American Mineralogist, Volume 79, pages 579-580, 1994

Memorial of Edward P. Henderson
1898-1992

BriAN MasoN, Roy S. CLARKE, JR.
National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC 20560, U.S.A.

Edward Porter Henderson, a long-time fellow of this
society, died in Washington, DC on September 12, 1992,
at the age of 93.

He was born on December 31, 1898, in Columbus,
Ohio. He served in the U.S. Marine Corps during World
War I, and after his discharge in 1919 he joined the U.S.
Geological Survey as a junior chemist. While working at
the U.S.G.S., he completed his B.A. and M. A. degrees at
George Washington University.

During his years at the U.S. Geological Survey he col-
laborated with several distinguished mineralogists: with
Frank L. Hess on U and V minerals from the Colorado
Plateau; with Waldemar T. Schaller on the mineralogy of
the K-bearing deposits of New Mexico; and with Clar-
ence S. Ross on several investigations. In 1929, when a
vacancy for a chemist in the Geology Department of the
U.S. National Museum (now the National Museum of
Natural History) was announced, he applied and was ap-
pointed. At the time of the appointment he was traveling
in southern Africa after attending the International Geo-
logical Congress in Pretoria. He began working at the
museum in November, 1929, an association that lasted
some sixty years.

George P. Merrill, head curator of the Geology Depart-
ment, whose special interest was meteorites, died in Au-
gust 1929, and Ed (as he was always known to colleagues
and friends) inherited the curation of the meteorite collec-
tion. At that time it comprised 840 specimens; when Ed
retired in December 1965 it had grown to 2500 specimens.

To expand the Smithsonian collection, he began con-
tacting owners of meteorites to see if he could obtain
materials from them. Many of his deals were completed
by telephone or correspondence, but often he had to take
an airplane or a train to go to some remote spot where a
meteorite had fallen to negotiate with the owners. Some-
times it took days of haggling.

In the 1930s the nation’s leading private meteorite col-
lector was Stuart H. Perry (1874-1957), a Michigan
newspaper publisher and a vice president of the Asso-
ciated Press. Through his resources and his newspaper
connections he was usually the first to learn of a new fall
or discovery, and he would arrange to acquire the mate-
rial. Ed developed a mutually beneficial relationship with
Perry, whereby a major part of every meteorite Perry
acquired came to the museum. They jointly studied
many iron meteorites and were coauthors of several
publications.

Ed enjoyed travel, and his field work took him to Eu-
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rope, Africa, the Soviet Union, the Philippines, and Aus-
tralia. One trip he did not plan came in 1947, when he
received a cablegram from General Douglas MacArthur
asking him to come to Japan to sort and appraise a vast
cache of gemstones recovered in Tokyo by the U.S. Army.
At the outset of the war the Japanese government had
asked its citizens to turn in their gems and jewelry as a
contribution to the war effort. Many of the gems were
stored during the war in buildings that were burned in
the Allied air attacks. Recovered from the ashes, the gems
were brought to the vaults of the Bank of Japan, where
Ed and W. F. Foshag, another Smithsonian mineralogist,
spent six months surrounded by guards appraising the
collections. Ed estimated later that what they had han-
dled added up to “about fifty million dollars worth—the
biggest diamond job ever done.”

In 1962 Ed and one of us (B.M.) were at a meeting in
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Tempe, Arizona. Over an evening libation we discussed
the greatly increased demand for meteorite material for
research, a result of the rapidly developing space pro-
gram —researchers had suddenly realized that the only
tangible material from outer space resided in museum
collections. We were concerned that the demand was out-
stripping the acquisition of new meteorites. So we brain-
stormed as to where we should go to collect meteorites,
decided it should be a continental land surface with a
desert climate, and made Australia our first choice. (We
never considered Antarctica, which since 1969 has proved
to be a veritable treasure chest for meteorites.) The Na-
tional Geographic Society generously provided us with a
Land Rover, camping equipment, and some field money.
During the Australian winters of 1963, 1964, 1965, and
1967 we spent 335 days in the field (sleeping most nights
under the stars), traveled almost 40000 miles, and ac-
quired an extensive collection of meteorites and tektites.
We were a very compatible team, and the experience gave
Brian a tremendous respect for Ed’s sterling qualities.

Ed retired at the end of 1967 but continued working
at the museum as an honorary research associate until
1988. From 1969 to 1975 he was a coinvestigator of
the lunar samples returned by the Apollo missions. In
the first sample we received, he extracted a small me-
tallic spherule (4 mm) whose cratered surface mimicked
the Moon itself. Appropriately titled the Mini-Moon, it
was the cover photograph of the first published account
of the Apollo 11 collection (Science, v. 167, no. 3918,
January 30, 1970).

Ed was an astute investor and kept a close watch on
the stock market. He applied his expertise in this field to
the great benefit of our Society, as chairman of the Fi-
nancial Advisory Committee from 1953 to 1973, during
which time the value of the Endowment Fund increased
from $79,160 to $259,013.

He married Rebecca Rogers, a District of Columbia
schoolteacher, in 1941. They had no children. Before his
marriage Ed lived on a boat in the harbor, but Rebecca
persuaded him to come ashore, and they lived for most
of their 48 years together in a house on 16th Street NW,
where they entertained many scientific visitors to the area.
In 1974 they established the Edward P. and Rebecca Rog-
ers Henderson Meteorite Fund, the first endowment spe-
cifically designated for the support of meteorite collection
and research in the Smithsonian Institution.

For his distinguished contributions to meteorite re-
search, Ed was awarded an honorary doctorate by the
University of Bern, Switzerland, in 1962, and in 1970 he
received the J. Lawrence Smith Medal of the National
Academy of Sciences.
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