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EDITORIAL

Several pages of this issue (pp.331-334) report GCG’s
latest initiative to encourage the improvement of
collection care - the A.G. Brighton Medal. The need
for a prestigious award that recognises real curatorial
achievement over a long period was first argued for in
1989 by the late David Price. GCG Committee re-
quired little convincing of the merits of David’s idea
or his association of A.G. ‘Bertie’ Brighton’s name
with the award. Following David’s tragic suicide in
November 1991, it was clearly appropriate to present
a posthumous Founder’s Medal to his widow Valerie
(see p.333), ensuring that David’s name too remains
forever linked with the establishment of what GCG
hopes will become an important triennial award.

As Assistant Curator and then a Curator of the
Sedgwick Museum (Dept. of Earth Sciences, Cam-
bridge University) from 1972, David Price made
many contributions to the work of GCG, particularly
during his years on Committee (1985-1988). Mem-
bers will be most familiar with the interest he took in
computerised documentation and the history of the
Sedgwick Museum collections (e.g. ‘The computer-
ised Sedgwick Museum’, Geol.Curator 4, 45-56;
‘Mary Anning specimens in the Sedgwick Museum’,
Geol.Curator 4, 319-324). David was conscious of a
general lack of appreciation of curatorship within the
scientific community, and he fought to promote our
cause. His inspiring biography of A.G. Brighton (‘A
life of dedication: A.G. Brighton and the Sedgwick
Museum, Cambridge’, Geol.Curator 5, 95-99), the
Brighton Medal initiative, and his active involvement
with the UGC/UFC Review of Earth Science Depart-
ments, were all facets of this determination to see the
work of curators and the importance of collections
receive better recognition.

An extract from David’s biography of Brighton was
quoted by Ian Rolfe in a tribute he gave at David’s
funeral. Referring to Brighton’s total commitment to
curating, David had said:

“To him this work was clearly necessary, urgent, and
self-evidently worthwhile. He looked for no further
reward. Indeed he felt that among his academic
colleagues his efforts were little appreciated. He felt
that they regarded curating as an unimportant, periph-
eral sort of activity which practically anyone could do.
This saddened him but did not affect his conviction
that the work was of basic importance or his relentless
determination to pursue it. In the face of such lack of
sympathy his life’s work becomes even more remark-
able. It remains as an inspiration for all who continue

23 April 1994

the still often thankless struggle to bring order to our
neglected geological heritage and thereby open the
doors to new geological research.’

Such words stand as a memorial as much to David
himself as to the man he so much admired.

To my mind David’s personal tragedy was an extreme
example of the gulf that can develop between the
curatorial bedrock of good professional practice and
the shifting and sometimes conflicting priorities of a
museum’s operational policy. Such conflicts are by no
means restricted to (or even typical of) universities.
But they are an inevitable product of the highly
fragmented and disorganised nature of the UK muse-
ums sector. The curatorial ‘good practice’ codified by
the MGC (Registration, Standards), specialist groups
like GCG (the Guidelines), the MTI (?) and the
Museums Association (??), typify a paradigm which
curators take for granted. But we forget at our peril
that such a mind-set is not always shared (or even
understood) by museum policy-makers. Which of us,
for instance, either works for or knows of: weak,
disinterested local councillors who succumb to a
hidden agenda of senior officers; senior university
academics who see curators as so much research/
teaching fodder and collections as little more than a
waste of expensive space; or so-called ‘independent’
boards of trustees stacked with political appointees to
stifle debate and bleat the market forces mantra when
kicked into action? Extreme descriptions? Yes, of
course, but a wry smile of recognition probably
crossed many members’s faces.... We know that the
attitudes of such governing bodies can dictate the
policies which rule our professional lives. In the light
of such uncertainties, that curators, conservators,
educators, designers, etc. manage to provide the
quality of service they do is a continual source of
amazement and encouragement to me.

David assumed that certain principles which curators
know underpin our profession were universally ac-
cepted. That he was wrong seems to have triggered the
complex line of events which culminated in his death.
In addition to the indelible mark which he left on the
Sedgwick Museum, perhaps his memory should re-
mind us that the battle for recognition will never be
won while the UK museums sector remains so frag-
mented, when the curatorial imperative will always be
vulnerable to vested interests. Occasionally the per-
sonal stresses that result become too great. David
Price’s death may well have been a tragedy which
spotlights the shortcomings of an entire system.

Peter R. Crowther
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JOHN WATSON AND THE CAMBRIDGE BUILDING STONE
COLLECTION

by Katherine J. Andrew

Introduction

The John Watson Building Stone Collection occupies
what was originally the Museum of Economic Geol-
ogy on the ground floor of the Sedgwick Museum
building and is now the common room of the Depart-
ment of Earth Sciences, University of Cambridge.
Watson published a series of three catalogues for the
collection (Watson 1911, 1916, 1922) but very little
additional information was known about the collection
or how the collection came to be formed.

John Watson the man
Family details

John Watson was born in 1842 in the north of England
(Marr 1918). He was married and had at least one son,
Hugh, and a daughter, Kate Burnup (Anon. 1918a).

Hugh Watson was born on 1 June 1885 in Newcastle-
upon-Tyne; he went up to Trinity College Cambridge
and matriculated in 1907, giving his address in the
admissions book as Bracondale, The Avenue, Cam-
bridge. Hugh graduated in the Natural Science
Tripos, Part I, in 1910 with a first class degree and
became MA in 1914 (pers. comm. Archivist, Trinity
College). He continued to live at Bracondale with his
mother until after her death in 1926, but the house was
listed as empty in the Cambridge Directory of 1928.
Hugh died on 21 January 1959 (Archives, Cambridge
University Library).

Career

Watson worked in the cement manufacturing industry.
He was employed at the Gateshead Portland Cement
Works of Isaac C. Johnson where he reached the
position of Managing Director. These works had
originally belonged to Joseph Aspdin, who patented
the first recipe for Portland Cement. Prior to taking
over the works in 1890, Johnson had been Manager of
White’s Cement Works where he had been charged
with discovering the recipe for Portland Cement. The
recipe patented by Aspdin in 1842 is very vague and
the temperature required for calcining the mixture is
not specified. The cement produced by Aspdin was of
variable quality: one terrace of houses with artificial
stone comices and chimney stacks made of his Port-

land Cement collapsed (Watson 1922). This naturally
led to a loss of confidence in the new cement by
architects. After numerous analyses and unsuccessful
attempts at manufacture, Johnson eventually discov-
ered the correct constituents and temperature of calci-
nation to produce a reliable hydraulic cement that
became the colour of Portland Stone on drying (i.e.
Portland Cement).

When Johnson severed his connections with White’s
and took over the Gateshead works in 1890, he also
estabished a cement works on the banks of the Thames.

Clearly Watson worked in the industry during the
period when Portland Cement gradually became the

Fig.1. This photograph of John Watson, with his signature,
hangs at the foot of the stairs leading out of the ground floor
Museum of Economic Geology, Department of Earth
Sciences, University of Cambridge.
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dominant cement used by the construction industry for
everything from mortar to reinforced concrete, paving
stones, fence posts and asbestos tiles. Isaac Johnson
died in 1911, aged one hundred (pers. comm. Mr K.
Court).

Cambridge and retirement

John Watson is first mentioned as a benefactor to the
Sedgwick Museum in the Woodwardian Professor’s
Annual Report for 1905-1906, and again in 1906-
1907. From the 1907-1908 Report onwards he is
credited not only with donating specimens to the
Museum but also for arranging and cataloguing them.
Watson worked at a desk in the Museum of Economic
Geology (pers. comm. Dr C. L. Forbes). He must
therefore have visited the Museum regularly for at
least three years before finally moving to Cambridge
in 1909 (Cambridge Directory 1909). These dates
would fit in with his pattern of donations to the
museum and finally to his becoming what would now
be called a museum volunteer. He appears to have
planned to retire to Cambridge, but for some reason
his wife moved into their house two years ahead of him
in 1907, this may have been linked to Hugh’s matricu-
lation to Cambridge University that year.

The Watsons’ move to Cambridge might have been
influenced by one other factor. In 1902, the Saxon
Cement Works was established at Barrington, near
Cambridge, followed in 1904 by the Norman Cement
Works at Cherry Hinton, Cambridge (both by A. C.
Davis who later became Lord Mayor of London). In
1911, both works joined the British Portland Cement
Manufacturers’ Association (pers.comm. MrK. Court)
and Watson may have been involved in consultancy
work for these new plants.

John Watson was awarded an honorary MA in 1912
for his work in economic geology. He was elected a
Fellow of the Geological Society on 24 January 1917;
his proposers included the past and present
Woodwardian Professors, Thomas McKenny Hughes
and John E. Marr.

John Watson died on 3 July 1918 after falling from a
low ladder whilst trimming a fig tree in his garden.
The Cambridge University Reporter and University
Journal of 10 July 1918 carried a report of the inquest
into his death which attributed the cause of death to
shock and haemorrhage. He was seventy-five years
old, in generally good health (Anon. 1918b) and had
obviously planned further expansion of the collection
at the time of his death. No correspondence and only
one manuscript (additions and corrections for a second
edition of Watson 1911) survived him.

Growth of the collection

The Annual Reports of the Woodwardian Professor
mention John Watson and his work on building stones
every year from 1905-1906 until 1918-1919, with the
exception of 1915-1916 (Cambridge University Re-
porter 1906-1919). The final Report records his death
and notes that ‘Mr Watson’s devoted services resulted
in the collection of a unique series of building mate-
rials.’

The 1905-1906 Report records the gift by Watson of
a collection of more than 300 British and foreign
building stones, and a series of specimens illustrating
the manufacture of cements and plasters from their
raw materials. This material must have been collected
by Watson before he retired from the cement manufac-
turing industry; the Portland Cement samples were
later listed in his catalogue as being given by his ex-
employer, I. C. Johnson & Co. Ltd of London and
Gateshead (Watson 1922). Watson continued to give
specimens of building stones to the Sedgwick Museum
‘bought or obtained by him from every continent’ and
Professor McKenny Hughes regarded the collection as
one of the ‘best and most practically useful in the
world’ (Annual Report 1906-1907).

By 1907-1908, Watson had tumned his attention to
slates and marbles, adding other examples of decora-
tive stones in 1908-1909. The first mention of a
catalogue in preparation also appears in the 1908-1909
Annual Report. In 1911, his building stone collection
was officially given to the Sedgwick Museum and the
first of Watson’s catalogues, British and foreign
building stones: a descriptive catalogue of the speci-
mens in the Sedgwick Museum, Cambridge was pub-
lished (Watson 1911). The catalogue lists 1,126
specimens and demonstrates that between 1905-1906
and 1911 Watson amassed more than 800 additional
building stone specimens and many slates, marbles
and ormmamental stones; he also compiled the cata-
logue, carried out the necessary research for the text,
labelled the specimens, and arranged them in the
Museum of Economic Geology, displacing much of
the existing collection to storage. As the collection
became more widely known, it was made use of
increasingly by builders and architects (Annual Re-
port 1910-1911).

By 1912 nearly 300 marbles and decorative stones had
been added, together with a further 55 building stones
(including a complete set from the Philippine Islands).
The 1911-1912 Annual Report also mentioned that a
catalogue of marbles and ormamental stones was in
preparation, that oak wall cases had been specially
designed to accommodate the marble collection, and
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