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tolgy and work obsessive, and when he reached the
then compulsory retirement age of 65 he went with a
heavy heart. The very next day Ronald Reagan an-
nounced that there should be no compulsory retire-
ment age! I am pleased I was not around to witness
his dismay.

Peter Forey
Researcher (IMP), Vertebrates & Anthropology Divi-

sion
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Peter J. Whybrow – an obituary

eter Whybrow died suddenly of a heart attack on
13 February 2004, just 16 months after he retired

from his position as Departmental Contracts Man-
ager on 23 August 2003.

Peter was an enthusiastic schoolboy fossil collector
and always wanted a career in geology, particularly
one involving fieldwork. He was also a keen chess
player and, in his early teens, Patrick Moore (the TV
astronomer) was a regular opponent. Peter began
his working life making petrological sections in the
Imperial College Geology Department and obtained
a post in the NHM Palaeontology Department as a
Temporary Assistant (Scientific) in November 1960
at the princely salary of £367 10s per annum. He
was assigned to work under Harry Toombs in what
was then known as the Palaeontology Workshop.
Peter showed early promise as a preparator, but
resigned his position in April 1961 after his mother
died in order to move to Hampshire with his father.
Peter worked in Southampton as a hospital stores
clerk, though he soon realised that he had made the
wrong career decision. Fortunately, a vacancy had
arisen in the Laboratory and he was re-employed
from January 1962. Peter quickly proved his skills at
the whole range of laboratory work—including prepa-
ration, casting, and preservation (as conservation
was called in those days)—and progressed quickly
to a permanent Scientific Assistant position. Prepa-
ration was Peter’s particular forte and he developed
into a world-class preparator of exceptional skill.
Important specimens he prepared over the years
included Triassic therocephalians (mammal-like rep-
tiles), Middle Jurassic dinosaurs (Megalosaurus,
Proceratosaurus), and Archaeopteryx. Peter was
entrusted with the removal of the braincase from the
main Archaeopteryx slab and its subsequent prepa-
ration, spending months peering down a binocular
microscope – a delicate and difficult task requiring
both expertise and nerves of steel.

Peter’s introduction to large-scale fieldwork began
with the 1964 excavation of remains of a mammoth
and a straight-tusked elephant, the Aveley elephant,
from an Essex claypit. This excavation demanded
considerable ingenuity to preserve the remains in
their original state—including several weeks lying

underneath the enormous blocks after they reached
the lab. During the 1960s, Peter traveled to Libya
with Dr. Roger Hamilton to excavate Tertiary
mammals and to Lesotho in 1966 with Alan Charig
to collect Triassic vertebrates, mainly dinosaurs. In
1966 he was awarded the Museum’s Association
Technical Certificate with distinction.

Peter’s talent was becoming internationally known
and in 1968 he was enticed by Prof.  A. W.
Crompton, then Director of Yale University’s
Peabody Museum, to take up the position of Chief
Preparator. While at Yale, Peter amassed a great
deal of field experience; working with Prof. John
Ostrom on Deinonychus and trying hard to con-
vince John of one serious error in his interpretation
of the skeleton. Alas, the first Deinonychus recon-
struction still appeared with a coracoid masquer-
ading as a pubis! Crompton invited Peter to move
with him to Harvard in 1971 when he took up the
Directorship of the Museum of Comparative Zool-
ogy. Peter decided, however, he would prefer to
return to the UK; a decision rather influenced by the
fact that he was at some risk of being drafted into
the US military for service in Vietnam. Peter was
offered reinstatement and rejoined the Laboratory
in January 1972 on temporary promotion as a Sci-
entific Officer. This time he stayed.

Promotion to Higher Scientific Officer followed in
1974 and Peter gained a distinction in the Muse-
ums Association Special Conservation Certificate in
Natural History Technology in 1977. Promotion to
Senior Scientific Officer came in 1980 following the
removal (in 1978-79) of all the free-standing large
reptile skeletons from Gallery 30 and the dinosaurs
from Gallery 38 to the Main Hall or to store (Fig. 1).
Peter masterminded the complex operation down to
the last millimetre. The partially disassembled Di-
plodocus passed through the gallery doorway with
about that much to spare as several of us stood by
holding our breath.

Peter was appointed Head of the Laboratory in
1981, a position he was as pleased to take on as
Ron Croucher was to relinquish it. At that time,

P

Figure 1. Peter dismantling the skeleton of ‘Fred’ the
pareiasaur, Bradysaurus baini in 1978. Bradysaurus
was later redisplayed in ‘From the Beginning’ in the
Earth Galleries.
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there were three SSOs in the Lab. (the third being
Frank Howie) and there was an understanding that
the headship would rotate among all three at suitable
intervals. Peter, however, was a man of ambition,
forthright views, and strong convictions, which did
not always make for harmonious relationships with
his colleagues. He could be charming, urbane and
witty, but also uncommunicative and frustrating to
work with. He clung tenaciously to the headship of
the Lab. until the 1990 reorganization when he be-
came the Palaeontology Department Contracts
Manager. He took up the challenge of his new role
with enthusiasm and made an immediate impact on
income-generating activities. His promotion to UG7
(Band 3) followed in 1991. Peter combined his ad-
ministrative role with building on his Neogene pa-
laeoenvironmental research activities in the Middle
East begun in 1979, a field in which he became an
acknowledged expert.

Peter first visited Arabia in 1979 (Whybrow 2000a) to
carry out research in Qatar on behalf of the Museum.
During that visit, he made a one-day trip across the
border into the United Arab Emirates, where he
found fossil remains of crocodiles and recognised
the importance of outcrops in the Western region. He
worked with Peter Andrews in Saudi Arabia in 1980.
On another visit to the UAE in 1981, in collaboration
with the Emirates University Geology Department,
he found more fossils, including primitive horse
teeth, which he dated to the Late Miocene epoch,
from 5 to 11 million years ago. Peter returned again
in 1984. At the time, Prof. Andrew Hill, of Yale Uni-
versity, was also studying the fossils of the Western
Region, and the two of them came together to plan a
joint programme of research. Peter completed an
MPhil from the University of Reading on Neogene
palaeoenvironmental studies based on his 1980’s
work in the UAE.

In between all these Arabian travels—which also
included a trip to the Yemen in 1991 (Whybrow
2000c) with Dr. Ian Tattersall and Dr. Jim Clark, both
then at the American Museum of Natural His-
tory—Peter also worked in Pakistan. He was part of
a British Archaeological Mission to Kashmir in 1985,
worked with the Geological Survey of Pakistan in
1989 (Whybrow 2000b) and visited for the last time
in 1990, accompanied by Gillian Comerford, in col-
laboration with British Petroleum Exploration. And
just to take in yet another desert environment, Peter
was a member of the joint Museum and Kingston
Polytechnic expedition to Niger in 1988.

In 1989 and 1990, the Whybrow-Hill team worked in
association with the Abu Dhabi Department of Antiq-
uities and Tourism and then, for a further five years,
the team carried out studies with sponsorship from
the Abu Dhabi Company for Onshore Oil Operations,
(ADCO). Results of this work proved to be of inter-
national scientific importance. Over an area stretch-
ing from Mirfa to Jebel Barakah, covering over 100
kilometres of the UAE coastline, they found numer-
ous fossil sites, with evidence of a diverse fauna,
including early elephants, hippopotami, horses, ga-
zelles, crocodiles, turtles and other species. These
were eventually dated to around 6-8 Ma.

Peter also co-ordinated studies of the fossils found
in the mountains of the eastern UAE, and carried
out surveys in Fujairah. Results of all this work,
along with those of other colleagues, in western
Abu Dhabi were the focus of the First International
Conference on the Fossil Vertebrates of Arabia,
held at Jebel Dhanna in 1995, under the sponsor-
ship of the Minister of Higher Education and Scien-
tific Research, Sheikh Nahyan bin Mubarak Al
Nahyan, and with the support of ADCO (Fig. 2).
This gave rise to a major edited volume Fossil
Vertebrates of Arabia, (Whybrow and Hill 1999). In
the process of this research, Peter played a major
role, not only in co-ordinating and taking part in
fieldwork, but also in the associated publication
programme.

Peter’s fieldwork continued in Abu Dhabi with fur-
ther ADCO support from 1996-2000. He habitually
traveled outbound with his luggage stuffed with dirty
laundry, maintaining that Arabian hotel laundry
services were incomparably better than he could
manage at home. Colleagues from the Museum
accompanied him at various times. On one occa-
sion, Noel Morris and Paul Taylor, along with Mr
Phil Crabb met up with Peter at Heathrow and were
mildly astonished to find that he promptly disap-
peared to the front end of the plane. Having just
flown in from the USA he explained that he needed
to travel business class to unwind from transatlantic
jetlag! Peter’s normal modus operandi was to con-
centrate intensely on the task at hand in short
bursts. His concentration level correlated with the
intensity of his tuneless humming (infuriating to
anyone within earshot!) and culminated in the next
dash for a cigarette. A favourite venue was hanging
out of a greenhouse window on the fifth floor of the
Palaeontology Building Tower – strictly verboten of
course! However, Peter’s concentrated work over
more than twenty years played a leading role in
establishing Abu Dhabi as one of the key areas in
the world for Miocene fossils.

Closer to home, Peter always maintained an inter-
est in the Wealden and its biota. During his last
year in post, he began work on an interactive web
project based on Gideon Mantell’s Geology of Sus-
sex and digitised the text and plates. That task re-
mains to be completed with addition of specimen

Figure 2. Peter with the Abu Dhabi Minister of Higher
Education and Scientific Research, Sheikh Nahyan
bin Mubarak Al Nahyan, and conference delegates on
the occasion of the First International Conference on
the Fossil Vertebrates of Arabia, held at Jebel Dhanna
in 1995.
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images to match the original plates and will be a
fitting tribute to Peter’s memory.

Peter met his match and found lasting happiness
with Ms Valerie Harris, formerly Palaeontology De-
partment Secretary, whom he married in 1993. Peter
and Valerie produced two sons and the family
moved to St. Austell, Cornwall after Peter’s retire-
ment where he began to enjoy the delights of gar-
dening and becoming the scourge of the local coun-
cil. He joined a committee to save an ancient wood-
land near to his home that was threatened with a
housing development in connection with the Eden
Project. His sudden death has deprived Valerie of
her partner far too soon and Jonathon and Alex of
their father at a tragically young age.

Angela Milner
Associate Keeper of Palaeontology
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Dept. Performance Indicators

Quarterly Performance Indicators
(1 April – 31 June 2004)

Number of papers in peer-
reviewed journals 17

Number of specimens added to
electronic databases 1,891

Collections Users

   Number of visitor days 262

   Number of visitors 517

Number of enquiries dealt with. 2,265

Grants (starting within the report-
ing period)

   Number of new grants 1

   Number of grants applied for 2

   Total value £9,882

   Value to the Museum £9,882

   Surplus to the NHM £0.00

Kim Gale
Department Administrator

Dates to Remember

9 July – Palaeontology Research Fund bids due

13 July – Band 4-3 Promotion Board

16 July – Palaeontology Research Fund Bids
Meeting

21 July – Policy Group Meeting

22 July – Science Group Meeting

27 July – Trustees Meeting

28 July – Science Group Debrief (for HDivs)

14 September – Science Group Meeting

15 September – SiS Articles Due

20 September – Science Group Debrief (for HDivs)

22–24 September – Policy Group Conference

Pat Christopher
Keeper’s Personal Assistant

Norman MacLeod
Keeper of Palaeontology
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