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Nature London

• Traces its roots back to 1864, when William Saunders, a local druggist, and 

several of his contemporaries organized the 

London Branch of the Entomological Society of Canada.

• The study and collection of insects was a popular hobby during Victorian 

times and the London Branch flourished.  Local interest was so strong that, 

by the early 1870s, the parent organization (renamed Entomological Society 

of Ontario) moved its headquarters, insect collections, and the publication of 

its monthly scientific journal from Toronto to London.

• For several decades, London functioned as the entomological capital of 

Canada.



William Saunders of London (1836-1914)

• A young pharmacist who had a great interest 

in natural history, especially entomology

• One of a group that had organized the 

Entomological Society of Canada in 1863

• Although active in business, and with a young 

family at home, he found time to study nature, 

and document his findings

• For many years, Saunders was a leading figure in 

the Entomological Society



William Saunders

• In an 1861 publication, Saunders 

documented the first occurrence of this 

butterfly, the Common Buckeye, 

in Canada.

• In 1863, Saunders published List of Plants 

Collected Chiefly in the Immediate 

Neighbourhood of London, C.W.

• The list includes 540 species, including this 

orchid, the Stemless Ladyslipper.

Photo by Stan Caveney



The Entomological Society, London Branch

• Members collected insects

• For their own collections

• For the Branch collection

• Organized regular monthly meetings and participated in field trips

• Hosted meetings of “parent” society

• In July, 1868, the London Branch hosted the annual meeting of the Entomological Society.  

Five members from Toronto joined nine London members for the meeting.

• A field day took place the following day.  The results were reported later, in the society’s 

Annual Report.

• A member of the London Branch, J. H. Griffiths, photographed the group in the backyard of 

the Saunders home at 380 Dundas Street – in 2020 the site of Campbell Memorial Park.



July 8, 1868.  “On arriving at the selected place all betook themselves to the woods, fields and 
river side, and spent a few hours in the capture of insects of various orders; many rare and 
interesting specimens were taken, and fair success was attained by all.”



William Edwin Saunders, age 7 stands in front of his father in this photo of participants at the 

field day.  As an adult, W.E. Saunders would play a leading role in the study of natural history in 
London and beyond.

“The first entomological picnic held near London about 1868 must have been for me just one 

more outing with my father, because it made no lasting impression on my mind.”
W.E. Saunders, 1938



The Canadian Entomologist

• First issue published August 1, 1868

• Conceived and prepared by William Saunders and 

C.J.S. Bethune

• 8 pages per issue

• 12 issues per year

• Initially published in Toronto

• By 1876, print run for each issue was 600 copies

• Subscribers across Canada, United States and some 

in England

• Contributors were important entomologists from 

across the continent



Entomological Society

• A display of moths, typical of 

displays that would have been 

prepared by members of the London 

Branch

• Members learned the necessary 

skills from each other



1870s Entomological Society

• Funding secured from Province of Ontario

– Legislation changed the name of the organization to 

Entomological Society of Ontario (ESO)

• “Annual Reports” prepared beginning in 1871

– Discussed insects injurious to agriculture and suggested remedies

• Headquarters moved from Toronto to London

• Publication and printing of The Canadian Entomologist transferred to London

– Publication grew in size and scope



1876  

Centennial Exhibition 

in Philadelphia

• Parliament asked the 

Entomological Society to 

prepare a collection 

of insects to form part of 

Canada’s display at the 

exhibition

Currier & Ives. (ca. 1876) Agricultural Hall. Grand United States Centennial Exhibition, . 
Fairmount Park, Philadelphia. Pennsylvania Philadelphia, ca. 1876. [New York: Published by 
Currier & Ives, 125 Nassau St] [Photograph] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
https://www.loc.gov/item/90708470/.



1876  Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia

• The London Branch was instrumental in 
preparation of the exhibit

• The result comprised “86 glass cases, 
arranged in a double row on a stand 
seventy-six feet in length”

• It was described as “a collection of our 
insects far surpassing anything ever before 
seen”

• The Government of Canada awarded a 
special medal of recognition to the 
London Branch of the ESO The medal, and other materials relating to the 

Entomological Society, form part of the University 
of Guelph Library Archival and Special Collections



1882 – Birds

• Members of the ESO were interested in all aspects of natural history

• In 1882, J.A. Morden (1859-1937) and W.E. Saunders (1861-1943) 

published List of the Birds of Western Ontario in a journal called 

The Canadian Sportsman and Naturalist

• Based on their experiences in London area and the marshes of Lake St. Clair

• Regarding the Passenger Pigeon, they said, “Formerly abundant.  Now rare 

except in the less settled districts”



1883

William Saunders published his book,

Insects Injurious to Fruits

• Contained more than 400 pages and 

hundreds of illustrations of insects

• Remained the main North American 

reference book for twenty-five years

• It was reprinted in 1910



1886- William Saunders moves to Ottawa

Following his appointment as founding 
Director of Experimental Farms, Saunders and most 
of his family moved to Ottawa

Among his many contributions to the ESO

• A founder of the London Branch, and its 
parent organization

• President of the ESO from 1875-1887

• Editor of The Canadian Entomologist from 
1873-1886

• Frequent contributor to the publication; wrote 
for every issue from 1868 to 1886

Sons W.E. and Henry remained in London to run the 
family business.



1890  Entomological Society of Ontario

The Society formed four study groups or 

“Sections” in London

• Botanical Section

• Geological Section

• Microscopical Section

• Ornithological Section1

1. The Ornithological Section is the precursor of Nature London

Mr. John Alston Moffat was appointed Librarian and 
Curator and assisted visitors to the ESO’s rooms.



1890  Entomological Society of Ontario

• The sections held regular meetings and outings

• The Society’s Library grew to more than 1600 volumes

• In 1891, the Ornithological Section published 

List of Birds Known to Breed in Middlesex County Ontario

– Published in Annual Report of the ESO

– In keeping with the thinking of the times, the authors classified birds as 

either beneficial or harmful

• In 1896 the Society moved its collections to the new YMCA building on 

Wellington Street near Queens Avenue



List of Birds Known to Breed in Middlesex County Ontario, 1891

“Those birds which are decidedly beneficial on account of their feeding habits 

are marked (a).  Those which are neutral or nearly so are marked (b).  Those 

which are open to doubt as being possibly injurious are marked (c).”

Birds described as Possibly Injurious 

included

Cooper’s Hawk

Sharp-shinned Hawk

Blue Jay

Crow

Purple Finch

Birds described as Decidedly beneficial 

included

Red-tailed Hawk

Marsh Hawk

Great Horned Owl

Robin

Bluebird



1900 – 1904

• Meetings of Ornithological Section took 

place in the home of W.E. Saunders, 

240 Central Avenue 

(across from Victoria Park)

• The “bird room” where Saunders kept 

thousands of specimens, was on the 

third floor

• Members delivered lectures to other 

groups in community



1900 - 1910

• 1902 – the Ornithological Section was renamed 

McIlwraith Ornithological Club

• The name honoured Thomas McIlwraith of 

Hamilton, noted ornithologist

• McIlwraith was the author of Birds of Ontario, 

first published in 1886

• Many years later, the McIlwraith Ornithological 

Club was renamed McIlwraith Field Naturalists.

• In 2009, the group adopted the name 

Nature London.

Thomas McIlwraith (1824-1903)



Like other naturalists of the time, members of 

the London group collected specimens.

• The items shown here were collected by W.E. 

Saunders.

• The lemming (at left) was taken in 1902 at the 

“Spruce Swamp” later known as Sifton Bog ESA

Southern Bog Lemming

Ovenbird

The personal collection of W.E. Saunders totalled some 

10,000 specimens including bird skins, mammal skins, 

eggs, and nests.  Following the death of W.E. 

Saunders, his collections were transferred to the Royal 

Ontario Museum, National Museum of Canada and the 

University of Western Ontario.



The Entomological Society occupied meeting rooms at 
various locations through the years.  The “rooms” housed 
the Society’s collection of insects and its library.

216 Dundas Street, 2nd floor.  1872-1880

YMCA, Wellington St. 

1896-1904

London Public Library, 
Queen’s Avenue.

1904-1906.



1906 - ESO moves to Guelph

• At that time, there was pressure from the Ontario government for 

concentration of agricultural expertise in Guelph

– Rooms in London were vacated

– The society’s Library (which had grown to more than 1800 volumes) and 

its Collections were relocated to the Ontario Agricultural College

• There is no record of formal meetings of the study sections in London 

after 1904, but W.E. Saunders and other individuals retained an active 

interest in natural history, and stayed in contact with each other.



1915 – McIlwraith Ornithological Club

• On February 5, 1915, nine men and one woman met and officially reorganized the 

McIlwraith Ornithological Club (MOC)

• J.F. Calvert, a high school biology teacher, became President

• Indoor meetings have taken place on a regular basis from 1915 to the present day

• 1915-1916

– The MOC advocated for the protection of nature, urging park authorities to end the 

shooting of birds at Springbank Park

• In 1917, MOC promoted introduction of nest boxes and “bird feeding platforms” at 

Springbank Park.  (Feeding stations for birds were a relatively new concept 

at the time.)



May 24 1915 

Outing to Goldenwing Woods

Members of the McIlwraith Club visited the 

Goldenwing Woods on Victoria Day in 1915, 

continuing the tradition of a Victoria Day outing.

In later years, a portion of “Goldenwing Woods” 

came to be known as 

Warbler Woods Environmentally Significant Area.



1917 – McIlwraith Ornithological Club

• There was increasing awareness of impact of cats on wild birds

• The club formed a “Cat Committee” but no action was taken

• One hundred years later, scholarly papers have provided solid evidence that 

outdoor cats are a major cause of mortality for wild birds

• In 2019, the City of London published a brochure to help educate the public 

about the importance of keeping cats indoors



1920s 

• 1920-1923 during spring migration, the “field men” of the club wrote daily reports for 

London’s newspapers, London Advertiser and London Free Press.

• Articles ran from March to June each year

• In 1923, the club made its first proposal for establishment of a Bird Sanctuary at 

Westminster Ponds

• In 1929, W.E. Saunders began writing a weekly nature column in the London 

Advertiser.

• Later the column moved to the London Free Press

• A succession of writers kept this tradition going until 2020



1925 – Field Trip to Saunders Pond

Starting in 1924, the MOC held a special 

“bird observation morning” for students at 

the Normal School (teacher’s college).  Other 

such trips included this one from 1925, when 

W.E. Saunders conducted a bird hike for 

summer school students from the University 

of Western Ontario.



1930s

• 1931 - Founding of Federation of Ontario Naturalists (Ontario Nature)

• Purpose was to promote protection of wildlife, especially birds of prey

• McIlwraith Club one of founding groups

• W.E. Saunders became the first President of the Federation

• Saunders was already a leader in efforts to protect birds of prey

• Also a popular speaker, field trip leader

• McIlwraith Club 

• continued regular monthly meetings

• Organized special public lectures

• Organized field outings

• Some members developed an interest in bird-banding



1933  History and List of Birds 
of Middlesex County, Ontario

• W.E. Saunders and E.M.S. Dale prepared a list 

of birds (267 species) known to have occurred 

in Middlesex County to that time. 

• E.M.S. “Mel” Dale kept bird records for the  

McIlwraith Club for 25 years

Bird populations change over time.  Saunders and 

Dale noted that the first record of a Cardinal in 

Middlesex was in 1896.  They said “…since about 

1914 they have come to be looked upon as 

permanent residents, a very delightful addition 

indeed to our fauna.”



MOC hosted a Regional Gathering for the Federation of Ontario 
Naturalists at Wonnacott’s Farm (Komoka) on May 30, 1936



W.E. Saunders identifying specimens at a Federation of Ontario 
Naturalists gathering near Woodstock in the 1930s



1940s

• Club activities continued at a reduced level during wartime

• Field trips decreased because of gas rationing

• Indoor meetings moved to the new library building at 305 Queens Avenue

• Following the war, membership numbers began to increase

• Field trip program gradually expanded in the late 1940s

• In 1946, the club started hosting the Audubon Screen Tours

• Nature films presented by live speakers, five times each winter

• Financial success - capacity crowds at the 1600-seat Beal auditorium



1943 W.E. Saunders (1861-1943)

W.E. Saunders passed away in his 83rd year

• A key member of the club since the 1870s

• Internationally recognized leader in study of 

birds

• One of the first to discover Point Pelee as a 

migration hotspot

• Described by contemporaries as “the most 

widely beloved naturalist in Canada”

• Early leader in the conservation movement

• Strong advocate for protecting birds of prey



April 1951

• Flight Number 1 of The Cardinal

• Published 3 – 4 times yearly

• Format and content have 

evolved through the years

• The Summer 2020 issue is 

Number 260!



1950s

• Starting in 1950, MOC awarded prizes at the YMCA Hobby Fair

• In 1951, the first annual banquet took place

• In 1952, Florence Cummings became the first woman President of MOC

• In 1957, MOC established a Junior Nature Club

• Events held outdoors, about seven times per year

• 100 children at the first event

• Attendance ranged from 40 to 150 over following three years



1960

• Exhibits were set up at the 

annual Home and Garden 

Show at the Western Fair 

Grounds, starting in 1954

• This photo shows the display in 

the spring of 1960

• H.A.U. Monro, club President, 

is standing at right



1960s

• In June 1963, Birds of Middlesex County was 
published in The Cardinal

• First update since 1933

• 279 species

• In 1965, the club changed its name from 
McIlwraith Ornithological Club to McIlwraith 
Field Naturalists’ Club (MFN)

• Reflected interest in all aspects of nature 

• In 1966 MFN formed its first Conservation 
Committee

• Prof W.W. Judd appointed the first Archivist for 
the club in 1966

• New cloth crests were available for sale to 
members



1970s

• With newer members in leadership roles, the number of field trips increased

• In 1976, MFN started the Middlesex County Natural Areas Survey

• Effort to identify, in a systematic way, important natural areas in the county

• Enhanced through summer student projects in 1977 and 1979

• Provided baseline information to encourage future protection for these areas

• Helped to support eventual designation of Environmentally Significant Areas 
in the city

• Early in this survey, MFN learned of threats to Warbler Woods and began a
multi-year effort that resulted in protection of part of the area



Junior Naturalists

• In 1977, a Junior Naturalists group was 

formed

• The junior club, known as Junior gNats, 

continued in various forms until 2000

• Volunteer leaders organized the 

program, with support from parents of 

the children

• Activities included indoor meetings, field 

trips, and camping
From 1992 to 1995, MFN rented space in the Coach 
House at Grosvenor Lodge.  This provided a home for 
indoor meetings of the Junior gNats, including this 
group from 1992.



1981

• MFN hosted the 50th anniversary conference 

for the Federation of Ontario Naturalists

• More than 625 people attended

• Speakers included

• Mary Ferguson (wildflower photographer)

• John and Janet Foster (TV producers)

• Roger Tory Peterson



1982 – Our Own Nature Reserve

Official Opening of Cedarcroft
in May 1983

MFN had a long-term goal of owning land.  The first parcel 
at Cedarcroft, southwest of London, was purchased in 
1982, and the reserve was expanded in 1986.
Through the years, Cedarcroft has been the site of many 
work parties, field trips, workshops, corn roasts and 
informal walks by individual members.



Trees for London

• MFN formed the Trees for London 

committee in 1984

• Over the next 20+ years, Trees for 

London raised tens of thousands of 

dollars and regularly organized special 

tree-planting events

• Educated Londoners about value of 

native trees

• Program wound up with final planting in 

2006



Birding Wing

• In 1988, MFN launched the Birding Wing

• First meeting took place September 23, 1988

• MFN’s roots having been in the “Ornithological Section” of the Entomological Society, it made 

sense to organize a special interest group for birds

• The founding co-ordinators, Dave Martin and Pete Read, directed the activities of Birding 

Wing for the first 28 years

• Although meeting locations and leadership have changed through time, Birding Wing 

has remained a highly successful group within Nature London



1990

• MFN celebrated the 100th anniversary of 

the first meeting of the Ornithological 

Section of the ESO (May 5, 1890)

• Several events took place during the 

year, for example

• A plaque recognizing the site of the cabin 

owned by W.E. Saunders was unveiled at 

Westminster Ponds

• MFN hosted the annual conference of the 

Canadian Nature Federation 

• A special anniversary event was held at 

Cedarcroft

At a special event at Westminster Ponds on May 5, 1990, 
Dr. Kathleen Ball, grand-daughter of W.E. Saunders, 
reminisced about visits to “The Ponds” with her 
grandfather.  W.E. Saunders owned 80 acres there, 
including a portion of Saunders Pond, from 1913 until his 
death in 1943.



1990s

1990 Promoted establishment of Environmental 
and Ecological Planning Advisory Committee 
for the City of London

1990s Worked with Upper Thames River 
Conservation Authority to support studies of 
Spiny Softshell Turtle

1995 Published first edition of Guide to Natural 
Areas of London and Vicinity – an expanded 
fifth edition printed in 2015

1995 First annual butterfly count organized
(MFN returned to its roots in entomology)

Eastern Comma
Photo by D. Wake



1996

For the first time, Peregrine Falcons 

nested on an office tower in downtown 

London (City Centre)

• Teams of volunteers helped monitor 

young birds

• MFN organized opportunities for the 

public to see the birds on the nest

• Monitoring of this nest site continued 

for a decade

Young Peregrine 
Falcon, freshly 
banded.

Public viewing events 
took place at 
One London Place 



2000 to 2006 

2000 MFN played a key role in the founding 

of Thames Talbot Land Trust

2004 Commenced a program of monitoring 
Chimney Swift migration

2006 The “Nature in the City” series started, 
in partnership with London Public 
Library.  Six nature-themed talks take 
place each winter.  This programme 
has remained popular with Londoners.



2008 to 2010 

In 2008 London’s 100th Christmas Bird Count 

took place.

• The first count (December 23 1909) was organized by 

two high school students

• After the reorganization of the McIlwraith club in 

1915, the group has coordinated the London count 

every year

• Results are included in National Audubon Society’s 

international database 

In 2009 McIlwraith Field Naturalists adopted a 

new operating name    Nature London  



January 17 2014 meeting
Photos by Jim Moorhead
(above and below) 

Field trip to Oil 
Springs (above.) 
Photo by Gene Lobb

The Cardinal stretches 
his wings (below)
January 17 2014 

Photo by Jim Moorhead

In 2014, Nature London celebrated the 150th anniversary 
of the founding of the 

London Branch of the Entomological Society

2014



Christmas Bird Count For Kids (CBC4Kids)

• In December 2014, Nature London 

hosted its first Christmas Bird Count for 

Kids

• CBC4Kids provides an opportunity for 

youngsters to learn about winter birds

• Similar events are held across the 

continent

Photo by Lisa Bildy



January 2015

Nature London at 150

• Exhibit at Museum London ran from 

December 20 2014 to March 29 

2015

• Presented Nature London’s history 

through three themes 

• Advancing Science, 

• Protecting the Environment, and

• Fostering an Appreciation of Nature



Butterfly Count

• 2015 marked the 16th annual 

Skunk’s Misery Butterfly Count

• An official count, with results submitted 

to the North American Butterfly 

Association

• Counts from 1995 to 1999 covered a 

larger portion of Middlesex County and 

confirmed that southwest Middlesex is 

a butterfly hotspot

Great Spangled Fritillary

Ann White, founder of the 
butterfly count 



2015

• The Fifth Edition of the successful 

Guide to the Natural Areas of London 

and Region was published

• Improved and expanded 

• Guide has been popular with Nature 

London members and the 

community at large since its 

inception in 1995

• The new updated sixth edition was 

published in the fall of 2020



Renewal at Cedarcroft 2014-2018

• New bridges have been built at 

Cedarcroft, thanks to countless 

hours of effort by volunteers

• The revised trail system provides 

convenient access for members who 

visit the reserve

Photos by Herb Bax (above) and 
Gordon Neish (below)



2020

Nature London continues to adapt, as it has throughout its history

• In the 1860s, the London Branch of the Entomological Society used the available 

technology of the day to educate members and the community

• An oxyhydrogen microscope and dissolving-view apparatus was imported from 

England for use at indoor meetings

• In 2020, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, Nature London adopted an online 

platform for indoor meetings

The dedicated work of unpaid amateurs brought about the founding of the 

organization in 1864, and keeps it thriving more than 150 years later

• Imagination, energy and untiring efforts of volunteers continue



A winter field trip along 
the Thames River

Conservation Action Committee visits 
The Coves ESA

Twelve-spotted 
Skimmer at 

Sifton Bog ESA

Monitors observe and 
document 

Chimney Swift 
migration 

Nature London

and its members 

continue in

their quest to

preserve and enjoy nature

Red Trilliums at Meadowlily Woods ESA
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