John Stackhouse FLS
Many species of seaweed are found in Cornwall because of the warm coastal waters influenced by the Gulf Stream and varied coast line offering extensive rocky reefs studded with pools and estuaries which protect delicate weeds from the stormy Atlantic. The serious study of seaweed can justly be said to have started in Cornwall with the work of John Stackhouse in the 18th century.
Born at Trehane in 1743, he succeeded to the Pendarves estate near Camborne at the age of 22. John is thought to have been influenced by his grandmother Grace Percival and her keen interest in fossilized minerals and like many young men at this time he travelled for 3 years around the Mediterranean.  His interests were not simply related to living biology but he was also interested in what we know call paleobotany and studied the plants of ancient Greece.
In 1772 he met Susanna Acton, a wealthy heiress from Shropshire.  During their courtship they had a boat trip to St. Michaels Mount and decided they would like to build a home for themselves somewhere on the coastline they could see from the boat.
In 1773 the couple married and, already owner of extensive properties throughout Cornwall and beyond, a year later they bought land on a remote stretch of cliff.  The work started in 1775 on building what was to become Acton Castle built using the same architect as had built Tregenna Castle in St. Ives.
It is probably the only home in the world built expressly for the purpose of studying seaweeds. The cove itself is ideal for a wide variety of seaweed species with deep sheltered channels for deep water species as well as shore growing ones. The Castle was also built with lead lined tanks installed in the basement to hold the plants,  as witnessed by our own local living natural historian Stella Turk in the early 1950’s, and a tunnel to the beach which he used to pump sea water up to his basement laboratory.
He was a Fellow of the Linnean Society (FLS), is also said to have been a smugglers ringleader he at least seems to have supported local smugglers. However he also wrote about and recorded many seaweeds including his most famous book in Latin called ‘Nereis Britannicae’ which listed all the seaweeds to be found around Britain at the time.
Stackhouse was responsible for a re-classification of our native species which until then had only been described as the ‘Fucus’ species, and was responsible for a further 6 species to be re-named to allow for a more accurate record. He was also concerned with ecology and the way our seaweeds live and how they propagate and for the first time in history established exactly how one species of seaweed ‘gives birth’ to the next generation, which he saw and recorded when it established itself on a rock and develop into another individual.
His methods set a benchmark of work in this field for over 100 years. Among his many memberships and connections he was also a Member of the Society of Naturalists in Moscow and was postumously honoured by having a species of seaweed in New Zealand. One of his recommendations for all budding botanists is to take a small press with you wherever you go.
The Stackhouse’s had 7 children 2 of whom died young. The demands of the Pendarves estate and like many of the Cornish gentry at the time, spending much of his  time in Bath he often left the Castle to be looked after by the notorious Carter family of smugglers (who made full use no doubt of the tunnel which led from the beach to the Castle). Work on building the Castle was only actually completed in 1795, the same year as his famous book ‘Nereis Britannicae’ was published and then in 1802 Stackhouse sold Acton Castle.
In the early 1940’s the then Department of Botany at the Science Museum of South Kensington (now the Natural History Museum) acquired an original herbarium made by Stackhouse, which his family thought had ling since been destroyed.  Sadly however by 1952 the herbarium was not recorded as being held here anymore. Some details and specimens can now be found in a few UK institutions but the biggest collection turned up to everyone’s surprise in Caen in France.
In his obituary in a paper at the time he was described thus:
‘As a husband and father, as a master and friend none have exceeded him. Above all else he was a Christian in the true sense of the word and contributed readily to public improvements and charitable causes’
