The memorable whale skeleton
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space for the specimens, which
were housed in bulky wooden
crates. So, over the next 14 years,
the crates trundled from five huts at
Ayer Rajah, back to the Bukit
Timah campus, where they were
kept in different departments, and
then to Nanyang University’s
library at Jurong. Mrs Yang Chang
Man, chief curator and stoic
custodian of the collection since
1972. recalled: “Every move took
several months and required at least
40 lorries.”

The old storage cases 1972-1998

Due to frequent transfers and bad
storage conditions, some specimens
were damaged. It was only through
the curators’ tremendous efforts that
not more was lost! Despite the lack
of working space, scientists,
including the then Crown Prince
Akihito of Japan, an expert in gobies,
continued to visit the Raffles
Museum. Other museums even
offered to receive in part or even buy
the entire collection outright.

A Full Circle

It seemed by sheer luck that

the collection held out as long as
it did. In 1986. 1t finally got a
permanent home in the new campus
of the National University of
Singapore at Kent Ridge. Today, the
500,000 specimens are stored in
specially-designed airtight storage
compactor systems, with 24-hour air
conditioning and controlled humid-
ity. It has also incorporated the plant
and fungi collections kept by the
Herbarium of the former Department
of Botany. But it is determined to be
more than a “dumping ground” of
dead plants and animals.

In 1998, the university decided that
the time was ripe for the
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establishment of a research centre
for biodiversity. The Zoological
Reference Collection, together
with its newly acquired
collections, and a new mandate for

Modern storage facilities in the museum

research, publication and public
education, was reorganised into
the Raffles Museum of
Biodiversity Research. The
Bulletin of the Raffles Museum,
which was restarted in 1987 as the
Raftles Bulletin of Zoology,
quickly regained its reputation as
the premier journal for Southeast
Asian biodiversity research. With
the world in the grip of a
biodiversity crisis, research in this
area is of particular urgency, said
Associate Professor Peter Ng, the
museum’s director and an
international specialist in crabs.
He pointed out that Southeast Asia
is one of the world’s biodiversity
hotspots, though it has received
much less attention compared to
the Amazon, West Africa and the
Great Barrier Reef. “But how can
we protect the diversity of this
region if we do not conduct the
necessary research to understand it
in the first place?” he asked.

The Public Gallery

One of Raffles reasons for establishing a museum in 1823 was to
have a public place to showcase the splendid diversity of Malayan
wildlife. Education was a major role the museum performed
eminently for over a century. The original display gallery at
Stamford Road, with its rows of well displayed stuffed animals, was
the mainstay of local biodiversity education until its closure in
1970. Since then, the collections have been used for research only,
with very limited public access. With the opening of the new public
gallery in June 2001, the Raffles Museum has come full cycle. It
also signals a more active outreach program for the museum, to
teach a new generation of students about the wonders of

Southeast Asian biodiversity!






