it on the dining-room table after luncheon, to the horror of
some of our guests. He shared Lord Lilford's dislike of the fashion then prevalent of
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by an aerial liner." Yet he firmly believed in the possibility of fiying, and lived to see
the early stages of the aeroplane.
In Sir Herewald the naturalist and the sportsman were continually at war, as I
think they must have been also in Lord Lilford. But custom, convention, and the
hunting instincts in homo sapiens are very strong. Not long before his death, my father
told me he then got 1ittle or no enjoyment out of killing birds and animals, and I think
if he had been born fifty years later he would have pursued his game with a camera
instead of a gun. However, in early life before ill-health prevented, he had been a great
devotee of the chase, and no-on~ in the Grafton or Pytchley Hunts rode straighter to
hounds than he. It was therefore inevitable that in his paper on " Foxes," the la t
read to the Society (1908), he should touch on his favourite sport. Before doing so, a
indicated in the title of his address, he pointed out that each fox was as distinct from
all other foxes as is every individual human being frOlTI all others; he then proceeded
to give some very interesting results of his first-hand ob ervation of their habits. Then he
came to fox-hunting, and of course the question of cruelty could not be avoided. He
contented himself with quoting Frank Beers, the famous Grafton huntsman, who
.
remarked, when challenged on this question :" We know we like it, And we know the hounds like it, And we know the horses like it,
And we don't know the fox don't like it ! "

Sir Herewald then proceeded to defend hunting on economic and other grounds,
and concluded : " Hunting gives more healthy amusement and more pleasure, both directly and
indirectly than any other sport ... Those who abuse fox-hunting remind one of the fox
who said the grapes were sour because they were out of his reach. Talking of the foxes
of fable, I am rather like the fox who lost his brush, myself, because I have not been able
to hunt for years past; but unlike him, so far from decrying the sport, I still maintain
that a good day's fox-hunting is a foretaste of heaven."

He then broke into verse : " 'Tis -pitiable to contemplate
Our poor successors' future fate
What time the foolish human race
Have finally thrown up the chase.
For they will never realise
True worth of hands and ears and eyes,
Nor will they know how well a steed
Can answer call on pluck and speed.

When at such pass they have arrived, '
'Twere best for them they ne'er had lived.
I think my stars sincerely that
I' ve lived ere times had fall'n so flat,
When every fox has gone to ground
The world may cease to whirl around,
Yet memory of life for me
Will bright,e n all eternity."

DR. GEORGE CLARIDGE DRUCE.

It is my great regret that I never met G. C. Druce, one of the greatest }f not
the greatest figure in the history of the Society. He came of a family of farmers in a
small way in the sou,t h of the County and was born at Potterspury on .23rd May, 1850.
The first six years of his life were spent two miles away at Old Stratford on the River
Ouse, which here forms the County boundary. (Journal, XXVI, 124). In 1866 he
went to live at Yardley Gobion, a hamlet ofPotterspury. In the same year that he moved

"

R

H .\

I

P

HI

D

PR

THE

EARLY

DAYS

OF

THE

NATURAL

HISTORY

SOCIETY

51

Listen for a moment to his description, quoted in Druce's book, of the
first appearance of the willpw blossom in the February woods :"

Pendan~ o'er rude old ponds, or leaning o'er
The woodland's mossy rails, the Sallows now
Put on their golden liveries, and restore
The Spring to splendid memories, ere a bough
Of white thorn shows a leaf to say it's come;
And through the leafless underwood rich stains
Of sunny gold show where the Sallows bloom,
Like sunshine in dark places, and gold veins
Mapping the russet landscape into smiles
At Spring's approach: nor hath the Sallow palms
A peer for richness: ploughmen in their toils
Will crop a branch, smit with its golden charms."

or of the scarlet pimpernel : " And with eye of gold
And scarlet-starry points of flowers,
Pimpernel dreading nights and showers
Oft called the' Shepherd's Weather Gla s.' "
or ~he water lily : " While water-lilies in their glory come
And spread green isles of beauty round their home."
Clare saw so much that most of us pass blindly by and do not even care to see.
What wealth is spread before every Northamptonshire farm labourer walking to his
work on a June morning! It is, perhaps, in the following lines, also quoted by Druce,
that Clare demonstrates to the highest perfection, the exquisite delicacy of his vision:
, Me not the noise of brawling pleasure cheers
In nightly revels or in city streets ;
But joys that soothe and not distract the ears
That one at leisure meets
.
. In the green woods, and meadows summer-shorn,
Or fields where bee-fly greets
The ear with merry horn.
The green-swathed grasshopper, on trebled pipe,
Sings there,. and dances, in mad-hearted pranks,
There bees go courting every flower that's ripe,
On baulks and sunny banks;
And droning dragon-fly on rude bassoon,
Attempts to give God thanks
In no discordant tune. .

I love at early morn, from new mown swath,
To see the startled frog his route pursue;
To mark, while leaping o'er the dripping path
His bright sides scatter dew ;
The early lark that from its bustle flies
To hale his matin new,
And watch him to the skies.
To note, on hedge-row baulks, in moisture sprent,
The jetty snail creep from the mossy thorn
With earnest head, and tremulous intent,
Frail brother of the morn,
That from the tiny bent's dew-misted leaves
Withdraws his timid horn,
And fearful vision weaves."

In his papers for the Natural History Society's Journal, Druce did not confine
himself to illustrations from Clare,' but quoted freely from the English poets from
Spenser to Tennyson. For this reason alone the volumes are worth taking down from
the shelf and re-reading. In an early paper (I. I 79) he teJls the story of the Swedish
botanist, Linnaeus, who, when he first saw the gorse in full bloom in England, knelt
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THE FOLLOWING BOqKS, PAMPHLETS & OFFPRINTS , OF ARTICLES
OF "NORTHAMPTONSHIRE INTEREST
are now offered for sale at the prices quoted, plus po tage. Orders should be sent to the
Hon. Secretary, Northamptonshire Record Society, Lamport Hall, Northampton.

Northamptonshire and Rutland Clergy, 1500-1942, by H. 1. Longden. Complete in six
parts with Indexes of Persons, Places, and Subject, price £12 12S. od. the ' et.
The Story of Blisworth, by Mona Clyde Clinch. (1939, 5~ pp. with illu tration ).
.
Price 5S.
Kettering Charities, by F. W. Rull. (1908). Price 2S.
Northampton Vindicated) or Wiry the Main Line Missed the Town, by Joan Wake,
(1935), Price 2S.
The Life ' qf Henry Isham Longden) Scholar) Sportsman Priest, by J oan Wake, (1943),
(being a reprint of the Introduction to Volume XV of Northant . and Rutland
Clergy). Price 5S.
St. Peier ... himself a Married Man. A Note on Northamptonshire Clergy) their Wives
and Families, by Joan Wake (1943). Reprinted from Vol. XIV of Northants. and
Rutland Clergy. Price 6d.
The following are pamphlets and offprints of article by the late Rev. H. 1. Longden :-

The History of the Washington Famity (1927), price 3s, 6d.
Northam,ptonshire Wills and Administrations (1934), price 6d.
An 18th centuT..Y Squire) his Journals and Letters. Sir Justinian Isham. 1927. Price IS.
The Treshams qf Newton and Wold (1866). Price 6d.
Notes on the Diaries of Justinian Isham (1907), Price IS •
. Northamptonshire Families (1930), Price 6d.
Parish Register Extracts made by Sir Justinian Isham c. 1730)from the Registers of Barby,
"
Maidwell) Pytchley and Rothwell. Price 6d.
NORTHAMPTONSHIRE PAST AND PRESENT.
numbers, price 2S. 6d. each.

The present issue, timd the first four

These, the Journals of the Northamptonshire Record Society, contain, ·among
others, the following articles: The Historical and Literary Associations of
Lamport, by Sir Gyles Isham, Bt. ; Henry Chichele, Archibshop of Canterbury,
by Professor E. F. Jacob ; Lord Spencer's Garter Embassy, by Earl Spencer;
Inclosure Movements in Northamptonshire, by W. E. Tate ; Tragic Honeymoon, by Sir Gyles Isham; The Matter of Isham Cross, .by Patrick King.
and Joan Wake; Lord Melbourne's Ancestr:y, by the late VV. T. Mellows;
The Turnpike Roads of Northamptonshire, by · Arthur Cossons, Tales of
Whittlebury Forest, by Wimersley Bush; The Ancestry of Village Crosses,
by M. Deanesly; The Affair of Grafton Underwood Feast, by Sir Gyles
Isham;
The Northamptonshire Joint Records Scheme, by Profess~r
E. F. Jacob ; Cromwell's ~1aster of the Horse (John Claypole of Northborough)
by M./Urwick Smith.
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