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Introduction

The study of oceanography in the Department of Mineralogy in the British Museum (Natural
History) began in a somewhat tortuous way. From the nincteenth century most of the rocks
collected by the carly voyages of exploration and scientific investigation would ultimately have
been presented to the Museum. Although its staff had little or no involvement in these
expeditions, the policy of presenting biological and geological collections to the Musecum
continued during the period following the classic voyage of HMS Challenger, 1872-76 (see
p. 87), and between the two World Wars. At this time the British oceanographical effort
tended to be associated with the investigation of Antarctica, generally centred on the study of
whales and their environment, in the RRS Discovery, Discovery Il and William Scoresby
(Deacon, 1984).

The establishment of an Oceanography Section in the Depdrtment of Mineralogy began
with the acquisition frém the Department of Zoology in 1935 of the Sir John Murray
Collection, which included miuch of the extensive collections of zoological, botanical and
geological specimens made by HMS Challenger (Lingwood, 1981) (Plates 1-2). The
Challenger collection in the Section contains only sediments and the relatively few rocks that
were taken. This paper does not attempt to give an account of the Challenger cxpedition, or of
its collections; for this the reader is referred to Linklater (1972).

In succeedmg pages the history of how the Sir John Murray Collection came to the Museum
is traced, followed by a brief account of the John Murray Expedition to the Indian Ocean,
financed by income from the Christmas Island Phosphate Company. The establishment of
the Oceanography Section in the Department of Mincralogy follows, with an account of the
birth of the National Institute of Oceanography. Two aspects particularly link the early days of
the NIO with the Muscum: the involvement of John Wiseman in its planning stages, and the
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Plate 1 HMS Challenger at anchor in the outer harbour of St Thomas, Danish West Indies.

work of N. A. Mackintosh and the Whale Research Unit in the Museum’s grounds. The
development since the war of the Oceanography Section is described and some of the more
interesting items in the collection are mentioned. A brief summary of the major research
activities of the Section is given, with selected references, and finally, an account of the
Antarctic expeditions as an appendix. In the case of the Antarctic collections, references to
research conducted outside the Section and outside the Museum are provided in the catalogue
references frequently quoted.

The Sir John Murray Collection

Sir John Murray, KCB,' who was knighted in 1898 (Herdman, 1923), was one of the
naturalists on the four year (1872-76), 111110 km voyage of HMS Challenger with Captain
G. S. Nares and Professor C. Wyville Thomson, whose natural successor he was to become.
He was a candidate in 1881 for the first Directorship [Superintendentship] of the British
Museum (Natural History), but was considered too forthright in his manner by the Archbishop
of Canterbury and the other Trustees: the post went to Richard Owen. Murray now worked,
in collaboration with the Belgian, Abbé Renard, on the sediment sounding samples which
formed the bulk of the Challenger deep-sea deposits and were in his charge (Plate 3). Their
report (Murray & Renard, 1891) was one of the 50 volumes or part volumes, of which Murray
wrote seven, which described the voyage. During this time, the collection was housed at the
Challenger Expedition Commission’s Office at 32 Queen Street, Edinburgh. In 1890 the Office
moved to 45 Frederick Street and presumably the collection went with it, until this second
office was given up in about 1904. In this year Murray bought the Villa Medusa (M. Deacon, in
prep.). Meanwhile, in 1897, Murray had acquired as his residence Wardie Lodge, in Wardie,
Granton, a northern suburb of Edinburgh, and changed its name to Challenger Lodge — it is
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Plate 2 Sir John Murray.

now St Columba’s Hospice (Plate 4); the Villa Medusa was just across the road (Plate 5). It
was here that Murray and Mr James Chumley, formerly Sir John’s secretary for many years,
and in whose care lay the curation of Murray’s whole collection, which included many
specimens other than those collected by the Challenger, transferred the entire collection in
1904. Here it stayed until 1922, when the house was sold, the year after the collection was
acquired by the British Museum (Natural History). The name, however, was transferred to
another house further up the road, which became ‘Medusa Cottage’.

Murray was killed near Edinburgh in a motor accident on 16 March 1914, leaving a widow,
two daughters and the two sons, John Challenger and Thomas Henderson. Shortly before this,
however, he was visited by Edward Heron-Allen, to seek his advice and to discuss the disposal
of the collections in the event of his death. Initially, he had intended to leave them all to his
two sons, whom he hoped would carry on his work. Later, however, he had ‘been made aware
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Plate 3 The distribution map of marine deposits from Murray & Renard (1891).

that his sons’ tastes and feelings lay in other directions’; therefore he would have to make
other arrangements for their disposal. After lengthy discussions he decided that the collections
should go either to the British Museum (Natural History) or to the Imperial College of Science
[University of London], where they would be put in charge of a responsible curator whose first
duty would be to catalogue and index every sample. Murray planned to set up a fund for the
curator, to ‘make it worthwhile’, and to leave a legacy to cover the removal expenses.
However, he died before any of this could be arranged. Chumley, now a Demonstrator in
Zoology in the University of Glasgow, continued to make repeated visits to the Villa to keep it
and the collections in order.

Chumley wrote to Edward Heron-Allen on 8 April 1914 concerning the trust fund Sir John
Murray had planned for oceanographical research. Chumley had had a long talk with
Lawrence Pullar, a lifelong friend and trustee of Murray’s estate; Pullar had said that no
precise instructions had been left in his will. J. C. Murray and his mother, Lady Murray,
wondered whether Sir John had confided his intentions to Heron-Allen. The next day Heron-
Allen wrote to Pullar concerning the disposal of the collection, mentioning that Sir John’s two
sons had had a change of heart concerning oceanography, leading to Sir John’s plan to set up
the fund to provide income sufficient to make it worth while for a curator to look after the
collection.®> Replying to Heron-Allen on 10 April,* Pullar enclosed notes on what he
considered Sir John had in mind for the collection. Since his sons were under age, the problem
of the disposal of the collection would have to wait until they came of age.

This is the background to the lengthy report of 28 pages, dated 21 January 1920° and written
by Heron-Allen (who referred to himself as ‘one of your reporters’) and his assistant, Arthur
Earland, of the British Museum (Natural History), where they worked on recent foraminifera.
It was written at the request of the Director, Sir Sidney (Frederic) Harmer, who was also
Keeper of Zoology, and described the contents of the Villa Medusa. The reason for the delay —
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Plate 4 Challenger Lodge. Formerly Wardie Lodge, now St Columba’s Hospice, northern
Edinburgh.

from 1914 to 1919, almost a full five years — had perhaps been made clear in a letter to Sir
Sidney Harmer from Lady Murray, Sir John’s widow, dated 12 June 1919.° Lady Murray was
replying to a letter from Sir Sidney, dated 7 June,’ in which he stated that he had recently met
the Hydrographer of the Navy, Admiral Sir John (F.) Parry, and was enquiring whether the
Museum might acquire the collection. Lady Murray stated that her sons would be responsible
for the collection ‘when my youngest boy comes of age next September’. Almost at once the
older, J. C. Murray, also wrote to Sir Sidney, on 15 June 1919,® requesting a meeting to discuss
the disposal of the collection. He mentioned that his father had ‘desired that the whole
collection should be kept together and not split up into different parts. And I remember that
this is what he was afraid would happen if they were sent to the British Museum . . .. Harmer
replied on 20 June, suggesting they should meet, with Charles Edward Fagan, previously
Assistant Secretary and now Secretary of the Museum, at the Museum on 8 July 1919.° Their
meeting was followed by a visit, proposed by Murray,'’ by Sir Sidney to the Villa Medusa,
‘Just opposite my mother’s house, Challenger Lodge’, on 14 July, where he met Chumley and
inspected the collection. Heron-Allen also met Murray, and on 26 November Murray wrote to
Harmer expressing the hope that Heron-Allen would be able to visit the Villa, perhaps on 8
December, to meet Chumley and examine the collection.!" In a preliminary report to
Trustees, dated 14 November 1919,'> Harmer discussed his July visit and recommended that
the offer of Heron-Allen and Earland to inspect the collection be taken up. It was agreed that
the visit should take place and on 22 November Harmer wrote to Murray and Heron-Allen to
make the arrangements for the visit; Heron-Allen and Earland would travel up on the night of
7 December and visit the Villa the next day.'* There was then some doubt as to whether
Chumley would be there or not; Harmer wrote again on 4 December'® saying that the visit
should take place in any case and this is how it turned out.
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Plate 5 The Villa Medusa: 14/16 Boswall Road, Wardie, Granton. The house is almost opposite
Challenger Lodge. Note the ‘Deposit Room’, on the first floor, with the bow window.

Heron-Allen and Earland found the Villa Medusa to be a large semi-detached house, No. 14
Boswall Road (M. Deacon, in prep.).'*> The main room was a ‘large and lofty first-floor room
known as the Deposit Room’ (Plate 6); it had a bow window and contained the ‘soundings and
dredgings’ from the Challenger Expedition, together with smaller collections. The Challenger
material, arranged in bottles and boxes on ten shelves, occupied a total of 51-5 m of shelving.
The remainder, collected by at least 36 survey and cable ships, mostly British but with some
from the United States of America and at least one from Russia, spanned the world and
included miscellaneous collections of phosphates, glauconite, nodules and other materials.
The largest collection by one ship occupied 10 m of shelving, with several occupying less than
30 cm; they totalled some 91 m. It is interesting to note that until 1868 all survey ship
collections were stored by the Geographical Survey. They were acquired by Sir John Murray
when he formed his collection and include the early cable ship collections from the Atlantic
and Indian Oceans, of great historical interest. The rest of the Villa was also used to house the
library, apparatus and miscellaneous items, with a ground floor laboratory. Two outbuildings
in the garden to the rear — a two-room Chemical Laboratory and a large shed — were also
utilized.

It was recommended by Heron-Allen and Earland that the oceanographic equipment and
the Scottish Lakes Survey specimens should be donated to the University of Edinburgh for its
projected Marine Biological Station [Department of Oceanography]. The ‘Philosophical
Instruments and Apparatus’ should go, as most eventually did, to the ‘Scientific Apparatus
Collection’ [Science Museum] at South Kensington, London, the remainder coming to the
British Museum (Natural History).

They found the collection in good condition, although some of the labels were becoming
defaced or illegible. They recommended that all the main collection of 9746 Marine Deposits,
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Report on oceanojraphical collection - Sir John “furray.

. Page 10
2, THE OCEANOGRAPHICAL COLLECTIONS
The principal Oceanograriical collections at
Villa Medusa are in a large and lofty first-floor room known
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Plate 6 Plan of the ‘Deposit Room’, from Heron-Allen and Earland’s report.>

soundings, etc., together with the library, including the Challenger expedition glass
photographic plates, and the microscopical preparations, should go to the British Museum
(Natural History), to form the basis of the Oceanographical Collections. They recommended
the employment of a Curator who, whilst needing some specialist knowledge, would not be
engaged full-time on the collection. His main tasks would in future be to ‘[receive, register and
arrange] such further material from Cable Companies and other bodies’, while the ‘Admiralty
would no doubt be glad to supply the material collected by its Survey ships, and thus in time
the Collections would assume a world-wide importance and become of great commercial
utility’; after the Second World War, the Admiralty did indeed agree to donate their sounding
samples to the Museum. ]
On 23 December Dr Charles Tate Regan, later to become Keeper of Zoology in the British
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Museum (Natural History), wrote to the Director of the Museum informing him that the visit
of Heron-Allen and Earland to the Villa Medusa had alerted the University of Edinburgh,
who might now try to persuade Lady Murray to give them the collections.'® So when, on 4
January 1920,'7 Lady Murray wrote to Harmer saying that her sons were ‘finding it hard to
know what is best to do’ with the collection, the Director was in no doubt. On 10 January'® he
wrote to Dr Arthur Smith Woodward, Keeper of Geology, telling him that the Museum might
be offered the collection and asking him his opinion on whether it should accept; if so, should
it be amalgamated with the ‘duplicate’ Challenger specimens, one from each station, presented
to the Department of Geology by Sir John Murray on 6 March 1895. Woodward replied in the
affirmative,'® speaking also on behalf of his successor, Dr Francis Arthur Bather, and saying
that they thought the collection should not be subdivided. As will be seen, the collection came
in fact to the Department of Zoology, the ‘duplicates’ being transferred to Zoology on 6
October 1922 and finally to the Department of Mineralogy in 1938.

By now — 12 January — Professor J. H. Ashworth of the Department of Zoology, University
of Edinburgh, had written?” asking for the duplicate Challenger and Knight Errant specimens
for their proposed new Department of Oceanography. Ashworth seemed nevertheless happy
that the main collection should go to the British Museum (Natural History) and Harmer
mentioned this in his report to Trustees of 19 January 1920."° He recommended that the two
reporters — Heron-Allen and Earland — should be warmly thanked and made it clear that he
considered the collection of ‘marine deposits and animals’ should come to the Museum on the
recommendations of their lengthy report, formally dated 21 and 24 January and submitted to
Trustees on 20 January.?! He added that Sir John Murray’s wish to donate money to pay for a
curatorship of the collection had never been carried out. Finally, he also mentioned that the
mitiation of a Department of Oceanography at Edinburgh was under consideration.

Also on 20 January,? J. C. Murray wrote to Fagan to ask if any date had been fixed for the
removal of the collection: his mother was selling her house — Challenger Lodge — and also part
of the grounds of the Villa Medusa. He also suggested that James Chumley be employed at the
Museum to curate it. On 30 January, the Director wrote to Lady Murray saying that Trustees
would welcome an offer from her and her family to present a substantial part of Sir John’s
collections to the Museum.?* They were consulting the Admiralty, through the Hydrographer,
Admiral Parry, to ascertain their views, and felt that the proposed acquisition would
‘appropriately form the nucleus of a great collection illustrating Oceanography in the British
Museum (Natural History)’. If such an offer was made, the Trustees would endeavour to find
suitable accommodation for the collection and ‘use their best efforts to place it in the charge of
a suitable Curator’, subject to the consent of the Treasury for the new expenditure. Harmer
ended by saying that Lady Murray would be very welcome at the Museum should she wish
to discuss these matters further. Also in the letter were paragraphs repeating the
recommendations of the reporters for the donations to the University of Edinburgh and the
Science Museum. Lady Murray replied on 31 January®* saying — rather surprisingly — that her
sons were deciding what to do with the collection. On 2 February® J. C. Murray wrote to
Harmer, requesting a meeting; he wrote again on 4 February 1920 erroneously regretting the
news that Fagan had died (he died early in 1921) and making mention of accommodation in
the British Museum proving difficult: he would ask the other trustees of his father’s estate
about a curator for the collection.?®

Matters began to be resolved in the middle of March, when J. C. and T. H. Murray wrote on
18 March?’ to the Director, offering the collection and listing the conditions under which the
Sir John Murray Collection would be donated to the British Museum (Natural History). The
Murrays’ family solicitor may well have drawn up the list, which stated:

1. The Museum agrees to accept the John Murray library and sediment collection on
condition they are kept together and known as the Sir John Murray Collection.

2. Additions can be made; indeed it is hoped that they will form the nucleus of a larger
Oceanographical Department. The whole to be in the care of a suitable Curator.

3. Duplicates of books, etc, not required are to be returned to the Villa Medusa, Edinburgh.
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In the Minutes of Standing Committee dated 24 March,*® Trustees said that they accepted the
conditions as written. On the recommendation of the Director to Trustees on 21 April, Fagan
wrote formally to J. C. Murray on their behalf on 29 April 1920, recording their acceptance
of a month earlier.

Few things are quite so simple, however. The duplicate books, required by Condition no. 3
to be returned to Edinburgh, seem to have been included with the Museum collection. On
26 June Trustees were informed that Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts, had
requested Murray to return the Albatross specimens, belonging to them, which they had sent
to Sir John Murray.*” Also, C. E. Fagan, the Secretary, had to inform Trustees that the
Assistant Secretary of the United States National Museum had requested the return of the
USS Tuscarora samples, along with those from the Thetis, Blake and Bibb. The conditions of
their donation to Sir John Murray were not known but it was clear that J. C. Murray had
understood that they were his to keep. In his letter to Murray of 14 October 1921,*! Harmer
stated that Chumley had admitted that the Albatross collection did belong to Harvard.
Presumably these samples were returned, since they are no longer in the Museum collection,
whilst some at least from the Blake, Thetis and Bibb are still in the British Museum (Natural
History); nevertheless, on 16 October 1926 a further request for their return was reported by
Dr Tate Regan, Keeper of Zoology, to Trustees.

Whilst in late August to early September 1920 the British Association meeting in Cardiff
was recommending a new Challenger-type expedition to investigate the oceans, there was
difficulty, also, in finding accommodation for the new and important donation. An application
dated 12 August 1920* to the Office of Works (now absorbed within the Department of the
Environment) for the return by the Board of Education of the galvanized iron temporary
building known as Block C was turned down in a reply to C. E. Fagan dated 9 September
1920.>* A further letter to the Office of Works (20 October)® requested alternative
accommodation; a reply on 1 December® somewhat reluctantly offered part of Block B (see
p. 71) followed later in the month when a rough plan of the block (of 437 m?) was sent to the
Department of Zoology.”” The offer of this accommodation was accepted on 31 January
1921, although considerable alterations to the fittings needed to be done: a figure of £500 was
mentioned.

The major problem now, however, was that of a Curator. The Director wrote to J. C.
Murray on 31 January 1921,% regretting Fagan’s death the previous day, mentioning the
difficulty over accommodation, but mainly concerned with the lack of money for ‘an assistant’.
Could Murray help, as his father had indicated was his intention? If the Treasury allocated the
money, Trustees would consider employing James Chumley; otherwise, could he be lent to the
Museum to pack up and unpack the collection? Murray replied on 7 March:*’ his family was
unable to provide a permanent Curator but would pay Chumley’s expenses for a few months.
He offered to visit the Museum to discuss the matter with the Director. Accordingly, Harmer
wrote on 16 March*! to Professor Graham Kerr, in whose Department (Zoology in the
University of Glasgow) Chumley was now a Research Fellow. Could he be spared for a few
months — the Murray family were prepared to pay his expenses — and, if Treasury sanction was
obtained, what would be the chances of his taking up permanent employment, and what did
Kerr think of him? Professor Kerr replied on 9 April,*? speaking of Chumley in the highest
terms. He was ideally suited to be the permanent Curator of the Murray Collection and had all
the necessary knowledge to conduct and direct research on the material. But he was 59, now a
Research Fellow, doing various jobs in the Department, including giving a summer course of
lectures on Oceanography, and drawing total emoluments of £400 p.a. Nor did he want the
temporary job of moving the collection. Harmer wrote back to Kerr on 18 April.** Chumley
was really too old; ten years’ service was the minimum required for a pension and the Museum
should try for a younger man. But would Chumley work for a few months, paid by the family,
to supervise the move? Kerr handed this letter to Chumley, asking him to reply to it. This he
did, on 20 April,* in no uncertain terms. Enclosing a copy of a long letter on the same subject
he had written on 21 March to J. C. Murray, he outlined his terms and conditions for salary
and pension. He cited his 12 years of Government service in the Challenger Office, and a
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colleague who had had his similar service treated as reckonable for pension purposes. He felt
that all the arrangements regarding the transfer of the Murray Collections should have been
discussed the previous year and ventured to suggest that the removal be deferred until, say, 1
April 1922, ‘that in the meantime the Museum may decide upon the policy to be adopted, may
approach the Treasury with a definite scheme, and the approval of the Treasury secured
before 1st January 1922, enabling [him] to give the University Court three months’ notice of
[his] resignation’. Any temporary arrangement was out of the question as being hardly fair
either to the University or to himself. Perhaps predictably, Harmer wrote to Charles Tate
Regan, Keeper of Zoology, who was to succeed Harmer as Director, on 21 April:* in effect,
he was not impressed. Regan replied on 25 April*® that it seemed as if the Museum must do
without Chumley. Harmer wrote to Murray on 28 April,*’ thanking him for his letter saying
that Chumley did not want to be employed in a temporary capacity, and saying how awkward
Chumley was being and should the whole idea of employing him be abandoned. Murray
replied on 1 May saying that he could not understand Chumley’s behaviour, and agreeing that
any question of employing him should be abandoned. Harmer wrote on 3 May to Kerr,
thanking him for his help and saying that the matter was being dropped, and in similar terms
on the same day to Chumley. There was, for the time being, to be no Curator of the
collections.

On 18 July 1921*® Tate Regan wrote to Trustees about the fitting out of Block B and a
proposed date for the removal. He followed this with a letter dated 26 July* to J. C. Murray,
asking when the removal could be arranged. Murray wrote to Dr W. T. Calman, Deputy
Keeper of Zoology, on 29 July to initiate the arrangements for the move. Messrs Sloan and
Son, Ltd., of Edinburgh, were to carry out the work; the move would be by van, rail and sea.
Dr Calman would oversee the initial stages but the bulk of the supervision of the packing
would be in the hands of Mr G. A. Smith, Clerk, of the Department of Zoology, who replaced
the previously suggested Mr W. E. Barnett.

On 13 October 1921%' Dr Tate Regan was able to report to Trustees that the John Murray
Collection had arrived safely in the Department of Zoology. The following day,’* the
Director, Sir Sidney Harmer, wrote to inform J. C. Murray of this fact. On 18 October
Regan wrote to Calman about the rocks in the Collection and asked also in whose name the
Collection had been presented. The last official letter concerning the presentation was that of
the Director, on behalf of Trustees, of 15 November,>* to J. C. Murray. The historical
instruments reached the Science Museum as arranged, except that the balance and some
microscopes were transferred to the room of Dr G. T. Prior, Keeper of Mineralogy; they are
still in the Department.>>~* Murray’s solicitors,®’ supported by the Museum, succeeded in
convincing the Inland Revenue that — apart from the library — the Collection was of ‘no
commercial value’ and therefore was not liable for estate duty. But the question of a Curator
was to be raised once more before the post-war economic situation was allowed to inhibit any
further action for more than a dozen years. Robert Dykes, who had been Chumley’s assistant,
applied for the curatorial post. The Director wrote®* to Professor Stanley Gardiner in
Cambridge for a reference, but Gardiner did not remember Dykes.®® He took the opportunity,
however, to inveigh against a mob of 1500 undergraduates who had recently attacked the great
bronze gates of Newnham College with a cart, to the tune of £600 worth of damage. Harmer
then asked Dr F. A. Bather,* who spoke well of Dykes.®® But there was as yet no money and
on 26 October Harmer replied to Dykes regretting that the Museum was unable to offer him a
job.% There was still no Curator, but at least — and at last — the Sir John Murray Collection was
safely housed in Block B, in the care of the Department of Zoology (Plate 7).

The John Murray Expedition

On 19 May 1932%7 Professor J. Stanley Gardiner, of the Zoological Laboratory, University of
Cambridge, wrote to the Chairman of Trustees of the Museum. He stated that Sir John
Murray had left the income from 250 shares in the Christmas Island Phosphate Company — on
the Indian Ocean guano island, not the better known Pacific Ocean island — to be spent on
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Plate 7 Part of the Challenger collection of deep-sea sediments, manganese nodules and rocks, in
the Department of Mineralogy.

‘scientific research or investigations or explorations which are likely to lead to an increase in
natural knowledge and especially in the science of oceanography and limnology’. About
£20000 had accumulated (Burstyn, 1975) and it had been decided to send an expedition to the
western Indian Ocean under the leadership of Lieut.-Col. R. B. Seymour Sewell, with Dr
E. F. Thompson as deputy (Rice, 1986). The choice of this ocean was apt, since only the
southern part had been visited by the Challenger and Murray himself had noted the omission.
The collections taken were to be offered to the Museum to be added to the Murray Collection,
‘but not to be kept in any way apart from the general collections of the Museum’. Dr C. T.
Regan, then Director of the Museum, replied to Gardiner on 3 June:®® Trustees would be
pleased to accept the collections and had appointed himself (Regan) as Muscum
representative on the committee being formed to organize the John Murray Expedition, of
which J. C. Murray was appointed Chairman on 20 June 1932. The Hydrographer of the Navy,
Vice-Admiral Sir John (A.) Edgell was also a member. The cruise would last nine months and
Trustees of the Museum would contribute up to £200 for storage bottles, etc.?7

After various ships had been considered, including the RRS Discovery, the William
Scoresby, the Danish research ship, Dana, and the George Bligh, the expedition took place
from 1933 to 1934 in His Egyptian Majesty’s Ship Mabahiss, under the command of Captain
K). N. MacKenzie, which King Fuad and his government had loaned to the organizers (Plate
8).























































































