Douglas Ralph Emlong (1942-1980)

By Cameron La Follette

Douglas Emlong was a renowned amateur fossil collector on the central Oregon Coast. “He had an
unrational [sic], uncanny feeling” for finding fossils, Clayton Ray of the Smithsonian’s National
Museum of Natural History told the Oregonian after Emlong’s death. “His success was absolutely
unprecedented.” Emlong collected fossils from about 1955 until his death in 1980, principally along
the coast in Lincoln County. He began his career in 1967 as a poorly paid, but valuable, collector for
the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History, and in time amassed the largest collection of marine
mammal fossils in the world, including new species and families previously unknown to science.

Douglas Ralph Emlong was born on April 17, 1942, in St. Joseph, Michigan. His father, Ralph
Emlong, who owned a nursery business, died before Douglas was born, and his mother, Jennie
Truax Emlong, worked at the mail-order nursery business for three years after his death. She then
moved with her son to southern California for work. In 1955, when Doug was thirteen years old,
they moved to Phoenix, Oregon, and shortly thereafter to Gleneden Beach.

Doug Emlong developed a passion for collecting fossils on Oregon's central coast beaches, Jennie
Emlong later remembered, especially during and after storms. From about 1960 to 1967, after
graduating from Taft High School (in present-day Lincoln City), he kept a store in Lincoln Beach,
where he sold coral, shells, agates, and jewelry and where he maintained a museum with the
increasingly large number of fossils he had found locally.

In November 1961, Emlong’s success at finding fossils was featured in a National Geographic
article, “Oregon’s Sidewalk on the Sea,” by Paul A. Zahl. In the same year, Emlong came to the
attention of the Museum of Natural History at the University of Oregon and its director J. Arnold
Shotwell. Emlong subsequently became an unpaid researcher for the museum. When the
Smithsonian Institution and scientists at the National Museum of Natural History learned about his
work in 1967, they offered to purchase his collection, but the University of Oregon argued that the
fossils belonged to the state because they were found on Oregon beaches. The university
requested an opinion from Oregon Attorney General Robert Thornton on the question. Thornton’s
opinion cleared Emlong’s title to the collection and, therefore, his right to sell it.

In August 1967, the Smithsonian paid over $30,000 for Emlong’s collection, about 290 specimens
that included archaic (that is, of a previous dominant evolutionary stage) cetaceans (whales),
pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, walruses), marine turtles, and several birds, including albatrosses and
boobies. The collection also included fifteen previously unknown species of extinct marine
mammals and two species of previously unknown extinct families. The eleven-ton collection was
moved to Washington, D.C., in April 1968.

Emlong began collecting for the Smithsonian, working principally under the mentorship of Clayton
Ray. He was initially paid from internal funding sources, including the Walcott Fund and the
Remington Kellogg fund. Between 1967 and 1971, he was paid for specimens and for collecting
fossils. He also collected specimens for the Smithsonian in Washington, California, and Maryland.
Between 1971 and 1977, the Smithsonian Research Foundation paid Emlong a salary and
reimbursed him for field expenses, during which period he collected 623 specimens.

While his collecting expertise remained central in his Smithsonian work, he had branched out into
the study of paleontology with a 1966 paper that appeared in the University of Oregon’s Bulletin of
the Museum of Natural History, on an archaic whale skeleton he had unearthed near the mouth of
Beaver Creek in Lincoln County. As the number of Emlong’s finds increased, Ray wrote, his
reputation grew. At the 1975 meeting of the American Institute of Biological Sciences in Corvallis,
the Society of Systematic Zoology held a symposium on advances in the understanding of marine
mammals. The discussion centered largely on Emlong'’s collection.

Fossil-collecting was clearly Emlong’s primary passion. “Building the Emlong collection can
scarcely be attributed to favorable conditions or good luck,” Ray wrote in Systematic Zoology in
1977, “rather to twenty years of singleminded commitment with an instinct for and zealousness for
collecting seldom approached in the history of vertebrate paleontology.” But Emlong was also



interested in music and painting. He wrote a manuscript on the “Advent of Immortality,” an amalgam
of spiritual exploration, musings on futuristic technology, and the relationship of unidentified flying
objects and psychic abilities to advance science, human capacities, and philosophies.

Despite his successes, Emlong led an uneasy life. He struggled with depression, various physical
ailments, and, according to Ray, “personal torment.” He died on June 8, 1980, from a fall off a cliff
near Otter Crest.

At least two species of ancient marine mammal were named for Emlong: the Behemotops emlongi,
or desmotylian, an extinct herbivorous marine mammal of the Oligocene and the Enaliarctos
emlongi, an archaic marine mammal that lived in the late Oligocene to the early Miocene. His
collection at the Smithsonian remains understudied because of its size and the difficulty of
preparing the specimens, many of which are embedded in the thick sandstone matrix in which they
were found.
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