
Voyages of Discovery 

The world as it was l<nown in 1532, 
attributed to Hans Holbein, only ten years 
after Magellan's circumnavigation. From 
the Shearman Collections in the Seaver 

Center for Western History Research 

\ T ALMOST NEVER FAILS—use the phrase 
"Voyages of Discovery," and the picture that 

i comes to mind is one of three-masted schoo­
ners, Victorian-era expeditions, harsh field condi­
tions, daring captains, and hardy naturalists slaving 
over handwritten, leather-bound journals. We think 
of Joseph Banks with Captain James Cook aboard 
the Endeavour, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark 
traveling up the Missouri River in a keelboat, Aime 
Bonpland and Alexander von Humboldt on the 
Pizarro. And, of course, the five-year voyage of 
Charles Darwin and Captain Robert Fitzroy on the 
H.M.S. Beagle is never far from the top of the list. 
What marvels they found, what bizarre forms of life 
they collected, what awesome regions of the globe 
they visited. 

The problem is that all such voyages are thought 
of in the past tense. True, there was a "golden age" 
of classical natural history expeditions. But have these 
voyages of discovery ended? Have most of the world s 
species been discovered, described, named? Hardly. 

In fact, the more we learn about the natural world 
around us, the more apparent is our lack of 
knowledge, and knowledge is needed more to­
day than at any time. We are facing rates of ex­
tinction and habitat loss on a scale that was not 
dreamed of in the past. 

But what can we fmd today to equal the ex­
citement generated in those heady days of the 
Victorian era? I contend that we are living now 
in an age of discovery that is as exciting as any 
time in our past, full of the weird, the wonder­
ful, and the unexpected, and that the curatorial 
staff at the Natural History Museum is very much 
involved in this adventure. 

Recent and Current Voyages 
of Discovery 
Today our equipment has changed dramatically, 
but our goals have not. We still strive to reach 
remote areas, document the fauna and flora of 
unique regions, and discover and describe spe-

T E R R A V O L . 3 8 N O . 4 O C T O B E R / N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R 2 0 0 1 


