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Student* at work in M« new Fort Johmon Morint 0/o/ogy

The Study of the Sea
Historic spot now site of special laboratory 

where students cope with marine biology
By Elite Pinckuey

PTUDENTS of the College of 
O Charleston this year are giv 
en an opportunity 10 do more 
than wonder with a vague cu 
riosity about the living plants
 nd animali in the sea.

The new Fort Johnson Marine 
Biology Laboratory which the 
college operates has several stu 
dents taking an introductory 
course in marine biology in an 
atmosphere where advanced re-
 earch on microbiology is also 
being done.

Well-known to South Carolin- 
lans as the spot from which the 
famous first shot in the Confed 
erate War was fired onto fort 
Sumtcr, the Fort Johnson prop 
erty is located on a spit of land 
jutting along the southern bor 
der of the harbor.

The area recently served for 
(he Quarantine Station, and it 
was acquired hy the College of 
Charleston, July 4, 1954, from the 
Department of Public Welfare. 
The half of the old Quarantine 
Station property which the col 
lege now owns has been apprais-
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ed at $70,000. The other half of 
th« area is owned by the Medi 
cal College of South Carolina 
and Is operated as an animal 
colony.

Dr. Joseph R Merkel, marine 
biologist for the College of Char 
leston, has been responsible for 
the development of the college 
course and (or the transformation 
of the former hospital building ol 
the Quarantine Station Into an 
office and laboratory building.

The creation of a course of 
study of marine life has been 
an aim of Dr. George D. Gnce. 
president of the college, for 
many years. He thinks it only 
fitting that in a city which has 
looked to the sea for so much 
of Its livelihood there should be 
facilities for studying it.

According to Doctor Merkel, 
the Fort Johnson property is "es 
pecially suited" for the marine 
laboratory which has developed 
there. For one thing it is easily 
accessible jusi more than ten 
miles of paved road from the 
city a- particularly ideal loca 
tion for a marine laboratory. 
Another factor in Us favor is 
its proximity to both the open 
ocean and the harbor, which is 
scientifically referred to as an 
"estuary area " Also, (he proper 
ty already has on it buildings 
suitable foi the present work and 
for future expansion.

Every et/ort is being made to 
maintain a workmanlike atmos 
phere in spite of the "vacation 
paradise" location of the labora 
tory.

The program which thr college 
has planned will provide a ma 
rine biology laboratory compara 
ble to the ones operated by Duke 
and the University of Miami. It 
will be in contrast to the marine 
labs sponsored by the govern 
ment such as the one at Bears 
Bluff which concerns itself with 
fisheries problems.

IN ADDITION to th« Introduc 
tory course in marine biology 

which is given this year for the 
second time, the College o( Char- 

ion is planiii!:^ a summer ses-

| slon at the laboratory. This pro- 
li gram will be designed to attract 
: students and graduate students 
J who wish to specialize in marine 
lj biology.
y "Evc/i for a start, we have 
9 facilities for marine microbiology 

that are unique," explained Doc 
tor Merkel.

The laboratory building, care 
fully transformed from the Quar 
antine Station hospital, has been 
prepared for elementary and ad 
vanced research with thousands 
of dollars worth of equipment.

At one end of the building is 
Doctor Merkel's office and his 
private laboratory. This is equip 
ped for both chemical and bio 
logical research and has a chem 
ical hood providing for exhaust 
of fumes. There is another re 
search laboratory designed for 
use by visiting scientists.

The students laboratory can ac 
commodate 15, with three feet 
of benrh space provided for each 
student.

The small library has a grow 
ing collertion of scientific periodi 
cals. And the kitchen includes an 
incubator, drying oven and steril 
ization equipment.

There is also a sterile room. 
Instrument room, flammable 
chemicals room, and storage and 
maintenance rooms. Space has

been planned lor a microbiology 
room with running sea water, 
and for a dark room.

Plans are also completed for 
the former barracks building to 
be used as a dormitory lor the 
researchers in tho summer pro 
grams and their families.

And the picturesque old pow 
der magazine may some day 
he used for the storage ol flam 
mable chemicals.

"I practically went into the 
c-onstruclion business for a year," 
said Doctor Merkel.

Material and furniture in some 
cases were acquired from the 
college and from government 
surpluses. Three pre-fahrirated 
houses were moved onto the 
premises. Two were set up to- 
cethcr as the house for Doctor 
Mrrkel. h»s wile and six-year- 
old son. There are two small 

overlooking the harbor

which have been taken over by 
college faculty members. And 
the third pre-fabricated house 
is occupied by the property sup 
erintendent.

The college owns a small boat. 
"The Dirty Shame," which can } 
bo used for gathering speci 
mens, but so far a sufficient 
number of samples are avail 
able from the dock.

WITH DEGREES from Mora 
vian College, Purdue Uni 

versity and the University of 
Maryland, Doctor Merkel was a 
research associate at Rutgers be 
fore coming here. His own spe 
cial research, which is support 
ed in part by a grant, is concern 
ed particularly with marine bac 
teria.

"I know of no other lab which 
has marine microbiology as its 
major interest," explained Doc 
tor Mcrkel. "In other places It 
is only a department of a larger 
lab such as the famous ones in 
Massachusetts and on the West 
Coast. We hope to afford people 
an opportunity to get to the, ocean

nne microbiology could he put 
lo work in carrying out conver 
sions and transformations of 
readily available materials. The 
amount of bacteria produced in 
the ocean in one year has been 
estimated to be at least 12 tril 
lion tons. The marine bacterio 
logist is gradually widening the 
uses although, it is easy to roa- 
lixe, as Doctor Mcrkel said, that 
the resources of this field are 
only beginning to be tapped. 

The original research problem

to which he applies hansclf has 
to do with the effect of corote- 
noids (the color pigments in ma 
rine plants! and the synthesis 
of petroleum.

"Research play* an important 
part in teaching," said Doctor
Mcrkel.

With the natural resources, the 
equipment and the staff whirh 
make up the Knrt Johnson Ma 
rine Biolotcy laboratory, stu 
dents thpre are given every 
chance to progress in this field.

her* to do work with marfn* 
biology."

A scientist dedicated to his 
subject, Doctor Merkel said that 
there is a lack of study and writ 
ten material on marine micro 
biology. "By neglecting this we 
omit an immense amount ol ma 
terial fundamental and applied. 
We haven't even begun to tap 
the potentials that Iie in the 
ocean to put the potential of 
marine bacteria to work."

Both soil bacteria and patho 
logical bacteria have received 
much Tnore intensive scientific 
study than marine bacteria. Ma-


