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Francis Preston Venable, founder of the
Elisha Mitchell Scientific Society. Image from
the University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill Libraries. The Elisha Mitchell Scientific Society, founded in Chapel Hill in 1883 by
Francis Preston Venable [2] and other University of North Carolina [3] scientists, served as a forerunner of the modern North
Carolina Academy of Science [4]. Scientists throughout the post-Civil War South, employed largely by underfunded
colleges and universities [5], found themselves unable to travel to national disciplinary meetings and thus isolated from the
spirit of professionalism that was sweeping the nation. Well educated and determined to pursue careers as professional
scientists, Venable and his colleagues sought to establish the camaraderie they deemed essential to their intellectual
growth and research efforts.

During 1883-84 the society, named for UNC scientist and educator Elisha Mitchell [6] (1793-1857), convened seven times,
offered a total of 67 papers, and attracted 82 regular members, including UNC faculty, educators from other colleges
throughout the state, and members of the community. But despite the organization's apparently successful beginning, it
declined steadily thereafter. Given the difficulty of travel even over relatively short distances, few out-of-town members
attended meetings. Meanwhile, local citizens lost interest in the technical presentations, and a series of more general
public lectures did little to boost interest. By 1888 membership had declined to 66 persons, 41 of whom lived less than 60
miles from Chapel Hill.

In effect, the Elisha Mitchell Scientific Society had become a local organization and in 1892 chose to limit its membership
to UNC faculty and students. A decade later North Carolina scientists formed the North Carolina Academy of Science to
meet their professional needs. Meanwhile, the Mitchell Society met sporadically until 1983, when it officially "passed its
torch" to the larger, statewide academy.
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