History of the Hertfordshire Natural History Society
The Society was established in January 1875 as the Watford Natural History Society and Hertfordshire Field Club by a group of local naturalists, headed by John Hopkinson who later became secretary and president. The objectives were ‘the investigation of the Meteorology, Geology, Botany and Zoology of the neighbourhood of Watford and the County of Hertford, and the dissemination amongst its members of information on Natural History and Microscopical Science’. The Society expanded rapidly and in 1879 extended its remit to the whole county and took the name the Hertfordshire Natural History Society and Field Club. 

In the early days the membership was drawn from a wealthy and scientifically minded elite group. In 1880 this included eleven titled gentlemen including the Marquis of Salisbury, five Fellows of the Royal Society, numerous fellows of other learned societies and twelve clergy, Charles Darwin was elected an Honorary Member in 1877. They had the time, inclination and resources to explore the county using the latest scientific knowledge and techniques. Despite the difficulty of travel limited to railways, horses and bicycles, they met weekly during the summer months for field trips throughout the county. These often ended with tea taken in the garden of an eminent local member.

In the early years, the Society inherited the work of a number of Victorian naturalists, especially botanists and geologists. The Revd. R. H. Webb, who had co-authored the first Hertfordshire "Flora" in 1849 with W. H. Coleman, survived just long enough to be a founder member of the Society. Bird and mammal studies benefited in the early days from people like H. Harpur Crewe, A. F. Crossman and Baron Rothschild's assistants, E. Hartert and F. C. R. Jourdain, many of whom gave regular lectures to members. 

Documenting and publishing the results of their studies has always been very important. The first part of the Society’s journal ‘Transactions of the Hertfordshire Natural History Society’ was published in 1875. The initial volumes had papers on the weather, rainfall, phenology, botany, birds (the first Bird Report was published in 1878), geology, fossils, watercourses, beetles (the first paper in 1880), fungi and much more. The obvious delight in discovery leaps from the pages. The Society’s Transactions have been published continuously from 1875 to the present day and now run to 40 volumes. They provide a vital and comprehensive source of information about the county and its changing flora and fauna over the last 130 years. For example the annual papers on phenology have proved one of the best long term sources of data in the whole of Britain and have been used in influential scientific publications on climate change. 

By 1900, the Society had become strong enough to provide the information published in the natural history section of the "Victoria County History of Hertfordshire". By then, entomology and other invertebrate studies had also become strong, especially moths and butterflies, under the guidance of A. E. Gibbs, and his predecessor J. H. Durrant. Mollusc studies were encouraged by John Hopkinson, who was also an extremely competent geologist, as well as the Society's Secretary for many years. 

Despite the effects of two World Wars, the Society’s reputation for natural history studies grew in the 20th century, and the results published in our journal, the "Transactions of the Hertfordshire Natural History Society". National figures such as Sir Edward Salisbury, late Director of Kew, and pioneer of ecology as a subject, was Recorder for Botany, and published some important papers in the journal. Other national figures included Charles Oldham, well-known for mollusc studies and for bird studies, F. W. Edwards, of the Natural History Museum, as Recorder for flies, and R. B. Benson, also of the Natural History Museum, as Recorder for sawflies. 

Members of the Society were the moving force behind the formation of the Herts & Middlesex Wildlife Trust in 1963 and we continue to have close ties.

The Herts Bird Club, our most active specialist group, was set up in 1971 as a focus for interest in birds within the Society. The Bird Club has organized two countywide surveys of breeding birds and published atlases recording the results in 1982 and 1993. The latest survey covering both breeding and wintering birds is planned to run from 2007-2011 and culminate in a new county Avifauna. 

The first Flora of Hertfordshire was published in 1887 and the second, by John Dony, in 1967. The Herts Flora Group carried out a countywide survey from 1985-2005 and the results are currently being written up with a view to publishing a new Flora later this year.
In the early days of the Society, geology and related topics were a big feature of our work and papers published in the Transactions. In 1960 geologist members of HNHS set up a book publication fund with £200 bequeathed to the Society by H Fordham. The Hertfordshire Geology Society was formed in 1974 as part of HNHS but with a separate membership and subscription. Led by John Catt work started on a book on the geology of the county. HGS and HNHS separated amicably in 2002, but we remain in close contact and work on the book continues.
The Herts Moth Group was set up by our County Recorder, Colin Plant, in 1995 to carryout a ten year countywide survey resulting in our impressive book ‘The Moths of Hertfordshire’ published in 2008.

The Herts Dragonfly Group, established in 2001, organized a six year survey of the county and published ‘Dragonflies and Damselflies of Hertfordshire’ in 2008 documenting the results of the survey and describing the best site for dragonflies in the county.

The Society has always tried to be both an organisation for serious study, and an introduction for beginners, bridging the gap between the "expert" and the casual amateur. It has held lectures, field meetings, discussion groups, seminars and a range of social activities for much of its history, and continues to do so. It has sought to link closely with the many other smaller societies which have sprung up and sometimes disappeared again across the County, encouraging beginners to take a deeper interest. 
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