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OTOLITHS - AND MY FATHER (Allan Frost)

It must be seventy-nine years ago that, after a bathe

off Charmouth Beach, in Dorset, my father and I went along the

coast towards Lyme Regis to what is known locally as the Landslide.

It had other names, such as Black Ven and was even then semi-
active.

The Lias ~ the lowest series of rocks of the Jurassic
system - covered the beach towards the sea in the form of Tight
grey nodules. Further back, towards the cliff, which in earlier
years had erupted and slid into the sea, it was black and semi-
liquid, being volcanic.

It was in this area that my father was deeply interested.
He was a geologist, a Fellow of the Geological Society and an
F.L.S. - and I, a boy of tef.

At his suggestion I tapped many of the Tight grey nodules
on the beach and, to my delight, many of them split beautifully,
revealing near-perfect Ammonites. Thefe were. too, many Belemites
scattered on the shore. My father later called my attention
to a large rock which, on being rolled over, showed a bone-Tike
protrusion. Working on this with a cold chisel, a tooth with
a piece of bone began to appear. After further work during the
following days, the jaw bone and some teeth of an Ichthyosaurus
became excitingly clear.

While I was absorbed in this, my father was quietly
making a discovery which was to bring a unique advance, not only
in knowledge of the world's fishes but one which was to prove
of deep interest to doctors and surgeons engaged in the study

of the human ear.
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In that soft Lias, while I was chopping out the teeth
of the Ichthyosaurus, he came across a fossil fish's head and
his sfudy of Otoliths was to absorb his interest for yeérs to
come and make his name, not only in Harley Street but in the
British Museum.

It is only in recent years that I have come to realise
what a remarkable man my father was. His book 'Otoliths' was
published in 1934 and his unique collection, taken from all
corners of the globe and from innumerable species of fish, all
classified, was a most absorbing task for any one man to undertake.

I did not realise it then, but now that I have Timitless

time, the whole setting has been brought vividly alive to me

- again.

While he must have been totally engrossed in this sfudy,
he was suddenly called to sit daily by my bed in No. 8 General

Hospital, Rouen, climbing in the most atrocious weather up the

hill to the monastery, which must have been taxing enough, wi thout

having to watch me fighting for my life after multiple wounds
on the Somme on the 4th March 1917.
Thereafter I made a 1ife for myself until the burden
of the many wounds breaking down has made it imperative that
I reside in a Home. I have a room to myself and seem alone for
endless hours. A month or two ago, I must have been half awake,
lying in my bed and still on my back on account of both ankles
being extremely painful, when I imagined that my father was actually

sitting by my bed in the éame position that he occupied in Rouen.



It may have been momentary, but it brought home to me how costly
that time must haVe been to him and really why I feel even now,
that I ét last appreciate his generosity with that time, which
appeared to me to be given without thought of his great work
left temporarily incomplete.

I must now explain that the fossil fish he found led
to his study of Otoliths, which are floating bones at the back
of a fish's skull - and indeed in the inner ear of all vertebrates.
They are different in shape and fluting in all species of fish
and my father discovered thfough all the many classifications,
that they have not altered in many thousands of years.

I have had a couple of pages of the author's copy photographed,
" together with some relevant letters that he had left in the book,
which illustrate adequately what a task he undertook. I also

append a photograph of him, taken before he became old.

Gerald Frost

©

November 1985

Aprox. 720 words

St. Mary's Home
New Buckenham
Norfolk.
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The nineth of June., 1938.
’ 130, HARLEY STREET

4 w.i.
Dear Mr.Allan ¥rost,

I was delighted to see 1in the Times
that the Natural History Museunm h;é secured your
fine collection for this country. It would have
been areadful to contemplate thelr loss,

I wonder 1f you would orter your Retzlns
books to the Librarian at St.Bartnolomew's, and

mwention my name.

Also toethe Director oi Ferens Institute,
Middlesex Hospitval.

With kKind regaxrdas,

Yours sincerely,

T
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