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SOME PIONEERS IN NATURAL HISTORY AND BIOLOGY
IN SOUTHERN ILLINOIS

WILLIAM M. BAILEY
Southern Illinois University, Carbondale

Cyrus Toomas

When the Southern Illinois
Normal University opened its doors
te students in 1874, there was on the
faculty a biologist and naturalist of
national reputation, Cyrus Thomas,
who became one of the foremost
early systematic and economic ento-
mologists.

Cyrus Thomas was born July 27,
1825, at Kingsport, Tennessee. He
attended the schools of his native
state. As a young man he began
the study of law. He moved to Illi-
nois in 1849. For a short time after
coming to Illinois he was engaged in
teaching school. Later he was ap-
pointed deputy county clerk in the
office of John A. Logan, who was
county clerk of Jackson County.

In 1851 Thomas was elected
county clerk of Jackson County.
About this time he was admitted to
the bar. He held the office of county
clerk for one term, and at the ex-
piration of his term of office he be-
gan the practice of law at Murphys-
boro. While engaged in the practice
of law he also applied himself to the
study of natural history.

In 1864, upon the death of his
wife, who was a sister of John A.
Logan, he abandoned law, and en-
tered the ministry of the Lutheran
Chureh, a profession for which he
had been quietly making prepara-
tion.

During the period from 1869 to
1873 Thomas served as entomologist
and botanist on the United States

Geological and Geographical Survey
of the Territories, under Ferdinand
V. Hayden. Thomas’s reports, pub-
lished with the reports of the expedi-
tion, constituted an important fea-
ture of these publications.

In 1874 Cyrus Thomas was ap-
pointed a member of the faculty of
the Southern Illinois Normal Uni-
versity, beginning his work in this
institution at the opening of the fall
term that year. His salary, $1800
per vear, was the highest paid to any
member of the faculty exeept the
president, then called the prineipal.
He was listed as teacher of natural
history and physiology, and later as
also eurator of the museum.

In 1875 Thomas was appointed
State Entomologist of Illinois. He
was then able to devote only a part
of his time to the work in the South-
ern Illinois State Normal Univer-
sity.

During the period from 1874 to
1876 vast areas of the plain west of
the Mississippi River were devas-
tated by the Rocky Mountain locust,
or grasshopper. In order to meet
this problem, Congress provided for
the appointment of the United States
Entomological Commission, of which
Charles V. Riley was made Chair-
man, and Cyrus Thomas and A. S.
Packard, Jr. were appointed the
other members. Thomas was made
treasurer of the commission. He had
made a special study of the Acridi-
dae (true locusts, or grasshoppers),
Liad been connected with the United
States Geological Survey as an en-
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tomologist from 1869 to 1873, and
was State Entomologist of Tllinois.
His work on the Commission neces-
sitated the severanee of his eonnec-
tion with the Southern Illinois
Normal University. The work of the
Commission was begun in 1877 and
completed in 1882. It constituted
an important step in the develop-
ment of economic entomology in the
United States.

After the completion of the work
of the United States Entomological
Commission, Cyrus Thomas devoted
the remaining twenty five years of
his life to work in archaeology and
ethnology with the Bureau of Amer-
ican Ethnology, under the Smith-
sonian Institute. He became a ree-
vgnized authority on the Cherokee
and Shawnee Indians, and the Maya
inseriptions and codices. He re-
mained active in the later years of
his life. When he was eighty-four
vears of age, it was said that he was
mentally as active as ever. He died
June 27, 1910, at the age of eighty-
four years and eleven months.

Thomas published his first paper
in 1859, in the Prairie Farmer, on
the chinch bug. He continued to
publish articles on entomological
subjects in the Prairie Farmer and
the Illinois Farmer for a number of
vears. In the Transactions of the
Hlinois Horticultural Society for
1877-78 he published a rather long
article covering a number of injuri-
ous insects. His third report as
State Entomologist, published in
1879, contained the first comprehen-
sive taxonomic study of the homop-
terous family Aphididae (Aphids)
published in America. His most im-
portant paper was the synopsis of
the Acrididae (true locusts, or grass-
hoppers) of North America, pub-
lished in 1873. He named many new
species in the Aecrididae and the
Aphididae. '

GeorGE Hazex FreENcH

George Hazen French was born in
central New York March 19, 1841.
He attended the rural schools of his
native region. In the fall of 1859 or
1860 he entered Cortland Academy
as a student. He attended this acad-
emy two terms. This was the only
schooling he had above the common
rural schools of that time. In the
botany class in the academy he did
his first work in the identification of
plants. He evidently showed un-
usual interest and ability in this
work, as he received from Professor
Woods, author of the textbook used,
an invitation to go with him on a
colleeting trip in the west.

French began teaching in the rural
schools of central New York, in the
fall of 1861. His salary was $1.75
per week or $7.00 per month and
board. He got the board by ‘“board-
ing around’ among the patrons of
the school. This was the custom in
the district schools at that time.
Irench wrote in the notes on his life
experiences that the salary was not
exceptionally low. He continued to
teach in the rural schools of eentral
New York for several years.

He then came west to Illinois and
taught in the schools of this state.
In 1868 he passed the state examina-
tion given by Newton Bateman,
State Superintendent of Illinois,
and received a state certificate.

In the fall of 1868 French accept-
ed a position as science teacher in
the Illinois Agricultural College,
Irvington. He stated in his notes
that he ‘‘had never seen the inside
of a college.”” He had studied chem-
istry and other sciences while teach-
ing. He continued to teach sciences
in the college at Irvington for nine
vears.

One of the things that had an im-
portant influence on the later work
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of French was his meeting with
George W. Vasey, a botanist, who
had made a collecting trip in the
west under government patronage.
He taught French how to mount
plants in the proper way. The lat-
ter began vigorously to carry on the
work of collecting plants and mak-
ing exchanges with other botanists.
He discovered a new species of
shooting star (Dodecatheon) in this
region, which Vasey named in his
honor Dodecatheon Frenchii.

French studied Greek with the
daughter of the president of the col-
lege at Irvington. He had also
learned some French. The college
began publishing B. Se. after his
name, and at the commencement in
1874 conferred the A.M. degree
upon him.

‘When in 1877 Cyrus Thomas was
appointed a member of the United
States Entomological Commission,
French became his assistant. In
August of 1877 French moved to
Carbondale where he served as As-
sistant State Entomologist, working
in the museum of the Southern Illi-
nois Normal University. On July 1,
1878 he became a member of the
faculty of this institution, as in-
struector in natural seiences, and eur-
ator of the museum. His subjects
were zoology, botany, and physi-
ology. He held this position for
thirty-six vears. He continued his
work as Assistant State Entomolo-
gist for about two years after com-
ing to Carbondale.

Soon after moving to Carbondale,
French began writing for the seien-
tific press. He wrote and published
a manual on the butterflies of this
region which passed through three
editions. He also wrote a manual
on the mushrooms of the region.

On the afternoon of November 23,
1883, the building of Southern Illi-
nois Normal University was destroy-
ed by fire and the museum was de-

stroyed with it. Only the herbarium
and a few cases of Insects were
saved. In the vears that followed,
French built up another museum,
better than the one that had been
destroyed. Most of the specimens
and collections were the results of
his own work.

French became widely known for
his entomological work. He was a
member of the A.A.A.S. the Illi-
nois State Academy of Science, the
Entomological Society of France,
the Entomological Society of Belg-
inm, and other scientific organiza-
tions. His life came to a close Janu-
ary 2, 1935, when he was ninety-
three years old.

Joun P. GILBERT

Professor John P. Gilbert was the
first biologist on the faeulty of the
Southern Illinois Normal University
with university training.

John Philo Gilbert was a native
son of Southern Illinois. He was
born on a farm in Jefferson County
July 27, 1872. His early education,
was secured in the country schools.
He was bereft of the care and help
of his parents early in life, as the
death of his mother occurred when
he was seven years of age and that
of his father when he was sixteen.
Thus he was left to plan his own
career with the assistance of the
older children of the family.

He began his edueational career
as a country school teacher. He en-
tered the Southern Illinois Normal
University as a student in 1892
After four years of active school
life in this institution, during which
he became prominent in debate and
oratory, he graduated in 1896. After
his graduation he advanced rapidly
in the teaching profession, holding
such responsible positions as the
principalship of the high schools of
Olney and Mattoon, and the superin-
tendeney of the schools of Tuscola.
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In 1903 Mr. Gilbert entered the
University of Illinois. Here he pur-
sued his biological studies and also
taught biology in the academy of
the University. At the University
he received the bachelor’s degree in
1905 and the master’s degree in
1906. He won high honors as a mem-
ber of a debating team that won an
intercollegiate debate between the
University of Illinois and the Uni-
versity of Indiana. In the Univer-
sity of Illinois he was elected to the
honorary scientific fraternity Sigma
Xi.

In 1911 Gilbert became head of
the Department of Biology of the
Southern Illinois Normal Univer-
sity. This position he filled with
conspicuous suceess. In 1920 he was
given a leave of absence beginning
September 1, in order that he might
serve as secretary of the Southern
Illinois Development Association.
‘Within a year his health, which was
already impaired, failed completely,
and on April 10, 1921, the hand of
death eut short his useful life in the
49th year of his age.

For some time Gilbert was active
in chautauqua work, ecarrying the
messages of nature study to chil-
dren and adults. Upon the decline
in the work in the chautauquas, he
participated actively in the work of
the State Farmers’ Institute of Illi-
nois. He was a man of wide and
varied interests. The State Dairy
Association, State Poultry Associa-
tion, and the horticultural interests
of Southern Illinois received his ac-
tive support. He was active in
chureh, lodge, and other worthy
community enterprises. Gilbert’s
energy and ambition, his intellee-
tual ability, his abounding optimism
and his ability as a public speaker
made him a strong factor in the ad-
vaneement of Southern Illinois.

In this paper we have considered
the work of a very few among many
pioneers. May we remember with
appreciation the work that the pio-
neers did, often under great handi-
caps, and the foundations that they
laid.




