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O ur forgotten past occasionally 
comes to light quite by accident. 
Researchers looking for 

information about a particular topic 
sometimes uncover other interesting 
information about an entirely different 
subject.  This is the case here.
Some time ago, I found a reference for 

the Florida Museum of Natural History 
in Palm Beach from the 1890s. This was 
a shock because I had never heard of 
a museum in Palm Beach that early in 
our county’s history. Besides, I thought 
the Florida Museum of Natural History 
was in Gainesville at the University 
of Florida. I found out the museum in 
Gainesville was established in 1891 but 
did not take its current name until the 
1980s. I filed this information in the back 
of my mind to study it when I had time.

In 2008 while researching information 
about the 1903 Breakers hotel fire, I read 
in the local Tropical Sun newspaper that 
C.B. Cory’s Museum and Curio Shop 
had burned along with The Breakers. 
I was now determined to find out who 
C.B. Cory was, his contributions to our 
local history, and more about the first 

museum in Palm Beach.
Ornithologist, adventurer, author, 

golfer, museum curator, and museum 
founder, Charles Barney Cory (1857-
1921) developed a passion for nature 
and the study of birds early in life. As a 
noted author, Cory wrote and published 
dozens of books and articles about nature 
and birds. He was named curator of 
ornithology and later curator of zoology 
at Chicago’s Columbian Field Museum 
of Natural History. He even dabbled with 
song writing and psychiatry. Professor 
Cory, a title conferred upon him by 
the trustees of the Columbian Field 
Museum, founded Palm Beach’s first 
museum in 1895 and, as I discovered, he 
may have been the man who introduced 
golf to Palm Beach.

Cory was born in Boston in 1857.  His 
father, Barney Cory, was involved in 
the import business, dealing silk, wines, 
and other luxury goods, from which he 
made his fortune enough for his son to 
have a life of leisure.  As a child, Charles 
was educated in Boston private schools 
and Harvard University’s Lawrence 
Scientific School then Boston Law 

School, both briefly. He eventually 
left school to pursue traveling and 
ornithology.

At an early age, Charles developed an 
interest in outdoor activities.  His father 
saw to it that Charles learned how to 
shoot, box, fence, ride, and engage in 
athletics. This physical activity prepared 
Charles for a life in the field pursuing 
his interest in nature. When he was a 
teenager, he took a journey through 
the forests of Maine. On his trip Cory 
gained an interest in natural history and 
shortly thereafter he began collecting 
birds. His collection would reach 19,000 
specimens. Cory would also engage in 
and excel at golf, pistol marksmanship, 
and billiards, winning the Massachusetts 
Championship under an assumed name.

Cory’s interest in ornithology led 
him to join the Nuttal Ornithological 
Club in the mid-1870s. Later, in 1883, 
Cory became a founding member of the 
American Ornithology Union serving 
in various positions in the organization 
until 1905.

He continued his travels searching out 
and collecting different birds and writing 
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about the avian species he encountered. 
In 1878 he visited the Magdalen Islands 
in the Gulf of St. Lawrence and wrote 
A Naturalist in the Magdalen Islands 
(1878). That same year he traveled 
to the Bahamas Islands and in 1879 
Cory published Birds of the Bahamas. 
Cory followed up this trip with visits 
to Europe and Haiti. He made his first 
visit to Florida traveling with a friend. It 
was this trip that inspired Cory to write 
Southern Rambles (1881), a diary about 
his Florida trip, published under the 
pseudonym of Owen Nox.

In 1882 Cory’s father died and shortly 
thereafter, so did his mother and sister. 
The family fortune passed to Cory 
allowing him to follow a life of leisure. 
A year after the death of his father, he 
married Harriet W. Peterson. They had 
two children, daughter Marion, and 
son Charles B. Cory, Jr. Harriet would 
accompany her husband on many of 
his expeditions into the wilderness.  
The couple purchased 1,000 acres near 
Hyannis, Massachusetts, where they 
established a game preserve protecting 
non-game birds.

Cory was very busy in the 1880s. He 
published The Beautiful and Curious 
Birds of the World (1883) with colored 
plates. His original color engraving of 
the Great Auk appeared on the cover of 
the publication The Auk. His next book, 
The Birds of Haiti and San Domingo, 
appeared in 1885, followed by List of 
the Birds of the West Indies (1885-86) 
and The Birds of the West Indies (1889). 
In 1887 the Boston Society of Natural 
History elected Cory to the honorary 
position of Curator of Birds, a position 
he held for almost two decades.

By 1892, Cory had amassed a 
collection of 19,000 bird specimens 
from his travels throughout the United 
States, Canada, Europe, Mexico, and 
the Caribbean. Eventually his collection 
was too enormous for him to keep at his 
Boston home. He sold his house that year 
and his bird specimens were transferred 
to the Museum of Boston Society. 

The following year, the World’s 
Columbian Exposition was held in 
Chicago and the Columbian Field 

Museum in Chicago (later re-named The 
Field Museum of Natural History) was 
organized. Several of Cory’s friends were 
trustees of the museum and were aware 
of Cory’s huge ornithological collection. 
After the museum opened, the trustees 
were able to convince Cory to move 
his ornithology collection and his avian 
library of 600 volumes to the Columbian 
Field Museum. They agreed to establish 
the Department of Ornithology with 
Cory as the Curator of the department 
with non-residency requirements; thus 
Cory was able to continue his travels 
and wildlife research. He made regular 
appearances at the museum for work 
and lectures. The museum added an 
assistant curator to the department to 
oversee the daily care of the collection, 
which became the basis of the museum’s 
ornithological reference collection. 

Return to Florida
In the winter of 1885 Cory returned to 
Florida.  After this visit, he would return 
to winter in Florida for the next twenty 
years. After Henry M. Flagler built the 
Hotel Royal Poinciana and extended 
the Florida East Coast Railroad to Palm 
Beach, Cory began wintering at the island 
resort, where he would leave his mark on 
the resort community. During his winter 
visits Cory traveled throughout Florida 
and the Everglades. 

In the winter of 1894-95 he arrived on 
Palm Beach and made the Hotel Royal 
Poinciana his base of operations for his 
south Florida expeditions, including 
New River, Biscayne Bay, and the 
Everglades. He collected specimens and 
information for his book Hunting and 
Fishing in Florida (1896). During his 
winter vacations in Palm Beach, Cory 

Charles Barney Cory. 
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Charles Cory with a Florida panther he shot in the Everglades, ca. 1895. From Hunting and Fishing in Florida (1896).

also socialized with and entertained 
prominent figures including Henry 
Flagler, actor Joseph Jefferson, and 
Admiral George Dewey.

While researching his book Hunting 
and Fishing in Florida, Cory identified 
the Florida Panther as one of at least 
twenty puma subspecies. Cory named 
the panther Felis concolor Floridana. 
The name was later changed to Felis 
Concolor Coryi to honor Cory (and 
because Floridana was already used 
for a bobcat). During Cory’s career he 
described many new species of birds; 
seven of them were named after Cory.

In south Florida, Cory and his wife 
were exploring the area and collecting 
specimens for the Columbian Field 
Museum. Near Palm Beach the party 
came upon a female panther. While 
attempting to photograph the panther, 
Cory was injured when the treed feline 

leaped upon him and his camera. One 
of Cory’s assistants shot the fierce cat 
before Cory was killed. The naturalist 
was left with injuries on his face and 
body.

Cory’s Museum
In 1894 Henry M. Flagler suggested 
Cory establish a museum in Palm 
Beach. Flagler’s Hotel Royal Poinciana 
had opened in February 1894, and the 
wealthy winter visitors needed different 
things to do while wintering in Palm 
Beach; a museum would add to the 
variety of area attractions. 

The following year, Cory paid Flagler 
$1,700 for property located near the 
beach on the south side of the area where 
the Palm Beach Inn (later re-named The 
Breakers) would open in 1896. The 
two-story, 40-foot by 100-foot museum 
building was completed in 1895 in time 

for the 1895-1896 winter season. The 
building was painted yellow with white 
trim and was referred to as “pretty and 
ornamental looking.” On the east side of 
the museum building, the Inn’s bathing 
casino would later be located.

The museum exhibits displayed the 
flora and fauna of Florida. When the 
Florida Museum of Natural History (not 
to be confused with the current museum 
of the same name at the University of 
Florida, Gainesville) opened to visitors 
in 1895, they were treated to exhibits 
featuring Florida birds; mammals 
including the Florida panther; alligators, 
one of which was caught at the southern 
end of Lake Worth; American crocodile; 
and collections of Seminole Indian 
artifacts and clothing. The collections 
also included insects, shells, other 
reptiles, and fish. Cory charged a small 
fee but on certain days the entrance 
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change was waived. Like 
most establishments in Palm 
Beach during this period, the 
museum closed at the end of 
the season.

By the beginning of the 
1898 season, The Palm 
Beach Daily News reported, 
“The Florida Museum 
of Natural History was a 
popular attraction with the 
tourists.” Cory had made 
additions that included cages 
of live wild animals and 
snakes and a fish aquarium. 
He now offered a museum, 
aquarium, and zoo. The 
caged animals on display 
included the Florida  wildcat, 
Florida black bear with two 
cubs, otter, fox, some owls, 
and an alligator. There were 
both poisonous and non-
poisonous snakes from south 
Florida in the snake house. 
The large aquarium featured 
a variety of saltwater fish. 
The museum exhibits were 
also enlarged to include a 
mounted manatee, bears, 
sharks, flamingos, and herons. The Palm 
Beach Daily News declared, “The entire  
museum is full of interest and should be 
visited by all visitors to Palm Beach.”

The 1903 issue of The Palm Beach 
Daily News Souvenir Number provides a 
description of what one would encounter 
upon entering the museum:

“As one enters he sees before him 
in a large case two  monstrous 
reptiles side by side, an alligator 
and a crocodile. It was not until 
recent years that the crocodile 
[was known to exist] in North 
America…he lies, full twelve 
feet long, a silent witness to 
his own existence…his cousin, 
the alligator, who long claimed 
sole right to Florida’s waters, 
lies beside him, a giant of equal 
size, and every characteristic 
difference between them is plainly 
to be noted.” 

The article continues,

“No one who visits Palm Beach 
or West Palm Beach can afford 
to miss a trip to Prof. C.B. Cory’s 
zoological museum….It is a 
most complete and scientifically 
arranged collection, nobly 
representing the fauna of Florida 
and is a tribute to Mr. Cory’s skill 
with the rifle on innumerable 
expeditions to the heart of 
the wild Everglades country, 
attended by hardships and adding 
new triumphs to science.”

Besides housing Palm Beach’s first 
museum, Cory’s building also had three 
office/store spaces. Taxidermist William 
Heim, whose specialty was mounting 
birds and and fish to order, occupied one 
space. Heim also sold Florida curios, 
rare seashells, and fishing tackle. With 
an abundance of alligators in south 

Florida, Heim sold both live 
and stuffed creatures. An 
advertisement in The Palm 
Beach Daily News, stated, 
“Proof of his [Heim’s] skill 
is shown in the museum 
where [there] are many 
pieces of his work” were 
display. Heim’s taxidermy 
was located in the museum 
building from at least 1898 
to 1900.

One of the most notable 
Palm Beach jewelry stores, 
Greenleaf and Crosby, 
who had a store-front at 
the Hotel Royal Poinciana, 
leased a space in the 
building beginning in 1898. 
However, it is unclear if the 
outlet was still located in 
the building in 1903 when 
it burned down during The 
Breakers fire. Also in 1898, 
Chicago’s world famous 
Griffith’s Millinery opened 
a pallor at the museum. By 
an agreement with Henry 
Flagler in 1896 and 1901, 
Cory also leased office space 

to Flagler’s business company.
J.N. Mulford, in a letter titled “A Palm 

Beach Privilege,” to the editor of The 
Tropical Sun newspaper in February 
1898, wrote that the “Museum was a Palm 
Beach privilege.” Mulford continued by 
saying the word “museum” is not good 
enough for the “repository of the fauna 
for Florida.” The museum exhibit rooms 
were “remarkable treasures of animal 
life of this region.” 

With such high praise, it is unfortunate 
that Palm Beach’s first museum would 
meet a tragic end. In June 1903, fire 
erupted at The Breakers hotel just across 
Pine Walk, the path between the hotel 
and the museum that led to the beach. 
At 11:30 am, June 9, 1903, fire leaped 
from the hotel roof and quickly spread 
throughout the wooden structure. By 
3:00 pm, the wings of the hotel building 
collapsed, and the smoke from the 
inferno could be seen 80 miles away.  
As the flames consumed the hotel, they 

An advertisement for the Florida Museum of Natural History,
The Palm Beach Daily News, March 30, 1898. 
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This map is based on the 1903 Sanborn Insurance Map. It shows The Breakers, a portion of The Breakers Casino (upper right), and just 
below that, the building that was Cory’s Florida Museum of Natural History.

jumped to Cory’s museum building and 
to The Breakers Casino just next door. 
Locals and firemen fighting the blaze 
resorted to dynamite to blow out the 
verandas to keep the fire from spreading 
to other surrounding structures.

Located across the golf grounds and to 
the southeast of the museum were Cory’s 
Zoo and a new hospital building.  Men 
rushed to the structures and climbed 
up to the roofs to extinguish any hot 
embers blown by the wind. They kept 
these buildings from the same fate as the 
museum, casino, and hotel. By evening 

The Breakers hotel and casino, and the 
Florida Museum of Natural History lay 
in smoldering ruins. Only a few of the 
valuable specimens from the museum 
were saved before the building was 
consumed by the conflagration.

Two months after the fire, Cory began 
discussing the sale of his property with 
Henry Flagler. Cory asked that three 
uninterested men be appointed to place 
a valuation on the property. Flagler, on 
the other hand, was opposed to this; 
he did not want this type of valuation 
on what he considered such an earning 

power. Thus, negotiations were off to 
a rocky beginning. In September Cory 
submitted to Flagler a selling price of 
$35,000. Flagler considered the price 
for the property to be highway robbery. 
At the same time Cory was trying to sell 
the land, he wanted to convert his zoo 
building into a home.

Flagler made a counter offer of $7,000-
$10,000 for the land which Cory turned 
down. The negotiations carried on until 
October 5, 1903, when Flagler agreed 
to purchase Cory’s property for $17,000 
plus a $3,000 bonus. Additionally, 
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Flagler offered Cory space in The 
Breakers, Hotel Royal Poinciana, or 
one of the stores in the Royal Poinciana 
block of shops along the 
lakefront. He also gave Cory the 
option of constructing a building 
if a storefront was unavailable. 
If Cory chose to build, Flagler 
generously offered to provide 
Cory up to $3,000 to construct 
a building. Cory chose to build 
a store building and agreed to 
a three-year lease at $1,000 per 
year. He did have the right to 
sublet the space if he desired.

Once the terms of the sale 
were agreed upon, Cory sent Flagler the 
deed to the museum property; Flagler 
sent Cory a check for $20,000 and then 
later a check for $1,000 so Cory begin 
construction of a store building. All 
that is known is that he was going to 
build a new structure but nothing was 
mentioned about a new museum. The 
1907 Currie Map of West Palm Beach 
and Palm Beach, lists “Cory’s Museum” 
at the bottom as a place of interest. 

However, it is not shown on the map but 
the location where the museum stood 
before it burned to the ground, shows a 

small building marked “Two stores.” 
Palm Beach’s first museum, the 

Florida Museum of Natural History, 
passed into history and for the most 
part from the collective memory 
except for an occasional mention in 
recently published works that include 
Cory. Although the museum was gone, 
however, Cory contributed something 
else that is a popular activity to this very 
day in Palm Beach.

Cory the Golfer
If the study of birds and wildlife was 

Cory’s profession, then his recreation 
was golf. In 1897 Cory began 
playing golf, a sport he came 
to enjoy and excel at. His 
involvement also included the 
establishment of golf clubs. Cory 
helped found the Great Island 
Club in Massachusetts, he was 
vice president of the Canaveral 
Club in Florida, and at the same 
time was secretary of the Florida 
East Coast Golf Club. One local 
Palm Beach writer claimed that 
it was Cory who introduced golf 

to Palm Beach in 1897. In The Palm 
Beach Daily News Souvenir Number 
(1903) an article claims “golf in Palm 
Beach dates from the winter of 1897, 
and its introduction was largely [due] 
to the enthusiastic sportsman and crack 
golfer Prof. C.B. Cory.” Soon after its 
introduction, a golf club was established 
in Palm Beach with Fred Sterry, 
manager of the Hotel Royal Poinciana, 
as president, and Cory as secretary.

“Golf in Palm Beach dates from 
the winter of 1897, and its in-
troduction was largely [due] to 
the enthusiastic sportsman and 
crack golfer Prof. C.B. Cory.” 

Souvenir Number (1903) 

The Breakers in flames, 1903. The museum stood just west of The Breakers Casino (the small building at left).  Only a few items were pulled 
from the burning museum.  The beach is strewn with items saved from The Breakers.  Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.
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Golf quickly became not only a sport 
but a well-attended entertainment with 
several tournaments held every season 
with wealthy patrons sponsoring the 
prize cups for the golf matches. The 
Palm Beach Daily News wrote “the 
person who does not play golf is just a 
little behind the times at this resort.” In 
1898 Cory held the Palm Beach record 
of 6 holes in 25 strokes. According to 
The Palm Beach Daily News (January 
22, 1898), the golf course had six holes 
and covered about a mile. Each hole had 
its own unique name: 1st: Easy Street, 
200 yards; 2nd: Hoodoo, 120 yards; 3rd: 
Midway, 276 yards; 4th: Punch Bowl, 
141 yards; 5th: Waterloo, 200 yards; and 
6th: Paradise Valley, 363 yards.

Cory participated in most of the 
tournaments held in Palm Beach, 
including mixed foursomes with his 
wife. Indeed, golfing was a family affair. 
The Corys’ daughter Marion competed 
in the Ladies Tournament in February 
1898; she captured first prize and had the 
longest drive of 129 yards. 

By 1902 Cory had won so many 
tournaments and prizes at Palm Beach 
that it was said amongst the players 
“when a prize is to be put up for golf, 
the donor asked Mrs. Cory what she 
would like to have.” Coincidentally, 
that same year Cory held the amateur 
record for the golf links at Palm Beach 
with a score of 67; Arthur H. Fenn, golf 
professional at Palm Beach and one of 
the most well-known pro golfers in the 
U.S., held the professional record of 66. 
The Palm Beach Daily News stated, “it 
will probably be some time before either 
record is lowered.” The Breakers golf 
course had been   enlarged to eighteen 
holes by 1901.

Besides enjoying golf tournaments 
at Palm Beach, Cory also entered 
tournaments in North Carolina and 
Massachusetts. In 1902 Cory won the 
North and South Championship at 
Pinehurst and held the championships 
for Massachusetts and Florida.

At Cory’s summer home, Great 
Island near Hyannis, Massachusetts, 
he constructed a private golf club, The 
Great Island Club and planned the 18-

hole course and built a fully equipped 
clubhouse. The distance of the golf 
course was 5,148 yards and was said to 
be “as good as any in the country,” by 
The Palm Beach Daily News.

Between 1897 and 1915, Cory 
participated in golf tournaments in 
Massachusetts, North Carolina, and 
Florida, winning at least 100 prizes 
including 75 silver cups. In 1904 Cory 
was a member of the U.S. Olympic 
team but never finished the competition. 
Besides playing golf, Cory developed 
a portable apparatus for indoor golfing, 
several types of golf clubs, and wrote 
articles about golf for sports magazines.

Other Interests and Loss
In the 1880s, Cory became interested 

in psychic research, writing two treaties 
on the topic entitled “Hypnotism or 
Mesmerism” and “The Therapeutic 
Value of Hypnotism” and serving on the 
American Society of Psychical Research 
committee. He ventured into song 
writing. Cory wrote the lyrics for several 
light operas including “The Corsair,” and 
the lyrics to a popular song “A Dream,” 
which was sung by well-known artists 

including Enrico Caruso. 
Cory invested heavily in securities 

of the shipping and sugar trusts with 
several wealthier friends. In 1906 the 
49-year-old Cory lost his investments 
and fortune when there was a market 
crash. With his fortune gone, Cory could 
no longer live a life of leisure.  Since 
he would now have to work full-time, 
he took the new position of Curator of 
Zoology at the Field Museum working 
there until his death in 1921.

While at the Field Museum, Cory 
continued writing books. His first 
important publication under the Field 
Museum was the Birds of Eastern North 
America (1899/1900). Cory’s most 
ambitious book was the four-volume 
Birds of the Americas. The first two 
volumes were published in 1918 and 
1919. After Cory’s death, the last two 
volumes were published by Carl Eduard 
Hellmayr.

In 1920, Cory was stricken with partial 
paralysis. Unable to go to his office at 
the museum, Cory worked at home. 
The following year he visited a resort 
in Wisconsin where he became ill and 
  Continued on page 28

Charles B. Cory with a Florida black bear he shot while collecting specimens for the museum, from 
Hunting and Fishing in Florida (1896).
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Continued from page 6
1951.

L&P has volunteered in the 
community during major disasters such 
as the Hurricane of 1928 and Hurricane 
Andrew, the former being particularly 
devastating to the Glades. Many of the 
caskets for the victims of that storm 
were made at L&P, and company trucks 
were used to transport bodies to the mass 

grave at Tamarind and 25th Street.
George Lainhart was still president of 

the company when he died in 1930 at 
the age of 84. The founders believed in 
service and quality products. Although 
they have long since passed, the 
company has honored their intentions 
for generations.

In 2012, after 118 years in business, 
Lainhart & Potter was purchased by 

Marjam Supply Company. Marjam has 
offices in eleven states including five 
other Florida cities.

Martha McKenna is a descendant of 
George W. Lainhart.

Continued from page 13
manifest destiny shape the Everglades 
or did Evergladesdestiny shape the 
past, present, and future of this amazing 
region?”

Christian Davenport currently serves as 
the Palm Beach County Archaeologist 
and Historic Preservation Officer for 
Palm Beach County. Since moving 
toPalm Beach County in 2005, Davenport 

was the lead archaeologist investigating/
recording 33 new archaeological sites in 
Lake Okeechobee during the 2007-2009 
drought.  In 2010-2011, he excavated 
sand and shell mounds at DuBois 
Park in Jupiter. Currently Davenport 
is researching the large ancient Indian 
earth mounds around Lake Okeechobee.  
Davenport’s 800-plus page report on the 
excavations at Lake Okeechobee will 
soon be completed.
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Made in France, the towel is available in 
limited quantities for $20. 
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was hospitalized in Ashland, Wisconsin, 
where he died on July 31, 1921, at age 
65. At his death, Cory had authored at 
dozens of articles and books and was a 
gifted ornithologist and golfer.

Frank Chapman, of the American 
Museum of Natural History, said of 
Cory, “I have never met a man so 
gifted as Charles Cory. He had the 
inherent potentialities as well as the 
means to win mankind successes in a 
surprising[ly] widely different fields.” 
Of his contributions to Palm Beach, one 
went up in flames and faded into the 
misty, forgotten past, however, his other 
contribution, golf, is still played in Palm 

Beach on the very grounds Cory once 
walked. Indeed, Palm Beach County has 
over 170 golf courses and is known as 
the “Golf Capital of the World.”

Unfortunately, during my research, I 
could not find any photographs of the 
museum and only a few images of Cory. 
It would be another 57 years before Palm 
Beach would have another museum, the 
nationally landmarked Henry Morrison 
Flagler Museum. Though Cory’s 
museum is gone, his spirit is still felt in 
Palm Beach as golfers walk and play on 
The Breakers golf course.
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