
Speculative Evidence Relating to the Naming of Forbes' Pond (Forbes Hole LNR)

by David Gell (Long Eaton Natural History Society).

Introduction

While we may  never know the actual facts about who Forbes was in relation to the naming of 
Forbesʼ Pond (Forbes Hole LNR), several theories have been suggested, and my own research 
has led to the discovery  of a connection between the former Beeston, Nottinghamshire based, 
Victorian conchologist, botanist and meteorologist, Edward Joseph Lowe FRS, FGS, FRAS, FLS, 
(1825 - 1900) and Professor Edward Forbes FRS, FGS, (1815 - 1854).

The Groundwork Derby and Derbyshire website states the following;
Forbes Hole is one of a series of borrow  pits dug in 1839 during the construction of the railway 
network. The gravel extracted was used as ballast in the building of the railway  embankments. It is 
not known how the pond was so called as the name Forbes does not appear on the local register 
for the period. It has been suggested that it may have been the name of one of the workmen who 
made the original excavation, but no evidence to support this has been found. Recent speculation, 
as yet unconfirmed, suggests the name may have been Thorbes.
The site is part of the Trent flood plain and the main feature, the pond, is excavated into the sands, 
gravels and river sediment of the locality. The hole would have filled, soon after excavation, with 
flood water from the nearby  river. The pond is particularly  important because the date of creation is 
known, making it possible to study  its development and colonisation over time. In fact, Long Eaton 
Natural History Society have studied the area and kept wildlife records for many years.
In 1982/83 the site was classified as a Grade 1 site on the County Biological Sites Register. When 
offered for sale by British Rail in March 1991, the site was purchased by Erewash Borough 
Council. The Council, realising the importance of Forbes Hole, declared it as the Borough Councilʼs 
first Local Nature Reserve on 6th November 1991.

A Conchology Connection?

Extract from the book Rambles Round Nottingham: pub.1856.

BEESTON OBSERVATORY.
 
A philosopher at home; scientific labours of Mr. E. J. Lowe; commencement of observations in 
1840; first contribution to the press, 1843; contributions to science: Registrar General's Reports, 
since 1848, British Association on Meteors, 1848, and every subsequent year, ditto on shells, 
mortality  of the swallow tribe, and wind laws; Royal Astronomical Society, June, 1848; solar spots; 
meteors; zodiacal light; comet of 1854, etc.—Royal Society: growth of land shells; reproduction of 
toads and frogs; 287 thunder storms; the Times and Illustrated London News registers : Forbes' 
British Mollusca*; Moore's Gardeners' Magazine of Botany; Association Medical Journal; "The 
Institute;" papers to learned bodies; lectures at Nottingham, Beeston, Bath, etc.; published works: 
treatise on "Atmospheric Phenomena;" "Prognostications of the Weather;" " Conchology  of 
Nottingham," (illustrated) ; and " Climate of Nottingham"; description of the observatory  and its 
instruments; the earthquake pendulum ; gimbal vane; meridian gun ; Electrometers; exploring 
wires; Bamboni's dry  pile, gold leaf, Dutch Metal, thin straw, and pith ball electrometers; Negretti's 
thermometers; Dr. Franklin's identical hygrometer ; Daniels' ditto ; thermometer stand ; rain 
gauges; ozonometer; transit instrument; the atmospheric recorder of the late Mr. Lawson.

* He [E. J. Lowe] assisted the late lamented Professor Edward Forbes, in his memorable History  of 
British Mollusca; and his contribution regarding the Orion Flavus, and Lomax Brunneus, (a pigmy 
variety) are warmly  acknowledged by  that ardent disciple of comparative science. From a 
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reference in Forbes' Memoir publication, work on the book commenced January 1848, in 
conjunction with Mr. Sylvanus Hanley, and was later published (London: John Van Voorst) in four 
volumes in 1853.

A Face-to Face Meeting

The following extract below  taken from the book The Conchology  of Nottingham, by  E. J. Lowe: 
published 1853;

Some very  curious specimens were shown to me [E. J. Lowe] by Professor Forbes, in the 
Museum of Practical Geology**. They were almost oval, and bore less of the character of the 
Anodonta than any others which I have examined.

** Towards the end of the year 1842 Forbes, whom family misfortunes had now thrown upon his 
own resources, sought and obtained the curatorship of the museum of the Geological Society  of 
London. To the duties of that post he added in 1843 those of the professorship of botany at King's 
College London. In November 1844 he resigned the curatorship of the Geological Society, and 
became palaeontologist to the Geological Survey of Great Britain.

The face-to-face meeting, combined with Lowe's asistance with Forbes' and Hanley's British 
Mollusca are the strongest evidence I have that E. J. Lowe and Forbes were more than just casual 
corespondents. Although I have yet to find any evidence of either Lowe or Forbes visiting the 
location which was referred to by H. Godwin in his Dispersal of Pond Floras (1923 publication) as 
Forbes' Pond (Forbes Hole LNR). From references made in Lowes' Conchology of Nottingham, we 
do know he lived in Beeston, and collected specimens at numerous localities, including Sawley.

In Memoriam

A reference below from Wikipedia;

"after not many days illness he [Edward Forbes] died at Wardie, near Edinburgh, on 18 November 
1854. He is interred at the Dean Cemetery, Edinburgh. In 1859, a former student of Forbes; James 
Hector dedicated Mount Forbes, Alberta, Canada to his memory."

From the Bivouac.com website;

Mount Forbes from the North
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Mount Forbes was named by  James 
Hector of the Palliser Expedition after 
Professor Edward Forbes (1815-1854). 
He was Hector's Professor of Natural 
History  at the University  of Edinburgh, 
and a noteable naturalist. One of his 
expeditions was to the Mediterranean 
of H.M.S. Beacon , under the command 
of Captain Graves, part of intervening 
years being spent in examining the 
plants and animals off the Isle of Man, 
towards the description of which 
appeared, in 1838, a little volume, 
entitled 'Malacologia Monensis,' and in 
researches among the Hebrides, 
Orkneys, and Shetland Islands. Forbes 
was a p i onee r i n t he fie ld o f 
biogeography and palaeontology.
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The naming of Forbes' Pond

We believe that the location which Sir Harry  Godwin FRS referred to as 'Forbes' Pond' (now called 
Forbes Hole LNR) in his 1923 paper on the Dispersal of Pond Floras, was originally  formed from a 
railway  borrow pit excavated in 1839*** [date provided by  the Groundwork Derby  and Derbyshire 
website]. From references made in E. J. Lowe's Conchology  of Nottingham book, we also know 
that Lowe lived locally  in Beeston, Nottinghamshire, and collected mollusc specimens (including 
aquatic species), in the Beeston and Sawley  areas, which are close to Long Eaton. Lowe knew 
Forbes through their mutual conchology  interest, and the two had met in person. He assisted him 
with his British Mollusca publication of 1853, only  a year before Forbes died in 1854. We also know 
that after Forbes' death, at least one locality  (Mount Forbes, Alberta, Canada) was named in his 
memory, and we could presume that news of Forbes' premature death at the age of 39, would 
have been received with great sadness on the part of Lowe. 

Can we then speculate that perhaps E. J. Lowe named Forbes' Pond either in memory of Edward 
Forbes, at some point prior to Lowe's relocation to Chepstow (1882), and his own death in 1890, or 
during a possible mollusc collecting field trip they  may have made to the pond together, perhaps in 
the early  1850s? There is no reference to such a field trip in Lowe's Conchology  of Nottingham 
(1853), nor any  mention of Forbes' Pond however, so the in memoriam theory  is perhaps the more 
plausable of the two.

*** In H. Godwin's Dispersal of Pond Floras paper, he states that Forbes' Pond was formed in 1852 
(date supplied to him courtesy  of the Midland Railway  Company). Could it have been the case that 
the excavated borrow pit did not significantly  fill with water, to form a pond until that year (possibly 
due to a previously  low water table), or is the 1839 excavation date (or the date given to him by  the 
railway  company) incorrect? Perhaps of relevance to this, the Long Eaton and Sawley  Archive 
website reports that in December 1852, Long Eatonʼs second highest peak flooding level since 
records began, was recorded. Even using the revised date of 1852 for the creation of the pond, 
that still places it in existence (to the actual year) when Lowe was preparing to publish his own 
book on conchology, and was probably making field trips to collect mollusc specimens in the area.
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Edward Forbes FRS, FGS (12 February 1815 – 18 November 1854)

The following information relating to Forbes was found on the Wikipedia website;

Early Years

Forbes was born at Douglas, in the Isle of Man. While still a child, when not engaged in reading, or 
in the writing of verses and drawing of caricatures, he occupied himself with the collecting of 
insects, shells, minerals, fossils, plants and other natural history  objects. From his fifth to his 
eleventh year, delicacy of health precluded his attendance at any school, but in 1828 he became a 
day scholar at Athole House Academy in Douglas. In June 1831 he left the Isle of Man for London, 
where he studied drawing. In October, however, having given up all idea of making painting his 
profession, he returned home; and in the following month he matriculated as a student of medicine 
in the University  of Edinburgh. His vacation in 1832, he spent in diligent work on the natural history 
of the Isle of Man. His brother David was a notable mineralogist.

Travels

In 1833 he made a tour in Norway, the botanical results of which were published in Loudon's 
Magazine of Natural History for 1835–1836. In the summer of 1834 he devoted much time to 
dredging in the Irish Sea; and in the succeeding year he travelled in France, Switzerland and 
Germany.
Born a naturalist; and having no relish for the practical duties of a surgeon, Forbes in the spring of 
1836 abandoned the idea of taking a medical degree, resolving to devote himself to science and 
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Drawing by Forbes of geologist Gideon Mantell engaged in 
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literature. The winter of 1836–1837 found him at Paris, where he attended the lectures at the 
Jardin des Plantes on natural history, comparative anatomy, geology and mineralogy.
Leaving Paris in April 1837, he went to Algiers, and there obtained materials for a paper on land 
and freshwater Mollusca, published in the Annals of Natural History, vol. ii. p. 250. In the autumn of 
the same year he registered at Edinburgh as a student of literature; and in 1838 appeared his first 
volume, Malacologia Monensis, a synopsis of the species of Manx Mollusca. During the summer of 
1838 he visited Styria and Carniola, and made extensive botanical collections.

Marine Biology

In the following autumn he read before the British Association at Newcastle a paper on the 
distribution of terrestrial Pulmonata in Europe, and was commissioned to prepare a similar report 
with reference to the British Isles. In 1841 was published his History of British Star-fishes, 
embodying extensive observations and containing 120 illustrations, inclusive of humorous tail-
pieces, all designed by the author. On 17 April of the same year Forbes, accompanied by his friend 
William Thompson, joined at Malta H.M. surveying ship "Beacon," to which he had been appointed 
naturalist by her commander Captain Thomas Graves (1802–1856). From April 1841 until October 
1842 he was employed in investigating the botany, zoology and geology of the Mediterranean 
region.
The results of these researches were made known in his Report on the Mollusca and Radiata of 
the Aegean Sea[1], presented to the British Association in 1843, and in Travels in Lycia, published 
in conjunction with Lieut. (afterwards Admiral) TAB Spratt in 1847. In the former treatise he 
discussed the influence of climate and of the nature and depth of the sea bottom upon marine life, 
and divided the Aegean into eight biological zones; his conclusions with respect to bathymetrical 
distribution, however – namely his azoic hypothesis, stating that the realms beyond 300 fathom are 
entirely devoid of life – have naturally been modified to a considerable extent by the more recent 
explorations of the deep seas[2]
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Posts in London
Towards the end of the year 1842 Forbes, whom family  misfortunes had now thrown upon his own 
resources, sought and obtained the curatorship of the museum of the Geological Society  of 
London. To the duties of that post he added in 1843 those of the professorship of botany at King's 
College London. In November 1844 he resigned the curatorship of the Geological Society, and 
became palaeontologist to the Geological Survey of Great Britain.

Geological Studies
Two years later he published in the Memoirs of the Geological Survey, i. 336, his important essay 
On the Connection between the distribution of the existing Fauna and Flora of the British Isles, and 
the Geological Changes which have affected their Area, especially during the epoch of the 
Northern Drift. It is therein pointed out that, in accordance with the theory of their origin from 
various specific centres, the plants of Great Britain may  be divided into five well-marked groups: 
the W and SW Irish, represented in the N of Spain, the SE Irish and SW English, related to the 
flora of the Channel Islands and the neighbouring part of France; the SE English, characterized by 
species occurring on the opposite French coast; a group peculiar to mountain summits, 
Scandinavian in type; and, lastly, a general or Germanic flora. From, a variety of arguments the 
conclusion is drawn that the greater part of the terrestrial animals and flowering plants of the British 
Islands migrated thitherward, over continuous land, at three distinct periods, before, during and 
after the glacial epoch.
On this subject Forbes' brilliant generalizations are now regarded as only partially true (see C 
Reid's Origin of the British Flora, 1899). In the autumn of 1848 Forbes married the daughter of 
General Sir Charles Ashworth, the same year as publication of his monograph, the British Naked-
eyed Medusae (Ray  Society). The year 1851 witnessed the removal of the collections of the 
Geological Survey from Craig's Court to the museum in Jermyn Street, and the appointment of 
Forbes as professor of natural history  to the Royal School of Mines just established in conjunction 
therewith. In 1852 was published the fourth and concluding volume of Forbes and S. Hanley's 
History of British Mollusca; also his Monograph of the Echinodermata of the British Tertiaries 
(Palaeontographical Soc.).

T. H. Huxley
One of Forbes' achievements was to have advised and helped the young Thomas Henry Huxley 
before, during and after the latter's voyage on HMS Rattlesnake. During the voyage Huxley  sent 
details of his discoveries back to Forbes, who arranged for their publication. These publications 
were instrumental in Huxley's early election to the Royal Society (FRS) at the age of 25.

Final Years
In 1853 Forbes held the presidency of the Geological Society  of London, and in the following year 
he obtained the fulfilment of a long-cherished wish in his appointment to the professorship of 
natural history in the University  of Edinburgh, vacant by the death of Robert Jameson, his former 
teacher. Since his return from the East in 1842, the determination and arrangement of fossils, 
frequent lectures, and incessant literary  work, including the preparation of his palaeontological 
memoirs, had precluded Forbes from giving that attention to the natural history  pursuits of his 
earlier life which he had earnestly  desired. It seemed that at length he was to find leisure to reduce 
to order his stores of biological information. He lectured at Edinburgh, in the summer session of 
1854, and in September of that year he occupied the post of president of the geological section at 
the Liverpool meeting of the British Association. But he was taken ill just after he had commenced 
his winters course of lectures in Edinburgh, and after not many  days illness he died at Wardie, near 
Edinburgh, on 18 November 1854. He is interred at the Dean Cemetery, Edinburgh. In 1859, a 
former student of Forbes; James Hector dedicated Mount Forbes, Alberta, Canada to his memory.
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