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




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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