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 In April the world lost a remarkable polymath with the death of S. Dillon Ripley:  scientist, author, raconteur, impresario, explorer, bibliophile and scholar.  His tenure as the Smithsonian's Secretary encompassed a dazzling sequence of imaginative innovations in sciences and the arts that transcended far beyond the Institution.  This month's letter is to pay tribute to his accomplishments by illustrating how much he achieved through imagination, ingenuity and a willingness to take risks. 

 

 I first met Dillon Ripley in the fall of 1959, when as a Yale Ph.D. candidate in biology, I went to see him about a part time job in his laboratory at Yale's Peabody Museum.  He courteously listened to my appeal and promised to consider it as he had just become the Peabody's Director.  Some months later he called to say that he had found some funds to let me start as his "special assistant and coordinator of exhibits."  Thus began an almost quarter century of a close working relationship from which I will draw examples of those qualities mentioned above. 

 

 His ingenuity became manifest soon after becoming Director of the Peabody when he quickly realized the pressing need for extra income.  He gave me the task of establishing the dues paying Peabody Museum Associates, which grew rapidly and thrives to this day.  Soon after he opened the first museum shop in a converted closet and it too promptly became a success.  A year or two later, he arranged a special exhibit of the treasures from King Tut's tomb, the opening of which was celebrated with a black tie dinner, well attended by the staid New Haven community and the Egyptian Ambassador himself.  What all who were there remember, however, was the Lebanese belly dancer from Brooklyn who entertained the guests by dancing among the candlelit tables in the Museum's great dinosaur hall.  Shortly before dinner when first seeing the dinosaurs, the dancer balked at the novel venue, but she like many others eventually succumbed to Ripley's persuasive charm and agreed to dance.  The party was a great success and the character of the Peabody had been changed forever--it had become the lively place to visit in New Haven. 

 

Not only did Ripley successfully supplement the Peabody's budget with Associate dues, museum shops and even four days a week of paid admission, but he also expanded the museum's research staff in anthropology, paleontology and vertebrate zoology, especially enhancing the mammal collection through the Morden-Peabody Museum expedition to East Africa in the early 1960s.  Ripley's own efforts in New Guinea and particularly in India with his colleague Salim Ali from the Bombay Natural History Society not only added to the Museum's collections, but eventually resulted in the ten volume Handbook of the Birds of India and Pakistan.  His last major work was the monograph Rails of the World, published in 1977. 
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 After he became Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution in February 1964, he replicated many of the programs he had initiated at the Peabody.  Of particular intellectual success was the Smithsonian Associates program, which now has become a major educational opportunity for citizens of greater Washington.  The Associates organize foreign and local tours as well as night classes at the Smithsonian.  His ambition was to involve the public in the intellectual excitement of the Institution.  Not only should it stimulate the mind, but it should be fun to visit.  Towards this end, for example, he had installed a restored antique carousel on the Mall, much to the delight of visiting children and their parents. 

 

In addition to such visible manifestations of diffusing knowledge, as the Folklife Festivals and new museums, Ripley never lost sight of the crucial imperative that you cannot diffuse knowledge unless you maintain a strong base for acquiring it.  The glamour attendant on the opening of the restored Patent Office Building housing the American Arts Collection and the Portrait Gallery, as well as the new Hirshhorn, Sackler, and National Air and Space Museums all helped the Institution receive favorable reactions from Congress and the public, but much less visible were the energy and time he put into supporting research and long range conservation.  As the eighth in an unbroken line of distinguished scientist Secretaries, he concentrated on Smithson's mandate to increase knowledge through first class research.  His success as Secretary was also helped by his administrative talent that enabled him to allocate responsibility freely to subordinates while loyally backing their decisions or actions.  He never hesitated in accepting blame when matters went awry. 

 

 Realizing the overriding importance of science, he watched this aspect of the Institution develop while Secretary so that science consumed the largest part of the Institution's budget.  Science is expensive and he, both as a scientist himself and as an enthusiastic advocate, persuaded Congress to finance new research facilities.  For example, the Institution was successful in financing through Congress a major portion of the construction and operation of the Multiple Mirror telescope, a joint project with the University of Arizona.  This innovative six mirror instrument was extraordinarily successful and when it saw first light in 1979 its astounding resolution (less than half an arc second) exceeded all expectations.  Only six years previously astronomy at the Smithsonian achieved a major advance with the decision to merge administratively its Astrophysical Observatory with the Harvard College Observatory, both under one jointly appointed Director.  Today this Director is responsible for the operation of observing facilities in Arizona, Hawaii and Massachusetts conducted by more than 200 scientists. 

 

 For the Museum of Natural History where research in systematics (the classification of natural organisms) was desperate for new funds, Ripley succeeded in obtaining Congressional support for an inventory of all Smithsonian collections.  The 60 million objects in the Natural History Museum were individually counted over ten years.   
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For the first time its entire collection was computerized.  As a result of this inventory the  

Museum confirmed that it had virtually all the specimens it thought it had, but discovered a few collections it did not know it possessed.  Such an accounting effort attracted little public attention, but is exemplary of the success the Secretary enjoyed in achieving scientifically important goals. 

 

 An outstanding example of Ripley's prescience was his decision in 1965, shortly after his appointment as Secretary, to persuade the Regents to retain Java Farm, a 420 acre abandoned dairy left unexpectedly to the Institution by its deceased owner.  Initially the Regents planned to sell the land to increase the Institution's endowment.  The Secretary, however, thought that in 50 years the suburbs of Baltimore and Washington might meet and that it would be worth retaining the tract as an environmental research facility.  The farm was located on an estuary of the Chesapeake, about seven miles south of Annapolis and equidistant from Washington and Baltimore.  In the next decades, through purchase and gift, the original bequest has expanded almost ten fold to become the Institution's Environmental Research Center.  For the past 35 years Smithsonian scientists have been monitoring the run off of the 10,000 acre Muddy Creek watershed, studying the life cycle of commercially valuable fish and shellfish, the nutrient cycles of the spartina marshes and conducting basic and wide ranging research on the health of the Chesapeake. 

 

 Ripley's early participation in global conservation efforts reflected his concern with protecting endangered and threatened natural areas.  In 1958 at an International Zoological Congress in London, he and such luminaries as Peter Scott, Julian Huxley, Jean Dorst and Kai Curry-Lindahl presented a resolution to establish the Charles Darwin  Foundation to study and preserve the Galapagos Islands.  Although headquartered in Brussels, the North American office operated out of the Smithsonian for almost 30 years. 

Other international conservation efforts encouraged by Smithsonian participation and funding were the Seychelles Islands Foundation, established to protect the giant tortoises of Aldabra and the rare endemic birds of that country's central islands.  The King Mehendra Trust for the conservation of the tigers and rhinos of Nepal's famous lowland parks along its southern border with India, also received crucial support from the Smithsonian when it was being established.  During the 20 year Smithsonian Tiger Project in Nepal's Royal Chitwan National Park, research there produced six PhD's; evenly split between American and Nepali graduate students.  This endeavor was of particular interest to me because so many disciplines had to work closely together to develop the way, both economically and politically, to operate this park.  With Ripley's encouragement, guidance and active participation, the Smithsonian role in international conservation initiatives flourished. 

 

 Perhaps his greatest scientific legacy at the Smithsonian is the academic fellowship program, which Ripley started in 1964.  This effort supports pre- and post doctoral fellows who work with Smithsonian scholars and scientists on research of 
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mutual interest.  These young scholars, numbering a hundred or more, are essential components of the intellectual life of the Institution.  Their presence maintains the academic rigor of the professional staff.  They are the ones that ask their mentors the tough questions that stimulate both teacher and student.   

 

Ripley's research awards to individual Smithsonian scientists and the fellowship program are a lasting tribute to the capacious intellect of the man who from the beginning of his secretariat understood the true nature of the Institution--to increase and diffuse knowledge.  This broad mandate of James Smithson created the legacy that charged the Institution to educate not just the citizens of the United States, but all mankind.  Ripley's vision of the Smithsonian's role fulfilled this mandate and all people, everywhere, are the beneficiaries of his foresight and imagination. 
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