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To my amazing little sister – and the scientist of the family –
Caroline. My hero, and everyone else’s.
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Introduction

The Natural History Museum in London’s South Kensington welcomes over five million visitors in a normal year to marvel at the treasures housed in its twenty-eight galleries. Less than 1% of the Museum’s collections of over eighty million objects is on display at any one time. Behind the scenes stand kilometres of preserved specimens, libraries of rare books and artworks, wonders gathered on some of the most famous voyages in history, rooms packed with pressed plants and stuffed animals, and freezers full of DNA. As well as a Museum, it is a state-of-the-art centre for discovery hosting over three hundred resident scientists and over ten thousand visiting researchers each year, who investigate everything from dinosaurs to life on other planets.

The Natural History Museum’s collections began life as part of the holdings of the British Museum, which was founded when Sir Hans Sloane (1660-1753), President of the Royal Society and the man we have to thank for bringing drinking chocolate to Britain, sold his library and specimens to the British government for a generous price. When Sir Richard Owen became the superintendent of the natural history collections in 1856, he realized that they needed more space and began campaigning for a new site. Transporting the collections took more than a year and the zoological treasures alone required nearly four hundred journeys across London by horse and cart – which must have been quite a sight! The beautiful, richly decorated Victorian building was designed by the relatively inexperienced architect Alfred Waterhouse as a cathedral to nature, conceived to inspire a love for the natural world – and it is no less awe-inspiring now than when its doors first opened on Easter Monday 1881.


‘I live on a small star which it is my job to look after’ – Behind the Scenes at the Museum

Anyone visiting the Natural History Museum will find themselves marvelling at the variety, the beauty and the strangeness of the abundance of life on our planet – and beyond. With wonder comes the desire to preserve our world’s fragile ecosystems and protect the amazing plants and animals that thrive in them. The Museum’s collections enable scientists from across the globe to study many areas such as biodiversity, crop diseases, rare species and the biggest threat that everything on the planet faces: climate change. The Museum’s vision is of a future where people and planet can thrive, and its mission is to create and inspire passionate advocates for the planet who will work towards that goal.
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VIEW OF CENTRAL HALL.



Behind the Scenes at the Museum

There’s a fellow down in fossils, in his life he’s dug down deep.

There’s an elderly explorer – plans expeditions in her sleep.

There’s a butterfly pursuer, now cocooned in his duvet.

Eyelids flutter as he dreams of the ones that got away.

There’s a woman, feeling frantic she’s busy making lists

and packing bags and making notes of the things that she might miss.

And others have set off – with the whole world to explore.

So much has now been found, but they know that there is MORE!

It’s time for sifting sands or shifting stones to find those bits and bones

or packing plants, observing ants in a team, or all alone.

They add to our understanding to our hopes and to our dreams.

They are part of background work going on behind the scenes.

The coveting, collecting, the studying, the dating

the display, the presentation, the recording, the collating.

Some travel far. Some stay at home – their forest is one of books.

They leaf through them, think them through and offer us a look.

Some peer through a microscope, note data, wonder, hope.

And why?

So that we can pop in – anytime we like –

Taking a break from our all-too-normal life.

We can muse and we can wander – worlds laid out for us to see.

And we can wonder, gasp, sigh and dream. . .

. . . and be back home in time for tea.

Michaela Morgan


Order on the Phone to a Large Department Store

Could I order an explosion

please. As large as they come

and quite fantastic.

Would you make it out to

my account; I want it now,

to collect, not posted.

It has to happen immediately,

at once, or the whole thing’s

wasted. And when I see it,

for the price they charge,

I want it large, large.

With fantastic colours shooting

out of the flames, and the loudest

“bang of all bangs”.

No-one will be hurt; just shaken

and astonished. Not shocked

in the medical sense,

just jolted hard

so that life takes a different angle

and a totally new,

refreshing direction.

After all it will be a huge explosion.

Sally Heilbut


Who cares

if we poison the land,

the seas? We fell all the forests,

we topple the trees? There’s plenty

more galaxies, planets like these – with

water, with air, with warmth, with light:

homes like ours just right for life. Who cares

if we lose those buzzy old bees? Who cares

if there’s plastic clogging the seas? When

our blue world is finally done, we’ll leave

this rock and mother sun, we’ll zoom

on up - to way out where - there’s

many more earths. . . .

or are there?

James Carter


The Holocene Extinction


When we began, our feet trod lightly

Bare upon the earth, we were weightless

Travellers, allowing resurgence and

Regrowth, leaving enough.

Reverence.




Forging through millennia, we kept on

Adding endless weight, leadening

Heaviness, leaving deep and lasting

Indentations, sending shockwaves.

Eliminating.




Cruelty, cavernous greed, no impediment,

Hands and feet became Industrial.

Monsters, spewing toxicity, sickening,

Deafening, echoing arrows.

Piercing.




Now thundering, trampling boundlessly.

Decimating pathways once bountiful.

We watch helplessly, numb, aching,

Hollow, haunting cries in empty spaces.

Waiting.




Stop. I hear hope, purposely striding.

Footsteps pleading necessary action.

Great minds whirring, channelling change,

Demanding, respectfully our weight to

Lessen.




I want birdsong, abundant fluttering,

Humming, no more poison, destruction.

Growing for growth, it has to end.

Will my generation see the rightful

Rising?



Dara McAnulty


A Small Star


I live on a small star

Which it is my job to look after;

It whirls through space

Wrapped in a cloak of water.




It is a wonderful star:

Wherever you look there is life,

Though it’s held at either end

In a white fist of ice.




There are creatures that move

Through air, sea and earth,

And growing things everywhere

Make beauty from dirt.




Everything is alive!

Even the very stones:

Amazing crystals grow

Deep under the ground.




And all the things belong,

Each one to the other.

I live on a precious star

Which it is my job to look after.



Gerard Benson


#ExtinctionRebellion


The day will come when papers

will only tell leaf-stories

of blackbirds’ quarrels with sparrows.




Their pages will roll back into trees

and the front page will be bark.




Tabloids will be hundred-winged birds

singing earth anthems.




I’ll settle into the buttress root of my armchair

and watch ants swarm




to text me secrets from the soil

adding emojis

of all our lost species.




I’ll be surrounded by phones

that light up with chlorophyll,

vibrating like workers in their hives –




an apiary of apps.




I’ll touch a vanda orchid

and it’ll open

easily as hypertext,




everyone will hold leaves

intently as smartphones




to hear them retweet birdsong

from archives.




This is my homepage, where I belong.

This is my wood wide web,




my contour map

with which to navigate

a new internet –




rootlets sparking towards

rootlets underground.




Underground

where resistance is in progress –




fungal friends working in darkness,

their windows blacked out.



Pascale Petit


Invisible Magicians


Thanks be to all magicians,

The ones we never see,

Who toil away both night and day

Weaving spells for you and me.




The ones who paint the rainbows

The ones who salt the seas

The ones who purify the dew

And freshen up the breeze




The ones who brighten lightning

The ones who whiten snow

The ones who shine the sunshine

And give the moon its glow




The ones who buff the fluffy clouds

And powder blue the skies

The ones who splash the colours on

The sunset and sunrise




The ones who light volcanoes

The ones who soak the showers

The ones who wave the waves

And open up the flowers




The ones who spring the Spring

And warm the Summer air

The ones who carpet Autumn

And frost the Winter earth




The ones who polish icicles

The ones who scatter stars

The ones who cast their magic spells

Upon this world of ours




Thanks to one and thanks to all

Invisible and true

Nature’s magic heaven sent

To earth for me and you.



Paul Cookson


from Mont Blanc


The fields, the lakes, the forests, and the streams,

Ocean, and all the living things that dwell

Within the daedal earth; lightning, and rain,

Earthquake, and fiery flood, and hurricane,

The torpor of the year when feeble dreams

Visit the hidden buds, or dreamless sleep

Holds every future leaf and flower;—the bound

With which from that detested trance they leap;

The works and ways of man, their death and birth,

And that of him and all that his may be;

All things that move and breathe with toil and sound

Are born and die; revolve, subside, and swell.



Percy Bysshe Shelley


All Nature Has a Feeling


All nature has a feeling: woods, fields, brooks

Are life eternal: and in silence they

Speak happiness beyond the reach of books;

There’s nothing mortal in them; their decay

Is the green life of change; to pass away

And come again in blooms revivified.

Its birth was heaven, eternal is its stay,

And with the sun and moon shall still abide

Beneath their day and night and heaven wide.



John Clare


‘The same stream of life’


The same stream of life that runs through my veins

night and day runs through the world and dances

in rhythmic measures.




It is the same life that shoots in joy through the

dust of the earth in numberless blades of grass and

breaks into tumultuous waves of leaves and flowers.




It is the same life that is rocked in the ocean-cradle

of birth and of death, in ebb and in flow.




I feel my limbs are made glorious by the touch of

this world of life. And my pride is from the life-

throb of ages dancing in my blood this moment.



Rabindranath Tagore


The Tables Turned

An Evening Scene on the Same Subject


Up! up! my Friend and quit your books;

Or surely you’ll grow double:

Up! up! my Friend, and clear your looks;

Why all this toil and trouble?




The sun above the mountain’s head,

A freshening lustre mellow

Through all the long green fields has spread,

His first evening yellow.




Books! ’tis a dull and endless strife:

Come, hear the woodland linnet,

How sweet his music! on my life,

There’s more of wisdom in it.




And hark! how blithe the throstle sings!

He, too, is no mean preacher:

Come forth into the light of things,

Let Nature be your Teacher.




She has a world of ready wealth,

Our minds and hearts to bless –

Spontaneous wisdom breathed by health,

Truth breathed by cheerfulness.




One impulse from a vernal wood

May teach you more of man,

Of moral evil and of good,

Than all the sages can.




Sweet is the lore which Nature brings;

Our meddling intellect

Mis-shapes the beauteous forms of things: –

We murder to dissect.




Enough of Science and of Art;

Close up those barren leaves;

Come forth, and bring with you a heart

That watches and receives.



William Wordsworth


Finding Magic

Are you looking for magic?

It’s everywhere.

See how a kestrel

Hovers in air;

Watch a cat move:

What elegant grace!

See how a conker

Fits its case.

Watch a butterfly come

From a chrysalis,

Or a chick from an egg—

There’s magic in this;

Then think of the

Marvellous mystery

Of an acorn becoming

A huge oak tree.

There’s magic in sunsets

And patterned skies:

There’s magic in moonlight—

Just use your eyes!

If you’re looking for magic

It’s easily found:

It’s everywhere,

It’s all around.

Eric Finney


Atlas


Give him strength, crouched on one knee in the dark

with the Earth on his back,

         balancing the seven seas,

the oceans, five, kneeling

in ruthless, empty, endless space

             for grace

of whale, dolphin, sea-lion, shark, seal, fish, every kind

which swarms the waters. Hero.




            Hard, too,

heavy to hold, the mountains;

burn of his neck and arms taking the strain –

Andes, Himalayas, Kilimanjaro –

give him strength, he heaves them high

to harvest rain from skies for streams

and rivers, he holds the rivers,

holds the Amazon, Ganges, Nile, hero, hero.




Hired by no one, heard in a myth only,

lonely, he carries a planet’s weight,

             islands and continents,

the billions there, his ears the last to hear

their language, music, gunfire, prayer;

give him strength, strong girth, for elephants,

tigers, snow leopards, polar bears, bees, bats,

the last ounce of a hummingbird.



Carol Ann Duffy


On the beach at night alone


On the beach at night alone,

As the old mother sways her to and fro singing her husky song,

As I watch the bright stars shining, I think a thought of

the clef of the universes and of the future.

A vast similitude interlocks all,

All spheres, grown, ungrown, small, large, suns, moons, planets,

All distances of place however wide,

All distances of time, all inanimate forms,

All souls, all living bodies though they be ever so different, or in

different worlds,

All gaseous, watery, vegetable, mineral processes, the fishes, the

brutes,

All nations, colors, barbarisms, civilizations, languages,

All identities that have existed or may exist on this globe, or any

globe,

All lives and deaths, all of the past, present, future,

This vast similitude spans them, and always has spann’d,

And shall forever span them and compactly hold and enclose

them.



Walt Whitman


Being but men


Being but men, we walked into the trees

Afraid, letting our syllables be soft

For fear of waking the rooks,

For fear of coming

Noiselessly into a world of wings and cries.




If we were children we might climb,

Catch the rooks sleeping, and break no twig,

And, after the soft ascent,

Thrust out our heads above the branches

To wonder at the unfailing stars.




Out of confusion, as the way is,

And the wonder, that man knows,

Out of the chaos would come bliss.




That, then, is loveliness, we said,

Children in wonder watching the stars,

Is the aim and the end.




Being but men, we walked into the trees.



Dylan Thomas


‘I could not sleep for thinking of the sky’ – Space

The natural world extends far beyond the earth’s stratosphere, and in the Museum’s galleries visitors can learn about all aspects of the cosmos, from asteroids to solar flares and even the possibilities of life on other planets. The Museum’s collections boast moon rock samples, meteorites and even a smudge of microscopic diamonds formed in the dust of dying stars billions of years before our solar system even existed.

Among the Museum’s amazing exhibits from space are the Wold Cottage meteorite, which was seen plummeting to earth by a surprised Yorkshire farmer in 1795, and the enormous iron Campo del Cielo meteorite, which landed in Argentina a few years ago. Many of these fascinating artefacts have been put to practical use to expand human knowledge of what lies beyond our skies. For example, in 2006 the Museum allowed NASA to break open a piece of the Nakhla meteorite, which fell from Mars, in order to investigate its core. It contains traces of fire opals – and scientists believe that if microbes have ever existed on Mars, traces of them might be preserved in opal deposits on the planet’s surface.

[image: image]
A pen and ink sketch of the obelisk raised at the landing site of the Wold Meteorite in Yorkshire
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