
DEVON & CORNWALL NATURAL HISTORY SOCIETY 1838-1851 

In 1851, the Plymouth Institution (now the Plymouth Athenaeum) merged with the Devon and 
Cornwall Natural History Society. 

The Natural History Society had been formed on 3rd May 1838. Many of its founders were 
members of the Plymouth Institution, including Charles Hamilton Smith, retired soldier and 
natural historian.  

Hamilton Smith, an early experimenter with camouflage in soldiers’ uniforms, was President of 
the Natural History Society. 

The Natural History Society met first at the Mechanics’ Institute in Princess Square and then at 
the Royal Union Baths, designed by John Foulston, architect of the original Athenaeum, on the 
south side of Union Street. 

 

It met in the upper rooms of the Baths, which accommodated an extensive museum and 
naturalist’s library: “The Baths comprised shower, vapour, and swimming baths, a reading-room, 
and a room for refreshments. The waters of a medicinal spring named the Victoria Spa, are 
dispensed at the pump-room in the same building,” according to ‘A Topographical Dictionary of 
England’ in 1848. 



The Natural History Society boasted about 150 members against 44 of the Institution.  Charles 
Darwin and William Hooker were among the members and women were allowed to attend most 
meetings.   

The merger invigorated the Institution, but brought with it the cumbersome name of ‘The 
Plymouth Institution and Devon and Cornwall Natural History Society’. 

Below is an extract from the ‘Annals and Magazine of Natural History’, published in 1841: 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 


