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Abstract

In 1989, John Fordyce Peake (1933-2024) became the first Associate Director for Sci-
ence at London’s world-famous Natural History Museum (NHMUK). Often considered
controversial, Peake was influential throughout his career, proposing and adopting
many innovations in collections practice, including data acquisition, storage and man-
agement, and general museum policy — not only in the UK but also internationally, fol-
lowing the emergence of biodiversity as a global matter of concern. In his youth, Peake
was inspired by the natural history and ecology of the North Norfolk coast, which led to
a bachelor’s degree in zoology in 1955 and then, from 1959 until his retirement in 1992,
a distinguished museum career. This paper presents an overview of John Peake’s early
life, formal education, affiliations, fieldwork, zoological research, career as a museolo-
gist, and his museum and research activities following retirement.

Key words: Associate Director for Science, biodiversity, data management, ecology, InBio
Costa Rica, Keeper of Zoology, malacology, Museum Zoologicum Bogoriense Indonesia,
museum collections, museum policy, Natural History Museum London UK, zoology

“It has been said many times that collections provide the raison d’etre for
museums. They provide the glue that holds the organisation together and
thereforetherationale forbringinganarray of expertisetogetherinoneplace.
Paradoxically, | sometimes wonder if they are also the glue that prevents
natural history museums developing and evolving. They restrict our vision.”

John F. Peake, 1989: p. 50

Introduction: early days

John Fordyce Peake was born in Norwich, England, on 4 June 1933, the son of
William (‘Billy’) Joseph Peake and Lena Peake (née Helena Fordyce Adams [or
Adam]). The family home was in Catton Grove Road, some 2 km north of the
city centre. William was a boot and shoe designer (shoe manufacture has long
been a major industry in Norwich); Lena came from Marnoch, Banffshire.

John attended Angel Road Primary School (1938-1940) and George White Pri-
mary School (1940-1944). His secondary education was completed at City of
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Norwich [Boys Grammar] School (1944-1952), from where he went to University
College London in October 1952, graduating with second-class honours in zoolo-
gy in July 1955. At that time, his mentors at UCL included Peter Medawar, J. B. S.
Haldane, John Maynard Smith, and Alex Comfort (Pam Peake 2024). In October
1955, he applied for admission to a UCL MSc course in botany that could lead to a
PhD; subsequently, this was altered to registration for a PhD in ecology. Although
there is no official record, it seems this pursuit was abandoned in July 1956.

In 1950, John was living in Tillett Road, Norwich, and by 1955 he was evidently
the owner of a Villiers-powered Ambassador motorcycle — no doubt an ideal mode
of transport for his emerging natural history and ecological interests centred along
the North Norfolk coast. During 1955-1956, he held a grant from the National Trust
to survey animal communities on the sand dunes at Blakeney Point — work that
was to have formed the empirical basis of his thesis. Unfortunately, the system he
had chosen to study was subsequently destroyed by rats; it was this, it seems, that
led to the abandonment of his doctoral project. From 1956—1958, he worked at
Norwich Technical College, after which he secured a Nature Conservancy Student-
ship (1958-1959) for work on the terrestrial molluscs of Scolt Head, including Ce-
paea, Helix, and Helicella. This was funded by London University’s Central Research
Fund, with Professor 0. W. Richards (Imperial College) as his director of research.
At this time, John wrote and published his first paper (Peake 1958) — on Clubiona
similis, a Western Palaearctic spider new to Britain, which he recognised in his 1956
Blakeney Point samples and had critically identified by three of the most prominent
British arachnologists of the time: Eric Duffey, George Locket, and Alfred Millidge.

As already indicated, during this same period John had also become involved
in research on the ecology of Scolt Head Island National Nature Reserve. This
led to his initial appointment at what was then the British Museum (Natural
History) (now the Natural History Museum — NHMUK), with the award of a Re-
search Fellowship (1959-1961; see below), and his second publication - on
the island’s molluscs. His account, largely completed in May 1958, appeared
two years later (Peake 1960) in the second edition of the influential Scolt Head
Island, a work compiled and edited by James Steers - then regarded as “Brit-
ain's leading coastal geomorphologist”. John's interest in Scolt Head can be
traced back at least as far as his 17" birthday, when he was given permission
by the National Trust to use the island’s hut for a week during August 1950 (let-
ter in NHMUK archives dated 16 June 1950).

Move to the Natural History Museum London

On 27 August 1959, the then museum mollusc curator and head of section,
lan Galbraith (prior to his transfer from Mollusca to birds), wrote an internal
memorandum formally proposing that John Peake be awarded a fellowship “to
study the large, mainly European, genus Helicella ... He will start with one or two
well-understood British species ... and investigate ... their patterns of geograph-
ical variation, speciation, isolation, etc. ... This project seems valuable and real-
istic ... It will provide invaluable experience in a number of fields, which would
precisely fit Mr. Peake to join the staff of the section should the opportunity
arise.” John was duly appointed on 16 November through the office of Francis
Charles Fraser, Keeper of the Department of Zoology at that time.
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Two years later, in 1961, John joined the Natural History Museum staff as a Se-
nior Scientific Officer in the Mollusca Section. Not long after, John met and then,
in April 1963, married a young researcher from New Zealand, Pamela (‘Pam’)
Joyce Hollis. They settled at Spring Cottage, Trycewell Lane, in the Kent village of
Ightham, from where John would commute the 33 miles to the museum by train.
It is curious to speculate whether their choice of area in which to set up home
was influenced by John's contemporary, the celebrated museum botanist Clive
Jermy (1932-2014). Clive attended City of Norwich School, graduated from Uni-
versity College London, joined the NHM in 1958, and lived at Otford, just 6 miles
from Ightham. However, according to Peter Mordan, John's choice of Ightham
was probably more to do with the excellence of the local greensand soils for the
cultivation of azaleas and rhododendrons — apparently a personal passion.

Initially, John had a hard time in the Mollusca Section, by then led by a dis-
gruntled Norman Tebble, who, also in 1961, had unwillingly been transferred
from his beloved Polychaeta (Chambers 1998). Even so, a copy of a letter in
the NHM archive sent to Arthur Cain (newly appointed at Manchester), dated
6 March 1964, reveals that John was endeavouring to apply paper chromatog-
raphy to the taxonomy of Theba and Cepaea, and perhaps other helicid land
snails - still an innovative technique at the time (Kirk et al. 1954). After Tebble's
departure for Oxford in 1968, and happier times thereafter, John became head
of the Mollusca Section. Subsequently, by museum standards, John's progress
through the ranks was meteoric.

The upward trend gathers pace

In 1969, very soon after his elevation to section head, John was promoted to
the rank of Principal Scientific Officer — at that time, and at 36 years of age,
very much the ‘career grade’ for good museum researchers who stayed at the
bench. This was followed in 1971 by his appointment, at the end of John Hard-
ing’s keepership, as Deputy Keeper of Zoology - a senior position that required
considerable attention to departmental administration and management, with
far less time allocated to research. Management evidently appealed to John.
For example, a memorandum dated 18 October 1984, requested of John by
Director Ron Hedley concerning a proposal to establish a deep-sea research
laboratory, presents a clear, informed, and well-expressed critique. Although
some deputy keepers and even keepers of that period managed to maintain
good or even excellent research outputs (e.g. palaeontologist Robin Cocks and
entomologist Laurence Mound), this could explain John's overall low output as
measured by publications (33 titles listed in Appendix I) — he was employed by
the museum in a primary research role for only 12 years (1959-1971). How-
ever, it must also be noted that John was evidently successful in persuading
his seniors that his workload was sufficiently onerous to warrant the appoint-
ment of an assistant administrator (for a number of years fulfilled by Mr Jeffrey
Monk) — an unusual arrangement for a deputy keeper.

Two further promotions followed: first, in 1985, as successor to Gordon Sheals,
he became Keeper of Zoology (Fig. 1) — after which he published no further orig-
inal research on molluscs. Finally, four years later, following the appointment of
[later Sir] Neil Chalmers as Director in 1988, John became the museum'’s first
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Associate Director for Scientific Development in 1989 - a post that has been
maintained ever since (currently designated as Executive Director of Science).

As Associate Director (1989-1992), John was required to represent all five
museum science departments, together with the library services department,
at the most senior level of museum management. During this time, the incum-
bents were Rex Banks (Head of Library Services), John Cannon (Keeper of Bot-
any; Stephen Blackmore from 1990), L. R. M. ‘Robin’ Cocks (Palaeontology),
Colin Curds (Zoology), Paul Henderson (Mineralogy), and Laurence Mound
(Entomology). Neil Chalmers did not wish to engage on a regular basis with
six senior science staff, where he felt one would suffice — this was a period
when, in an attempt to improve its public face and forge new strategic alliances,
the museum’s priorities shifted away from an almost overarching emphasis on
science and research. The economic realities of the 1990s and the emerging
expectations of an increasingly digital world were being felt. In 1992, shortly
before his 60™ birthday, John Peake retired from the museum — 60 then being
the normal retirement age for all scientific staff.

Figure 1. John Peake ca 1985 (photographer unknown), together with his signature.
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Affiliations

Throughout his career, John was associated with many societies and institu-
tions, often in specific and influential roles. These associations included the
Linnean Society of London (elected as an Ordinary Associate on 15 Novem-
ber 1956); Unitas Malacologica (Treasurer 1962-1963 for the First European
Malacological Congress and Member of Council 1963—-1975); the Royal Society
of London (member of the Aldabra Research Committee 1972-1977, and the
Southern Zones Committee 1982-1986); the Malacological Society of Lon-
don (Vice President 1976-1979; his last paper listed in Appendix | appeared in
The Malacologist); and the Zoological Society of London (Member of Council
1985-1988). In 1972, he was appointed as an Honorary Research Associate at
the Bernice P. Bishop Museum, Honolulu. His role in the foundation of Unitas
Malacologica, which took place during the final plenary session of the congress
held in South Kensington on 21 September 1962, was particularly significant. Al-
though originally formed as Unitas Malacologica Europaea, it rapidly progressed
to become the major international association promoting the study of molluscs.

Fieldwork and its influence

It was travelling as a fieldworker early in his career that had the greatest influ-
ence on John as a scientist. However, it should first be noted that his ability to
undertake any fieldwork at all — especially in taxing, tropical environments —
was remarkable. He was born with “peculiar” feet, something his shoe-designer
father was able to ameliorate by creating a special type of shoe later marketed
commercially (Pam Peake 2024). Worse, at some point in his early years, John
had contracted tuberculosis. Recovery involved surgical removal of a large part
of one lung, with significant scarring to his chest — and yet, despite this, he was
an active fieldworker and an avid pipe smoker (Fortey 2008).

John’s initial research focused on the community ecology of terrestrial mol-
luscs, notably Cepaea and Helicella, with fieldwork carried out in England, the
Netherlands, North Africa, and Ireland — some of this work being done in collab-
oration with the noted population geneticist Laurence Cook. From July to De-
cember 1965, John participated in the Royal Society Expedition to the Solomon
Islands, where he investigated the highly diverse terrestrial snail fauna. This
experience changed his research perspectives, and he became an enthusiastic
disciple of the emerging ideas of dynamic island biogeography, as summarised
in the influential book by MacArthur and Wilson (1967).

Continuing his new island interests in the Indian Ocean, John joined the Royal
Society Expedition to Aldabra Atoll for 3 weeks in August—September 1967 (Fig. 2).
After the research station was built in 1972, John became a member of the Roy-
al Society’s Aldabra Research Committee, obtained a NERC grant to set up a da-
ta-recording unit for fauna and flora records for the atoll, and made a further short
administrative visit to the atoll during September—October 1974 (Stoddart 1979).

In the early 1970s, he also returned to the Pacific with research visits to the
Marquesas and Hawaiian Islands. Thus, the scale of his interest in animal com-
munities shifted from micro- to macroecology, with various Old World island
systems and archipelagos becoming his main research focus. His arrival at
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a mature view is evidenced by the discussion section of his contribution to a
book celebrating 100 years of research at South Kensington on the diversity,
evolution, and distribution of plants and animals:

“In this climate the polarisation which has occurred between some of the pro-
tagonists of both the dispersal and vicariance models is not unexpected, butitis
hardly conducive to the recognition of the achievements of both groups. ... There
would appear to be a need for pluralism in defining the underlying philosophies
of biogeography, for there is no reason to presume that the ‘truth’is enshrined
in any one model or any single philosophical discipline.” (Peake 1981, p. 263.)

Science productivity or managerial skills: what promoted John's
promotion?

As already noted above, despite such a broad canvas and his undoubted enthu-
siasmes, in terms of published output of original research, John Peake was not
a productive senior museum scientist. This was true even when judged by the
standards of the period in which he worked - a time not yet afflicted by the ev-
er-tightening grip of the ‘publish or perish’ imperative that prevails today. As a re-
sult, his colleagues were often nonplussed by his steady rise within the museum
hierarchy. Scientists ‘at the bench’ tend to be more impressed by the volume of
solid output than are senior managers — those concerned with missions, appoint-
ments, and promotions, and with predicting future needs, challenges, and trends.

Figure 2. John Peake, Aldabra, 1967 (photographer unknown).
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Of course, managers like to see evidence of curatorial progress and research
productivity too, but they necessarily value other qualities — such as public perso-
na, innovation, and professional skills including time management, adaptability,
organisation, leadership, communication, networking, and ‘corporateness’.

Those who suffered from John’s frequent and often baffling failure to ex-
pedite routine matters in a timely way, or even at all, would protest at any sug-
gestion that he possessed strong time management or organisational skills.
However, having examined his well-written and extensive field notes and diaries
(held in the manuscripts section of the Mollusca Library, NHMUK), it is clear
that he could concentrate intensely at the moment of undertaking a task. Yet
once the moment had passed, he often failed to follow up. John was an ‘ideas
person’ — full of enthusiasm in the moment — but also something of a ‘loose
cannon’ (Fortey 2008, p. 126), moving on to the next tack while previous ideas or
commitments were left stillborn, forgotten, or abandoned. However, as Richard
Lane (pers. comm., 15 December 2024) has pointed out, describing John as an
‘ideas person’ should not be taken to mean that he was brimming with original
concepts, but rather that he enjoyed discussing and testing new approaches in
the hope that some might lead to more pressing scientific questions or more
efficient applications. As Stephen Blackmore observed, “John was interested in
scientific trends beyond traditional museum research, importing ideas from his
travels” (pers. comm., 1 January 2025).

In balancing these different realities, it seems fair to conclude that John was
a controversial figure within the Natural History Museum, especially among re-
search staff (e.g. Fortey 2008, p. 216). Often charming, kind, and helpful with
colleagues, he could also be argumentative, abrasive, jealous, and at times
ruthless. Yet he was undoubtedly a forward thinker (Fortey 2008, p. 126). Thus,
one of the more puzzling managerial decisions he made was the redeployment
of Fred Wanless (1940-2017), a widely respected and much-appreciated spi-
der specialist, to work on nematodes. This caused Fred (and others) consider-
able distress at the time — although, according to Fred’s daughter, he eventually
came to enjoy aspects of his new assignment (quoted in Maddison 2018) and
made several significant contributions to nematology before retiring in 2003
(Russell-Smith 2018). Fred's move, however, formed part of a broader series of
changes that John had proposed as Keeper of Zoology and later implement-
ed as Associate Director. These changes included transferring responsibility
for the Arachnida collections from Zoology to Entomology and narrowing the
department’s research focus, with an eye to contract and other revenue-gener-
ating work (including nematodes). This approach created a tradition that has
remained strong among the museum'’s zoologists ever since.

Writing in Nature under the title “The museum that has to change”, the then
Chairman of the NHM Trustees, Sir Walter Bodmer (Bodmer 1990), outlined
the financial challenges facing the museum - including falling income from
entrance charges (introduced in 1987) and declining government grant-in-aid,
which no longer rose in line with inflation. Other means of generating rev-
enue therefore had to be pursued, and this was accompanied by the blunt
statement that, otherwise, the only significant saving that could be achieved
would involve cutting grant-in-aid-funded research. John's response to these
new ‘facts of museum life’ included enthusiastic support for the contentious
Disney World training of gallery staff. Thus, during 1989, £30,000 was spent
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on sending 11 staff to Florida to attend a Disney customer-care course (as
reported in the Daily Telegraph 1989; Fig. 3). He also promoted contract work
and revenue generation across all science departments, not just zoology. This
led to something of a culture clash with the entomologists in particular, who
regarded it as their mission to create and freely publish identification guides
for public use, rather than hire out their identification expertise to other agen-
cies as a matter of course.

John himself liked to think that he could see further than many of his con-
temporaries — he had ‘vision’. There is plenty of evidence for this. For example,
he was in the vanguard of introducing desktop computers and email throughout
the museum, before many other non-university institutions even had access. In
a different realm, John's early contact in the mid-1980s with the pioneering
DNA analyst Alec Jeffreys prompted his desire to build on the molecular work
of Chris Wright’s exceptional schistosomiasis group through the creation of the
museum’s own DNA sequencing laboratory — another shift in museum work
and emphasis that continues to have a major impact. (One might wonder how
John came to know Jeffreys, but at that time he attended numerous meetings
on population genetics and ecology in and around the UK, perhaps influenced
by his long and enduring association with Laurence Cook.)

John was also a great enthusiast for other kinds of data gathering and dig-
ital analysis. Following a trip to Australia, where he met CSIRO and ESRI staff,
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he ensured that the museum gained experience of GIS mapping by creating a
special unit in the Botany Department. Even before the museum had desktop
computers, John was deeply involved in some of its first attempts at specimen
databasing, arising from the initial expeditionary phase of the Royal Society’s
Aldabra initiative, as noted above.

As Stephen Blackmore recalls, upon joining the staff of the Aldabra Research
Station in 1976, he met John and was introduced to the Aldabra Data Unit,
which John oversaw (Stoddart 1979). Financed by the Natural Environment Re-
search Council, this was one of the world’s first biodiversity databases. Using
a Friden Flexowriter housed in the Mollusca Section library, records based on
material collected on the island were entered onto punched tape, which was
then fed into a minicomputer (the Flexowriter could also serve as a primitive
word processor). Although the records were never migrated from the punched
tape to a modern interface, the data continue to have a life because the original
record cards remain on Aldabra, as do a couple of complete printouts from the
database — and the Seychelles Islands Foundation is now digitising the infor-
mation (Stephen Blackmore, pers. comm., 14 December 2024).

From these examples, it is clear that while John may not have been a prolificin-
dividual scientist himself, he exerted significant influence on the scientific ques-
tions and research programmes his museum colleagues pursued - and on the
ways in which their work was carried out. Thus, even though his standing among
NHM colleagues was often contentious, and his foibles a source of friction and
frustration, John's status on the national and international stage was high.

The international dimension — John Peake’s influence

John was keen to keep up with emerging technologies and approaches, and
in the run-up to the adoption of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD) in the early 1990s (see, e.g., Glowka et al. 1994 for background), he
also sought to increase the impact of NHMUK science on biodiversity initia-
tives around the world. He appointed lan Gauld, Deputy Keeper of Entomology,
to act as an informal ‘Biodiversity Ambassador’ to strengthen relationships
with, among others, the Instituto Nacional de Biodiversidad (INBio; Figs 4, 5)
— building on earlier connections established with Dan Janzen and others in
Costa Rica. Founded in 1989, INBio rapidly became an influential organisation
that focused on the training of parataxonomists and the rapid development
of biological inventories and collections (Gamez and Gauld 1993). John also
supported the development of a tropical research station at Las Cuevas in
the Chiquibul Forest of Belize, a joint initiative between the museum and the
Government of Belize. Building on his experience with the Aldabra Data Unit,
he became an early advocate of the digitisation of biological specimens as a
way of making them accessible worldwide.

As recalled by Stephen Blackmore, who travelled with John on several oc-
casions, he was well regarded internationally by people working in this new
‘bio-political realm’, including senior managers at the Smithsonian Institution.
He had some surprising contacts beyond the museum world too, such as Nico-
lai Vorontsov, Russian minister for science under Boris Yeltsin. Some initiatives,
such as those involving visits to Venezuela and Costa Rica, were ultimately un-
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B

Figure 4. John Peake in Costa Rica, ca 1992 (courtesy of Stephen Blackmore).

successful — despite the fact that Rodrigo Gamez at INBio got on very well with
John and that he was clearly much admired in Costa Rica.

John was certainly an advocate for communication — not only between in-
dividuals, but also within and between institutions, often on an international
scale. He certainly showed leadership (although arguably sometimes in direc-
tions unsustainable for the NHMUK) and was a skilled networker. This was ev-
ident from the earliest stages of his career, as reflected by his extensive corre-
spondence with numerous colleagues (including, as already noted, Laurence
Cook and Arthur Cain). These letters range in content from discussions of pro-
found scientific issues of the day to matters of planning — and even gossip,
projects, posts, and parties. He continued his international ‘calling’ even after
his time at the NHMUK came to an end.
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Figure 5. John Peake (2™ from right) and lan Gauld (3" from right) at INBio, Costa Rica, 1992 (courtesy of Stephen Blackmore).

Retirement

Following his retirement from the Natural History Museum, John travelled ex-
tensively as a consultant, notably in connection with the Global Environment
Facility (GEF) Indonesian Biodiversity Project for the renewal of Museum Zoo-
logicum Bogoriense at Cibinong, Java. Working in collaboration with John S.
Burley (Research Director of the Southeast Asia Program at the Arnold Ar-
boretum, Harvard University), the aim was to create an international mod-
el for biodiversity conservation through technology transfer to a developing
country. This involved supporting the restoration and development of natural
history collections, establishing biodiversity databases, and training local sci-
entists in botany, zoology, information management, and resource conser-
vation (Arnold Arboretum 2023). Travelling to Indonesia several times a year
(Pam Peake 2024), John served as a Zoology Advisor for this World Bank-,
Indonesian-, and Japanese Government-funded project from 1993 until its
premature cessation, due to civil unrest, in 1998 - soon after which he retired
from this role. Despite the setback, MZB is now considered to hold the most
significant scientific collections in Southeast Asia (GBIF 2024).

At home, together with Pam, John became active in researching the local
history of North Norfolk. From 2000 onwards, he authored and co-authored
several scholarly papers on a range of subjects (Appendix Il) and became edi-
tor of The Glaven Historian, the journal of the Blakeney Area Historical Society.
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In the world of mollusc taxonomy, John is commemorated by two species
named in his honour: Juventigulella peakei (van Bruggen, 1975 - originally
described as a species of Gulella from Aldabra Atoll) and Bocourtia
peakei (Breure, 1978 - originally proposed as a species of Scutalus
(Vermiculatus) from Peru).

John Peake died peacefully at his home in Blakeney, Norfolk, on 12 Feb-
ruary 2024, aged 90 years. He was survived by Pam and their daughters,
Susan and Katherine.
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