A RIPPING YARN FOR THE SILLY SEASON

Peter B. Paisley

Sydney, Australia

Some time ago, a few slides came up for sale on the internet: interesting in themselves, their provenance – both real and imagined - led to some moderately weird coincidences, events and findings.  The slides arrived on the day my wife and I were about to visit Braidwood, a heritage classified town in New South Wales: I had not yet examined all the slides, but became highly excited by the one shown below.
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Reminiscent of Alfred McCoy’s mounting style, and with not entirely dissimilar handwriting, this cardboard slide made me wonder if McCoy spent time in Braidwood during his long incumbency of a chair at Melbourne University.  Another slide enhanced my excitement, as shown below: again it was on cardboard, and the central cut-out chamber was closely like those made by McCoy, in both shape and size.
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Having briefly glanced at these, and with no time left at that point, I set out for Braidwood.  It is a small town, full of “tree change” refugees from Sydney, Melbourne and Canberra, with a few antique shops.  Australia, like Ireland, is well nigh devoid of antique slide collectors: hence much gets thrown out, ignored by dealers lacking local markets.  But had I struck oil at last?  Places named on the slides were consistent with McCoy’s work, since he mounted Scottish geological material during his time at Dublin and Belfast.

Events at Braidwood

Word spreads fast in a small town.  When I reached the fourth – and last – antique shop, the owner had heard of my interest.  No-one had any old slides, nor had anyone heard of anyone deranged enough to collect them.  This shop however had a large specialist section of old cabin trunks, which attracted me.  I stood one on its end, pondering its potential.  This greatly stimulated the shop owner (there was no-one else there): he waxed eloquent about the trunk’s qualities.  I told him there was a problem, but one easily overcome – I wanted to remove the leather handles from both ends.  Shocked, the dealer assured me this would ruin the item as an intact antiquarian object.  I assured him the modified trunk, deployed upright, might make a fine musical instrument.  There was an interval of silence.  I was about to direct him to internet videos of Joe Billing playing suitcase with Red McKenzie’s Mound City Blue Blowers.  Before I could explain further, however, the dealer vanished into a back room: I could hear him operating his phone.

Fearing the arrival of burly men in blue uniforms and white coats, I left the shop, and Braidwood, minus trunk and sans slides.

Back to Sydney and down to earth

On returning from Braidwood, I unwrapped the remaining slides.  I soon saw that the handwriting on the slides (there were three others in the consignment) was not that of McCoy.  Furthermore the name “J. Young” appeared, as on the slide shown below.
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Front and (below) rear of a slide by J. Young

Some slides were not in their original condition.  Someone – I assume Young – went to much trouble to remove the original cover slips (traces of black surrounding sealant remain, as can be seen above) and reinforce three mounts by substituting a complete glass slide for the original cover slip.  That kind of treatment suggests pains were being taken to ensure the mounts survived, and may have been intended to enter a museum exhibit.

The slides came from a Glasgow dealer, arriving with me via ebay.   I contacted the dealer, who turned out to be wholly engaged in the second hand book trade: the slides were discovered at the bottom of a large box of books sold at auction.  There was no explanation of how they got there, nor of any provenance, either from the dealer or the auctioneer.  Another slide confirmed Young as the slides’ maker, not merely their owner.
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Another Young slide.  Unlike those already illustrated, it was not reinforced with added glass, and the date has been lost through damage.

“Cockie” Young

I think the maker of the slides was Professor John Young, commonly known as “cockie”.  He held chairs at Glasgow University in zoology and geology, and contributed voluminously to Scottish geology and palaeontology.  He also had a long career with the Hunterian Museum (Glasgow), which reinforces my suspicion that some of the slides shown here were intended for display, either there or at one of the many relevant societies in Glasgow.  Subject matter on the three (non-Braidwood) slides certainly accords with published material from Young, in a variety of journals and books.  Young took leading roles in many of Glasgow’s geological and microscopical societies: apparently however he was adjudged a poor teacher by his students.
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Another old Young slide

And what of Braidwood?

The Braidwood on the slide shown earlier is indeed a place, but in Scotland, not New South Wales.  The Collection referred to on the Young slide was made by J.R.S. Hunter, who married into the Selkirk family, and formally changed his name in 1894.  Why he did so is not clear to me: was there a prized historical connection to Robinson Crusoe? I have no answer to that – one should only go so far in collateral effort, and the weather here is now too hot and humid for mental over-exertion.  The Selkirks’ major business centred on mining ventures in Braidwood, hence the collection’s name. Hunter, already an entrepreneur in the coal business, merged his interests with the Selkirks, and the resultant wealth gave him plenty of scope to indulge his interests in palaeontology.  His partner and future in-law Selkirk shared his interest, and joined in collecting specimens.
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From the Edinburgh Gazette, November 2 1894.

Hunter/Hunter-Selkirk gathered much fossil material from coal measures.  Expanding his range, he amassed a big collection from various Scottish locations, mostly in Lanarkshire: his work for a time was impeded by a rival fossil hunter, a Mr. Richmond, who kept thwarting him in specimen collection.  Richmond soon ceased meddling – not surprising, given what I tell presently of Hunter-Selkirk.  The latter however had not been above pinching others’ material himself: another fossil collector, James Fallow (who ended up in New Zealand), complained that Hunter-Selkirk “herried my nest” in studies of material from Logan Water.

By the time Hunter-Selkirk finished, he had amassed the most important body of Scottish fossil evidence created by an individual.  He is known to have made sections and mounts, and communicated many of his findings to a variety of natural history and geological societies.  The Braidwood-labelled slide I have shown afforded me double pleasure, having been adapted by Young from an original mount by Hunter-Selkirk.  The same is probably true of the pearl oyster slide: while it is not specified as Braidwood Collection material, it bears all the same conversion hallmarks.

Delving deeper into Hunter-Selkirk’s history yielded an account of the most bizarre connection to slide mounting I have seen.  In 1868, he went to receive honorary degrees at Philadelphia.  While travelling, he was armed.  In 1867, travelling and staying at a Kansas hotel, he fell into an argument with General John Hunt Morgan, an irascible crack weapons expert and (Confederate) war hero.  Seemingly Hunter (as he then was) must have beaten Morgan to the draw, forcing him to back down.  Morgan thought his opponent was English, but on learning Hunter was Scottish, the two became friends.  As the story goes (I leave a link below in my sources),



It is to be hoped that the Westerner was afterwards more careful not to insult a man until certain he was not a Scotsman.
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Nearly a shoot-out in a Kansas bar room: the antagonists Hunter-Selkirk and Morgan.

I doubt if any other British (North or otherwise) slide mounter got the better of a Confederate general.  One minor problem arises with this story, as told by Carluke historians.  I am reliably informed by a colleague (who lives not far from the famed Creation Museum) that Morgan’s statue in Lexington, and other evidence, indicates that Morgan died in 1864, three years before the alleged encounter with Hunter occurred.  The Scots of course are famed for their religious fervour, so it may be that a resurrection was arranged to add lustre to Hunter’s reputation.  Rumours that Hunter-Selkirk’s ghost, to this day, barracks at Rangers/Celtic soccer matches cannot yet be substantiated.

The Braidwood Collection became split, at first in two: doubtless much of it was then gradually dispersed, round various museums, learned bodies and the like.  For any original mount from it to end up in Australia seems remarkable, but we slide collectors often have strange experiences.  The New South Wales Braidwood, and McCoy, were red herrings: they may yet yield something, though.  Who knows?  Braidwood, one of many Australian gold rush towns, may not have been visited by Ned Kelly, but McCoy was in Australia for a long time, and he certainly purloined plenty from the museum in Melbourne.  

Concluding remarks

Sir Peter Medawar once observed that scientific papers are models of studied hypocrisy, disguising events and thoughts as they really occur, either in time sequence, logical inclusion, or just about anything else.  “Scientific” papers, far from reflecting the “real” world – as is so frequently claimed – are about as far removed from that real world as possible, in terms of common human experience.  No trace of humour, no hint of aesthetics, no honesty in describing how conclusions emerged, is permitted.  I have written this article with an alternative approach, as a summary of thoughts and findings as they actually occurred.

If Micscape readers know any more tangled tale of slide collecting than this one, I’d be eager to hear it. Historiography, with due regard for evidence, is not to be treated flippantly.  But it should also be fun: and this is, after all, the silly season.

Postmodernist acknowledgements, translated from original postmodernist gibberish

We antipodeans are fragile and untrustworthy, excluded by Google Books from handling dangerous information (such as that contained in Scottish medical literature) in more than “snippet” amounts.  Professor John Young turned out to be an unusually sensitive international security risk in this regard, but with help I managed to find a partial way round. 
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