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Abstract

The purpose of this thesis is threefold: first, to follow the early history of Alaska from 

the point of view of the Aleutian Islands; second, to follow how the history of science 

intersects with this history. Third, to show how nineteenth century science and 

scientists conceived of the Aleutians, and how their conceptions translated to public 

perceptions of landscape. The Aleutian Islands went from being the center of the 

newly-purchased Alaska in 1867—to an isolated chain of islands stretching beyond 

the margins of the map. Tracing the progression of this isolation demonstrates how 

landscape—an amalgamation of physical experience and myth—is the product of 

one’s identity.
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Chapter I

Introduction: The Creation of a Country

Figure 1: Stylized view of Adak landscape 1

Tanaang Awaa, Aleut storytellers
began: This i a creation 

o f my country. Each tale a twining of familiar 
and strange, and at each telling 

the lit faces, the lamps 
drinking from their own 
darkness, the everyday 
and ancient rewoven.

—Jerah Chadwick, from “After the Aleut”2

The very act of centering a thesis upon the Aleutian Islands draws unnatural attention to a 

region that is perhaps the ultimate example of geographical obscurity; focusing upon this 

archipelago forces it into a prominence that it does not have today. However, like the 

tides, knowledge of the Aleutian Chain has surged and retreated in the popular 

consciousness—from being uncharted and unknown outside the Aleut culture, to its 

Euro-American discovery, to its role as battlefield in World War II. Today the place 

remains relatively obscure, as if the North Pacific rose to cover all of its 279 islands.3 

The Aleutians rose and sunk beneath the waves in an undulating map of human landscape 

perception.

“Landscape,” according to the geographer Denis Cosgrove,

1 Illustration adapted from photo; original photo from the web site run by the Aleut Corporation 
<http://www.adakisland.com>.
2 Jerah Chadwick, “After the Aleut,” Story Hunger, Ireland: Salmon Publishing, Ltd., 1999: 3.
3 Lael Morgan, ed., Alaska Geographic 7 (3), 1980: 206. Very few sources actually tally the number of 
islands, and reports vary widely. Usually the number of islands are estimated from 100-300 islands. Part 
of the difficulty may be attributed to poor research and the sheer number of land masses, but also to the 
differing standards through which a rocky outcropping may be classified as an island.

http://www.adakisland.com
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denotes the external world mediated through subjective human 
experience in a way that neither region nor area immediately suggest.
Landscape is not merely the world we see, it is a construction, a 
composition of that world. Landscape is a way of seeing the world....
[But there is] a second and related aspect of the meaning of landscape.
The frequent association in geographical writing of landscape with 
studies of the impact of human agency in altering the physical 
environment serves to remind us that landscape is a social product, 
the consequence of a collective human transformation of nature.”4

Using this definition of landscape as a starting point, in this thesis I will discuss how 

nineteenth century American explorer-scientists conceived the Aleutian Island 

landscape—and how their conception contributed to both its popular perception, as well 

as the subsequent land-use policy and human history of the Chain. I intend to show that 

these explorer-scientists wrote about the Aleutians as a synthesis of physical geography, 

history, personal experience, and myth; this mode of purported ‘objectivity’ reflected the 

state of nineteenth century science, whose written products were hybrids of both the 

emergent scientific, authoritative discourse, with the art of the Victorian imagination.

Yet the geographer John Allen proposed, based on the work of John Kirtland Wright, that 

the role of the imagination in geographical exploration lessened with the explorers’ 

accretion of empirical knowledge as opposed to geographical lore. Allen suggested that 

the writings of James Cook versus later explorer-scientists demonstrated this 

continuum—and he assumed that there was such a thing as “geographical reality.”5 On 

the contrary, I argue that there is no clear-cut distinction between or even transition from 

“nonempirical lore” to “empirical knowledge” even by the beginning of the twentieth 

century—and that many geographical concepts created at this time have survived to the

4 Denis Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Lan, Croom Helm Ltd., Kent, United Kingdom, 
1984: 13-14.
5 John Allen, “Lands o f Myth, Waters o f Wonder: The Place of the Imagination in the History of 
Geographical Exploration,” in David Lowenthal and Martyn Bowden, eds., Geographies o f  the Mind: 
Essays in Historical Geosophy in Honor o f  John Kirtland Wright, New York, Oxford University Press, 
1976.
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present day as caricatures. For as Yi-Fu Tuan argued, the human depiction of the 

environment is of necessity a fusion of fantasy and reality.6

The fantasy, however, depends upon the cultural lens through which the world is 

understood; the primary lens that emerged in the nineteenth century and subsequently 

dominated Euro-American culture was science. Science—its methods of observation and 

its discourse—dictated a particular way of understanding the world and its relation to 

humanity. The scientist was the outsider, the stranger, the supposedly objective observer, 

the collector of knowledge about the environment—the field scientist, the nature 

enthusiast, the artist, the tourist. It was through this new worldview that visitors to 

Alaska and the Aleutian Islands would interact with and perceive the landscape. Through 

this cultural lens, meaning was not projected onto the landscape, but rather what one saw 

was a reflection of how one constructed their identity as well as a reflection of their 

culture’s system of knowledge. In this thesis I argue that landscape is not just what we 

know, but how we know; landscape is not just a way of seeing, but a way of seeing 

oneself and one’s culture expressed within the world.

Literature Review

Little, even amongst memoirs or journalistic accounts, is written about the Aleutian

landscape and its people. The journalist David Lamb, in his book, A Sense o f Place:

Listening to Americans, wrote:

Had I been asked a few years ago who the Aleuts were, I would have 
been hard pressed to answer, other than to place them somewhere up 
in the frozen North, probably in an igloo. The arctic part would have 
been right, but not the igloo.... I knew more about the Copts of 
Egypt and the Maori of New Zealand than I did about these fellow 
Americans.7

6 Yi-Fu Tuan, “Realism and Fantasy in Art, History, and Geography,” Annals o f  the Association o f  
American Geographers 80 (3), 1990: 435.
7 David Lamb, A Sense o f  Place: Listening to Americans, New York, Random House Times Books, 1993: 
253.
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Lamb admitted in his introduction, “Coming home from a trip, I often felt the America I 

read about and the one I had seen were two different places.. .”8

The study of Arctic landscape perception has largely been limited to journalistic 

accounts, perhaps with its origin in Vilhjalmur Stefansson’s 1921 treatise on the 

misconceptions of the northern environment, The Friendly Arctic? Today the canon of 

Arctic perception includes such works as Barry Lopez’s Arctic Dreams on the Canadian 

North, and John McPhee’s Alaskan tome, Coming Into the Country}0 Lopez’s Arctic is 

largely a mystical, unpopulated wilderness, whereas McPhee’s Arctic is a place that 

breeds the rugged, heroic, and eccentric frontiersman.

But even academic descriptions of the Arctic landscape tend to reflect the northern 

myths rather than the daily realities; in his book, Topophilia, the geographer Yi-Fu Tuan 

frequently referred to life in the Arctic as life in a “carpentered world,” where the cold 

winter forces people to remain indoors. To make this statement Tuan overlooked the 

necessity of procuring food in winter, which for centuries led natives out of their shelters 

and onto the ice. Nor did he take into account the modem winter activities such as dog 

mushing or cross-country skiing, to name just two winter sports popular amongst natives 

and non-natives alike. Tuan wrote that the majority of humans would not prefer to live in 

an arctic climate, but he conceded, “Alaskans may develop a liking for their frozen 

landscapes”—though only aesthetically, as spectators of nature, rather than as actors 

within the landscape.11 Thus an academic study of how the perception of the Aleutian 

landscape was constructed will contribute toward building a larger body of academic 

work on concepts of northern landscape.

8 Ibid: 5.
9 Vilhjalmur Stefansson, The Friendly Arctic, the Story o f  Five Years in Polar Regions, New York, The 
Macmillan Company, 1921. This work and its author was criticized as leading to the deaths o f the 
colonists on Wrangell Island, a politically contested territory north o f Russia. See William Hunt, Stef: A 
Biography o f  Vilhjalmur Stefansson, Canadian Arctic Explorer, Vancouver, University o f British Columbia 
Press, 1986.
10 Barry Lopez, Arctic Dreams: Imagination and Desire in a Northern Landscape, New York: Bantam 
Books, 1986; John McPhee, Coming Into the Country, New York: Bantam Books, 1981 reprint.
11 Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia: A Study in Environmental Perception, Attitude, and Values, New Jersey, 
Prentice Hall, 1974: 76-77,114-115.
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According to cultural historian Gary Stein, the historiography of the Aleutians 

suffers from the predilection upon the Russian period and World War II.12 Although 

Stein wrote this criticism in the late 1970s, little has been added to the historical record to 

fill the gaps. Even articles claiming to cover the whole Aleutian history after the Russian 

period gloss over the early American period and skip to WWII.13 Just a handful of 

original academic work has been published in the last fifty years. Limestone Press, the 

project of Russian America scholar Richard Pierce, published many volumes on the 

Aleutians, though primarily translations of Russian texts and other works concerned with 

the Russian period.14 The most comprehensive work on the Aleutians remains within the 

domain of the military history, such as Brian Garfield’s The Thousand Mile War.'5 Then 

from the 1960s through the 1970s, Amchitka Island was the focus of extensive scientific 

studies associated with the Atomic Energy Commission’s nuclear testing program, and 

the historian Peter Coates wrote about the political history of this island.16 Researchers 

cover few other periods in Aleutian history.

Within the disciplines of archaeology and anthropology, most work has concentrated 

on reconstructing the prehistory of the Aleuts, such as the location of ancient villages 

through the analysis of large middens, as well as efforts to reconstruct pre-contact Aleut 

culture, but little academic work has been done on modem Aleuts.17 Even within the

12 Gary Stein, Cultural Resources o f  the Aleutian Region, Vol. I, Anthropology and Historic Preservation 
Cooperative Park Studies Unit, University of Alaska-Fairbanks, Occasional Paper No. 6, October 1977: 71.
13 For example, see Merritt, M.L. “History, 1741-1967,” in Merritt and Fuller, eds., The Environment o f  
Amchitka Island, Alaska, Technical Information Center, Energy Research and Development 
Administration, 1977.
14 A few of these works include: Lydia Black, Ethnohistory o f  the Eastern Aleutians, Kingston, Ontario, 
Limestone Press, 1999; Lydia Black, Atka, An Ethnohistory o f  the Western Aleutians, Richard Pierce, ed., 
Kingston, Ontario: Limestone Press, 1984; Vasilii Berhk, A Chronological History o f the Discovery o f  the 
Aleutian Islands: Or, the Exploits o f  the Russian Merchants: With a Supplement o f  the Historical Data on 
the Fur Trade, Kingston, Ontario: Limestone Press, 1974; and Ivan Veniaminov, Notes o f  the Islands o f the 
Unalashka District, Translated by Lydia Black and R.H. Geoghegan, Edited by Richard Pierce, Limestone 
Press, Kingston, Ontario: 1984.
15 Brian Garfield, The Thousand Mile War: World War II in Alaska and the Aleutians, University of Alaska 
Press, 1995.
16 Merritt: 1977; Peter Coates, “Amchitka, Alaska: Toward the Bio-Biography of an Island,”
Environmental History 1 (4), 1996. This work is soon to be expanded into a book, however.
17 William Laughlin and Gordon Marsh, “A New View of the History o f the Aleutians,” Arctic 4 (2), 1951: 
75-88; William Laughlin, “The Earliest Aleuts,” Anthropological Papers o f  the University o f  Alaska, 10 
(2), 1963: 73-91; Theodore Bank, “The Past Ages of Unalaska,” Explorer's Journal, 41 (3), 1963: 32-43;
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context of World War II, the experience of the Aleut has been largely ignored, the history 

of their relocation during the war little studied, but largely mourned.18 Although the 

Aleut view of their landscape is beyond the scope of this thesis, I will explore outsiders’ 

perceptions, which can then serve as a foundation for studies of how these perceptions 

have influenced politics and policy in the region; this thesis may also become the 

starting-point from which to begin sense-of-place studies among residents, both Aleut 

and non-native.

To date, no comprehensive history of post-Russian occupation of the Aleutian Islands 

exists, let alone one focused on its geographical perception. Besides Stein’s brief list of 

exploration and archaeological projects, no one has published a history of U.S. perception 

and exploration of the Aleutians after the purchase of Alaska in 1867. Morgan Sherwood 

briefly touched upon the Aleutians in his Exploration o f Alaska 1865-1900; however, he 

found the Aleutians a historical anomaly, outside the trend of Alaskan history, and he 

subsequently narrated the exploration of the interior.19

The argument Sherwood and other historians seem to make by their neglect is that 

the history of the Aleutians, particularly those periods outside of Russian America and 

World War II, are tangential to Alaskan history—and by extension, the history of 

America. On the contrary, the Aleutians have a rich history of exploration and contact,

William Laughlin, “Aleutian Studies, Introduction Arcti 3 (2) 1966: 23-27; Chuck 
Martinson, Aleut Settlements o f  the Makushin Bay Area, Alaska, unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University 
of Oregon, 1973; Lydia Black, “Volcanism as a Factor in Human Ecology: The Aleutian Case,”
Ethnohistory 28 (4) 1981: 313-340; Debra Corbett, Aleut Settlem in the Western Aleutian 
Islands, Alaska, unpublished Master’s thesis, University of Alaska, Fairbanks, 1991; Jochelson, Waldemar, 
edited by Knut Bergsland and Moses Dirks. Unangam Ungiikangin kayux Tunusangin: Unanganm 
Uniikangis ama Tunuzangis: Aleut Tales and Narratives—Collected 1909-1910 by Waldemar Jochelson, 
Alaska Native Language Center, University o f Alaska Fairbanks, 1990; Lydia Black, Ethnohistory o f  the 
Eastern Aleutians, Limestone Press, 1999. Note that this work by Black treats only the eastern Aleutians, 
rather than islands west of Unalaska. This is because the eastern Aleutians, being the more populated area 
of the region, has its own planning region, a region which commissioned Black’s research.
18 The University o f Alaska Museum in Fairbanks has a permanent exhibit on the Aleut relocation, but in 
print the relocation story, if mentioned at all, receives little attention. For accounts, see John Kirtland and 
David Coffin, Jr., Cook, Purcell, Hansen & Henderson, Counsel to Aleutian/Pribilof Islands Association, 
Inc., “The Relocation and Internment of the Aleuts During World War II,” Aleutian/ Pribilof Islands 
Association, Inc., September 15,1981; United States Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment 
of Civilians, “Personal Justice Denied,” Washington, D.C., 1982.
19 Morgan Sherwood, Exploration o f  Alaska 1865-1900, Fairbanks: University o f Alaska Press, reprint 
1992.
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and thus a comprehensive history—a cultural and historical geography—of the Aleutian 

Islands would have much to contribute to modem scholarship on Alaskan, as well as 

Arctic, history and geography. The story of the conceptual isolation of the Aleutians in 

particular can likewise contribute to histories of land-use policy; like many places in the 

Arctic, the Aleutian landscape exhibits qualities of both wilderness and wasteland—it 

harbors both wildlife and military. The location, geology, and climate of the Arctic 

inspired the land-use policies the U.S. government has foisted upon its peoples, and 

inspired the pattern of resource extraction (such as the fishing industry and oil 

exploration) that continues today. A study of Aleutian landscape perception in the 

popular consciousness will show how geographic isolation can permit the seemingly 

irreconcilable land-use patterns of wilderness preserve and nuclear testing ground.

To study Aleutian landscape perception, I will analyze how the western scientific 

worldview in the nineteenth century constructed knowledge about the environment. 

Traditional academic works on landscape perception have concentrated on identifying the 

psychological and aesthetic affinities of individuals, such as the works of Yi-Fu Tuan and 

the works of other social scientists who have attempted to quantify environmental 

preference.20 This thesis will instead investigate how early scientific discourse generated 

and reflected such affinities—by treating science as a philosophy guiding modem 

western thought and culture. So while this method firmly places this thesis within the 

bounds of other cultural geographies and their connection to anthropology and cultural 

studies, the studied subject—science itself—takes the discipline, one that has largely 

concerned itself with cultural diffusion, material culture, and sense-of-place research, into

20 Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia, 1974; Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective o f  Experience, Albuquerque, 
University o f New Mexico Press, 1977; Tuan, Passing Strange and Wonderful, Washington, D.C., Island 
Press, 1993; Tuan, “Island Selves: Human Disconnectedness in a World of Interdependence,” The 
Geographical Review, Vol 85 (2) 1995: 229-239; for references on environmental psychology and 
preference, see Thomas Herzog and Edward Miller, “The Role o f Mystery in Percieved Danger and 
Environmental Preference,” Environment & Behavior Vol. 30 (4) 1998: 429-449; Wiktor Adamowicz, et 
al., “Perceptions versus Objective Measures o f Environmental Quality in Combined Revealed and Stated 
Preference Models of Environmental Valuation,” Journal o f  Environmental Economics & Management, 
Vol. 32 (1) 1997: 65-84; Marta Mugica and Jose Vicente De Lucio, “The Role of On-Site Experience on 
Landscape Preferences. A Case Study at Donana National Park (Spain),” o f  Environmental
Management, Vol. 47 (3) 1996: 229-239.
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a new direction.21 Likewise, historical geographies have traditionally intersected with 

archaeology, settlement patterns, and regional studies, with time as the added 

dimension22; this thesis will strive to show that a historical geography of Aleutian (and 

Arctic) perception requires the “history” to be largely the history of scientific thought.

Prospectus

Therefore, in the chapter that follows, I will begin by describing the present state of 

ecological knowledge of the Chain, its physical geography and seasonal cycle. I will then 

contrast this present understanding with how nineteenth-century Victorians attempted to 

understand this environment. An early stage in the history of modem science, the 

descriptions of the environment commonly reflected the culture’s moral values, as well as 

its literary and mythic currency—the imagery borrowed from the Romantic period. By 

describing in depth the cultural context of modem scientific history just before the Alaska 

purchase, I hope to deepen the understanding of the stranger’s initial perceptions of this 

new frontier. For the method used by the Victorian to construct environmental 

knowledge was an amalgamation of the burgeoning scientific method with novelistic 

technique; scientists did not describe the environment without the use of narrative. The 

discourse purported to be objective, but the scientists perceived the landscape through 

their cultural lens—and greatly affected the resultant concept of the Aleutian Islands.

I begin the third chapter by describing the knowledge of the Aleutians the United 

States inherited at the Alaska purchase. I will then discuss three major agents who

21 G. S. Dunbar, “Illustrations o f the American Earth: A Bibliographical Essay on the Cultural Geography 
of the United States,” American Studies: An International Newsletter, Vol. 12, Autumn 1973: 3-15;
William Norton, Explorations in the Understanding o f  Landscape: A Cultural Geography, New York, 
Greenwood Press, 1989; James Blaut, “Mind and Matter in Cultural Geography,” in Kent Mathewson, Ed., 
Culture, Form, and Place: Essays in Cultural and Historical Geography, Baton Rouge, LA, Geoscience 
Publication, Dept, o f Geography and Anthropology, Louisiana State University, 1993.
22 John Jakle, “Time, Space, and the Geographic Past: A Prospectus for Historical Geography,” American 
Historical Review 76, October 1971: 1084-1103; Michael Conzen, “The Historical Impulse in 
Geographical Writing about the United States,” in Michael Conzen, et al, eds., A Scholar’s Guide to 
Geographical Writing on the American and Canadian Past, Chicago, University o f Chicago Press, 1993: 3- 
90; D. Brooks Green, ed., Historical Geography: A Methodological Portrayal, Maryland, Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1991; Richard Muir, Approaches to Landscape, London, Macmillan Press Ltd., 
1999.
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popularized the initial concepts of Alaska and the Aleutian Islands: Senator Charles 

Sumner, George Davidson, and William Healey Dali. All three wrote about Alaska with 

no or limited experience in the region; all three used Romantic imagery to describe the 

landscape; all three were concerned with the utilitarian potential of Alaska. And all three 

created the perception that the Aleutian Islands were central to Alaskan development. 

Sumner delivered a critical and widely circulated speech before Congress advocating the 

treaty which ceded Russian America to the United States. This speech led to the 

government survey of Alaska, a hasty reconnaissance of the southern archipelagos by the 

U.S. Coast Survey under George Davidson. Davidson’s report, however, was highly 

influential and highly publicized during the Congressional debates on the appropriations 

for the $7.2 million purchase price. But by 1868 the government completed the transfer 

of funds to Russia; just two years later, William Healey Dali, a young naturalist newly 

returned from an exploration of the Yukon delta, published the celebrated Alaska and its 

Resources. This book, built largely upon the knowledge gleaned from Davidson’s Coast 

Survey Report, became widely popular and established Dali as an expert on Alaskan 

natural history—but his perceptions of the Aleutians were less than accurate. He located 

Unalaska as the next agricultural frontier.

In the fourth chapter, however, I follow Dali back into the field to the Aleutian 

Islands, the very place he identified for the next wave of settlement. Under the U.S.

Coast Survey, Dali conducted his natural history research, collecting specimens when he 

could not operate the sextant or theodolite. From 1871 to the end of 1873 Dali charted 

the islands and shallow reefs; Dali’s description of the region relied much less on 

Romantic imagery, and more on stories of the practical necessities of navigation and 

survival in a perilous region. Dali’s personal goal during the survey was to collect 

specimens—therefore, he needed to travel the whole length of the Chain. But the 

purpose of the Coast Survey was to chart areas with the most commercial traffic: the 

eastern Aleutians. This conflict resulted in a conflict between Dali, advocating pure 

science, and Davidson, Dali’s Coast Survey liaison and advocate of applied government 

science. The conflict reflected the late nineteenth century tensions in federal science, and
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combined with Dali’s hellacious experience, resulted in the growing conceptual isolation 

of the Aleutians. It was this expedition, the first American expedition that wintered in 

Unalaska, that ossified the Aleutian reputation for terrible storms—and soon after others 

would confirm this conception: in particular, the U.S. Signal Corps’ naturalist Lucien 

Turner, and the many captains of the U.S. Revenue Cutter Service.

In the fifth chapter I will describe the continued trend of Aleutian isolation in the 

context of the gold rushes, the growing Alaskan tourist industry, and the conservation 

movement. In the late nineteenth century, almost all exploration in Alaska focused on the 

interior, and prospecting yielded economic booms in the Yukon, in Nome, and other 

areas in the Alaskan interior. The remaining landscape, untouched by the mineral 

industry, could therefore be preserved for tourists in the growing conservationist 

movement. I discuss two major figures who influenced the perception of the Aleutians in 

this period: Henry Wood Elliott and John Muir. Elliott, a scientist who worked with Dali 

for the Smithsonian, was an artist employed by the Alaska Commercial Company in the 

harvesting of the fur seals. He was also a major influence on the protection of the 

dwindling population; his depiction of the Aleutians was primarily aesthetic, employing 

Romantic and painterly images of the Chain. Similarly, John Muir, who visited Unalaska 

on his way to the Arctic, was famous for his aesthetic descriptions of landscape and 

advocated the preservation of wilderness. The Aleutian Islands, geographically more 

peripheral to Alaskan development, became an ideal candidate for this type of land use. 

The chapter ends with a discussion of the Harriman Expedition, one of the last great 

explorations of discovery in the nineteenth century, and the first seventeen years of 

National Geographic Magazine, founded in 1888. The Harriman Alaska Expedition, 

reminiscent more of a tourist venture than scientific exploration, included government 

scientists and specialists, as well as natural historians such as Dali, Muir, and John 

Burroughs. It is a fitting climax for this thesis, at the axis just before modem scientific 

and tourist discourse divorced; the project subsumed elements of both nineteenth and 

twentieth century science, it represented both modem industrial and recreational interests, 

and it produced both a popular narrative and technical treatise advancing scientific
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knowledge. This divergence is most apparent between the pages of National 

Geographic, a magazine founded by the prominent scientists in America, but which 

evolved into the eminent journal of popular science for an untrained audience. The 

articles in this magazine demonstrate not only the separation of scientific from touristic 

discourse, but also contextualizes world events, events which demonstrate the reasons for 

the isolation of the Aleutians.

Through A Looking Glass
These scientists—Davidson, Dali, Elliott, and Muir—shaped the early conception of 

Alaska as a blend of utilitarian promise, Romantic aesthetic, and scientific laboratory.

The proportions of this blend depended, however, on how each man conceived of his own 

identity; if one follows these men through their looking-glasses of experience into the 

Aleutians, one will find that each of them were of a different breed of scientist. Davidson 

was at heart an applied scientist of the Coast Survey, while Dali was a field scientist of 

the Smithsonian Institution. Both Muir and Elliott, natural historians like Dali, appealed 

to the public’s aesthetic sense, writing tourist narratives and conservationist treatises.

The experiences and identity of each man greatly influenced the isolation of the Aleutian 

Islands and the future concept of the Chain because they wrote their reports for popular 

consumption as well as for the scientific community. While the aim of scientific 

discourse today is to strip all traces of art from its language, as modem science dawned 

during the nineteenth century, the subjective was initially a component of knowledge 

about the world, and thus an accepted basis of scientific authority. Narratives of 

exploration were widely popular among Victorians, and was an appropriate vehicle for 

scientists to communicate what they had learned in the field. Therefore, not only is 

subjectivity present in these descriptions of place, but so are the images of the fantastic; 

“scientific” documents contained elements of both technical information and drama. The 

documents attempted to be realistic while they were also a source for entertainment, 

narratives that the public consumed—these scientists helped to develop a popular 

discourse of environmental knowledge, one whose major technique was expressing that
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knowledge through the use of story and the authority of science. Story was necessary to 

accrete geographical knowledge in these years before the mathematical representation of 

physical phenomena was fully developed, for all observation of the physical world is of 

necessity distilled and abstracted from field experience—as the philosopher Bertrand 

Russell wrote, “all the raw material of our knowledge consists of mental events in the

lives of separate people.”23
But as modem western science continued to develop in the twentieth century, its 

discourse divorced itself from anecdotal descriptions of place. Scientific language 

became more specialized, as well as the scientists themselves; naturalists such as Dali, 

Elliott, and Muir would soon no longer be considered scientists at all, and the products of 

scientists would no longer be popular literature—Russell wrote that within modem 

scientific discourse, expression became sacrificed to mathematical communication.24 

Geographic narrative then found its place in tourist and adventure literature. These types 

of works—like their predecessors, designed to assist those who were to visit (or imagine 

a visit to) a place—not only used anecdotal stories, but appropriated scientific language 

and the assumed objectivity of the narrator to make their depictions of the environment 

more authoritative.

This thesis covers the juncture in the late nineteenth century where there was much 

overlap between fantasy and reality—a strata of perception whose influence would 

become long-lasting in the political history of the stranger in the Arctic. What follows in 

these next chapters is also a story: a story of the construction of a landscape—in what 

ways conceptual geography permeates like fog the physical geography of place. The 

progress of Aleutian isolation in the nineteenth century is a story of how the scientific 

identity and discourse represented environmental knowledge for the Victorian popular 

imagination: as an intersection of both realism and fantasy, an emplacement of both 

wilderness and wasteland.

23 Bertrand Russell, Human Knowledge: Its Scope and Limits, London, Routledge, 1992 (reprint): 67.
24 Ibid: 19.
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Chapter II 

What is the Aleutian Environment? : 
Geographical Knowledge in the Context 

of Modern Versus Nineteenth Century Science

Figure 2: Map of the Aleutian region25

Physical Geography

To introduce the following chapters of this thesis, it is necessary to begin with a 

description of the Aleutian Islands as it is presently understood by the scientific 

community. It is from this perspective that I will analyze the past descriptions of the 

environment—and yet it is understood that this present state of knowledge is certainly not 

the apex of geographical understanding. Future academics may and should critique the 

present from which I understand circumpolar earth sciences.

As shown in Figure 2, the Chain arches from the Alaska Peninsula in the east for 

1,100 miles (1,700 nautical miles) toward the Commander (or Komandorsky) Islands 

near the Kamchatka Peninsula.26 It is composed of volcanic islands, called the Aleutian

25 Illustration from “The Aleutians,” Alaska Geographic, Lael Morgan, ed., Vol. 7 (3) 1980: frontpiece.
26 The mileage and number o f islands reported sometimes differ with each source. These figures taken from 
“The Aleutians,” Alaska Geographic, Lael Morgan, ed., 7 (3), 1980: 206; R.W. Fett, et al., Forecasters 
Handbook fo r  the Bering Sea, Aleutian Islands, and Gulf o f  Alaska, U.S. Naval Research Laboratory, 
March 1993: 2-2.
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Ridge, and has been active for at least 55 million years.27 The collision of the southern 

Pacific Plate and the North American tectonic plate have formed the deep Aleutian 

Trench south of the chain and the ridge of over 80 major volcanic vents. In the eastern 

to middle sections the angle between plates is most pronounced, at about 90°, and here 

the Pacific Plate is subducted under the North Pacific Plate at a rate of 85-90 millimeters 

each year (also cited as 6.4-7.1 centimeters per year). At the western end of the 

archipelago, on the other hand, the angle between plates becomes oblique, creating a 

strike-slip fault.29 All along the Chain, but especially the eastern end, earthquakes are 

therefore frequent and sometimes quite severe—the Aleutians hosted two of the world’s 

top ten earthquakes between 1904 and 1997 and numerous others, as shown in Figure 3:

Figure 3: Earthquakes in Alaska 30

27 Tracy L. Vallier, et al, “Geologic Framework of the Aleutian Arc, Alaska,” in George Plafker and Henry 
Berg, eds., The Geology o f  Alaska, Volume G-l o f The Geology o f  North America, Boulder, Colorado, The 
Geological Society o f America, 1994: 369.
28 John Foumelle et al, “Age, Character, and Significance of Aleutian Arc Volcanism,” in Plafker and Berg, 
eds., The Geology o f Alaska: 723.
29 Vallier et al: 367; Foumelle et al: 727.
30 In 1957 and 1965 the Aleutians experienced earthquakes at magnitudes 9.1 and 8.7, respectively. From 
Pearson and Hermans, eds, Alaska In Maps'. 64; illustration from Charles Hartman and Philip Johnson, The 
Environmental Atlas o f  Alaska, Fairbanks, University of Alaska Fairbanks, 1984.
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The arc relative to the shape of the earth and the resultant interaction between the plates 

have shaped the structure of the archipelago. The chain can be segmented into five major 

links from west to east: the Near Islands in the west, the Rat Islands, the Delarof and 

Andreanof Islands, the Islands of the Four Mountains, and the Cold Bay segment in the 

east.

The Near Islands include the furthest west island in the Chain, Attu. Because the 

strike-slip nature of the fault zone prevents volcanic action, this group is not usually 

considered a major link in the Aleutian Chain. The Near Islands and the Rat Islands 

(which contain the islands of Buldir, Kiska, and Amchitka) are separated by the expanse 

of Buldir Pass, at the center of which is the 4-mile wide Buldir Island. The boundary 

between the Rat Island group and the Delarof group (which contains the islands of 

Gareloi, Unalga, and Amatignak) is demarcated by Amchitka Pass. The islands of the 

Delarof group, sometimes included in the Andreanof group, are very small in comparison 

to those of the two groups that flank it; Gareloi is just 6 miles long, while Tanaga, the 

first island, is 25 by 22 miles.31

The Andreanof group (which contains the islands of Tanaga, Adak, Atka, and Amlia) 

is where the submerged Bowers Ridge intersects the Chain and curls counterclockwise 

into the Bering Sea’s relatively shallow Aleutian Basin. After the Andreanof group are 

the Islands of the Four Mountains (which contain Amukta, Yunaska, and Kagamil). The 

border between the two groups is characterized by the Amlia fracture zone on the Pacific 

Plate, which influenced the development of two passes, Seguam and Amukta, separated 

by Seguam Island.

The next group, and the second-longest (after the Andreanofs) are the Fox Islands 

(which include Umnak, Unalaska, and Akutan), and usually are included in the Cold Bay 

segment. The boundary between the Islands of the Four Mountains and the Cold Bay 

segment in (which also include Unimak Island, the Shumagin and Sanak Islands, and the 

Alaska Peninsula) is marked by the transition between the oceanic and continental crust.

31 Statistics obtained from “The Aleutians,” Alaska G, Lael Morgan, ed., 7 (3) 1980: 214, 220.
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The ends of each link in the Chain are most active; and in the eastern two links, Cold 

Bay and Islands of the Four Mountains, a secondary volcanic front is forming to the 

north, as evidenced by the islands of Bogoslof and Amak (on the northern side of the 

Alaska Peninsula opposite the community of Cold Bay).32 Geologically, the southern 

front of the Chain is eroding into the Aleutian Trench, volcanoes are being formed on the 

northern front, and the far western Near Islands are slowly heading for collision with the 

Kamchatka Peninsula.33

This geologic structure of the Aleutian Islands has contributed to the formation of the 

currents of the North Pacific and Bering Sea, acting as a sieve or a “porous boundary” 

between these bodies of water, as shown in Figure 4:

32 Suzanne Mahlberg Kay and Robert Kay, “Aleutian Magmas in Space and Time,” in Plafker and Berg, 
eds., The Geology o f Alaska: 687-689; Foumelle et al: 727.
33 The Kamchatka Peninsula is in fact composed of what would have been former Aleutian Islands, billions 
of years ago. Tom Waters, “The Aleutians’ Long Lost Brother,” Earth News, Vol. 3 (5), September 1994: 
18;Vallier et al: 387.
34 Illustration from Stabeno and Schumacher, “Physical Oceanography of the Bering Sea,” from Thomas 
Loughton and Kiyotaka Ohtani, eds., Dynamics o f the Bering Sea, Fairbanks, Alaska, University of Alaska 
Sea Grant, 1999: 4.
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At the northern end of the North Pacific cyclonic gyre is the narrow but warm 

Alaskan Stream, flowing swiftly from east to west, feeding north into the Bering Sea 

through the fourteen main Aleutian passes. However, most of these passes are shallow, 

with only three being deeper than 700 meters; thus most of the north-bound current 

passes through Near Strait, west of Attu, but also through the eastern sides of Amchitka 

Pass and Kamchatka Strait.35 East of Bowers Ridge and the Rat Islands flows the east- 

bound Aleutian North Slope Current, another narrow and swift current that hugs the 

Chain.36 Waters from the Bering Sea gyre flow south, primarily through Kamchatka 

Strait, but also on the western sides of the passes. However, eddies commonly form in 

the passes, so much so that most of the flow occurs in the straits rather than in the 

passes.37

The tides also find their major passage through these points along the Aleutian 

Ridge, entering as “progressive waves from the North Pacific Ocean;” they are the “most 

important and consistent driving force in the Bering Sea.” The tides play a large part in 

determining the paths of currents that may hasten—or inhibit—flow through the passes.38 

This lends an unpredictability to the behavior of the currents through the passes, an 

unpredictability that was invariably reflected in the accounts of the region’s explorers. 

Interestingly, because of the warm currents and the bow of the arc to a latitude nearly 

equivalent to the Canada-United States border, the Aleutians have a mild annual 

temperature—in summer the average is 65°F, while in winter it is barely below freezing. 

This relatively mild climate, along with a high amount of precipitation, encourages the 

success of a variety of flora and fauna; in fact, the “variety of smaller plants, flowers, and 

wildlife thriving in this environment make it a ‘dream world’ for the biologist.”39

The Bering Sea as a whole, because of its extensive winter ice coverage and large 

continental shelf, is the year-round home of an extremely productive ecosystem, with

35 Ibid: 4,14.
36 Reed and Stabeno, “The Aleutian North Slope Current,” from Loughlin and Ohtani, eds., Dynamics 
o f  the Bering Sea, 1999: 189; Stabeno and Schumacher: 15.
37 Ibid: 10-11,14.
38 Zygmunt Kowalik, “Bering Sea Tides,” in Loughlin and Ohtani, eds., The Dynamics o f  the Bering Sea, 
1999:94,93,123.
39 Fett et al: 3-17.
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some of the largest marine mammal populations in the world. It also has some of the 

most productive fisheries, such as groundfish, salmon, and crab—out of approximately 

450 species of fish and invertebrates, as much as 25 species are harvestable.40 The 

Aleutians host tremendous populations of birds as well. In fact in 1973 the U.S. 

government evaluated the Aleutian Islands National Wildlife Refuge, originally 

established in 1914, for national Wilderness status—one of the arguments presented in 

favor of its designation was its ideal habitat for bird populations; the lack of safe harbors 

and the high, rocky, inaccessible cliffs of the region make it less hospitable for human 

civilization and therefore more advantageous to avifauna. Birds were the first resources 

listed in the subsequent Wilderness Study Repo, and a brochure describing the request 

for Wilderness designation reads, “The most obvious feature of the Aleutian wildlife is 

the large number of pelagic birds. Fulmars, petrels, cormorants, gulls, kittiwakes, 

murres, auklets and puffins numbering into the millions congregate in the vast, closely- 

packed rookeries along vertical cliffs, in caves and on beaches. The largest known 

fulmar colony [is] estimated at 450,000 birds.”41 Biologists had by this time identified 

183 species that nest in, migrate through, or stray into the region.42

However, the Aleutians do not naturally host trees. Although one source has 

attributed the lack of tree growth to volcanic soils,43 most popular sources attribute it to 

the ferocity of the wind.44 In fact, the mild annual temperatures are deceiving, for the 

most infamous of Aleutian geographical qualities is the weather. While in summer the 

islands are wrapped in seemingly endless fog, in winter they are wracked by continual 

storms.45 The climate is dominated by the pressure phenomenon known as the Aleutian

40 Loughlin et al, “Summary o f Biology and Ecosystem Dynamics in the Bering Sea,” in Loughlin and 
Ohtani, eds., The Dynamics o f  the Bering Sea, 1999: 387, 390.
41 United States Bureau of Sports Fisheries and Wildlife, 1973b. Aleutian Islands Wilderness Study 
Summary.
42 United States Bureau of Sports Fisheries and Wildlife, 1973a. Aleutian Islands National Wildlife Refuge 
Wilderness Study Report, September 1973.
43 Fett et al: 3-17
44 “The Aleutians,” Alaska Geographic, Lael Morgan, ed., Vol. 7 (3) 1980: 67.
45 Fett et al: 3-18
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Low, a cyclonic center caused by the temperature differences between the cooler land and 

the warmer waters from the Alaska Current and North Pacific Drift.46

In the summer months the Aleutian Low is weak, but the sky is overcast over 95% of 

the days, and fog forms in the region 25-40% of the time from June to August.47 July and 

August have the worst visibility: 30% of the time the ceiling is less than 1,000 feet and 

vision is limited to within one nautical mile. Fog, as well as both liquid and frozen 

precipitation, limits visibility, but it improves as one moves farther east, toward the 

Alaska Peninsula and the interior. In the summer winds travel from the southwest, but 

are not nearly as severe as the winds in winter 48

• 49Figure 5: Map of spring storm pattern

When winter approaches, the Aleutian Low deepens and precipitation is greatest. 

High pressure cells develop over the continental masses, such as the Siberian High in 

Asia, while in the northern Atlantic grows the Icelandic Low. From November to March 

the precipitation is frozen, and three to five storms per month, such as the one in Figure 5, 

move eastward along the Chain, characterized by “strong, frigid winds from the

46 Danuta Martyn, Climates o f  the World, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 1992: 15.
47 Fett, et al: 3-5; Stabeno and Schumacher: 1; Martyn: 18, 385.
48 Fett, et al: 3-21.
49 Map of spring storm pattern, May 19-20, 1960, Image ID spac0085, NOAA in Space Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/space/spac0085.htm>,from NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/space/spac0085.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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northeast.”50 The Aleutian Low is characterized by the colliding frontal zones of warm 

Pacific air, contrasted with the cold, dense Arctic air. However, on any given day the 

center of the Low may be located anywhere from the Kamchatka Peninsula to Kodiak—a 

range of over 1,000 miles—or may briefly dissolve. Typically, though, the Low sits 

along the axis of the Aleutian Chain.

Because the land cools off relative to the water, cold and dense air builds up along 

the windward slopes of the mountains—eventually falling rapidly on the leeward side due 

to gravity. These severe winds are called ‘williwaws,’ and they can be frequent; wind 

speeds of 44 meters per second are common. The wind can also create considerable 

snowdrifts, even though the wet and heavy snow usually accumulates less than a foot at 

one time.51

The storms themselves seem to invite colorful detail, even within the most dry,

seemingly scientific document. In the 1993 “Forecasters Handbook” for the Aleutians,

the Navy’s technical writers included this statement about Aleutian storms:

Storms passing the Aleutians usually arrive from the west as deep occluded 
systems, sometimes as transformed versions of typhoons that have ‘gone 
extratropical.’ Winds at sea and exposed regions on the islands often 
exceed hurricane force, sometimes further strengthened as a result of 
venturi effects through mountain passes or ocean gaps between islands.
It has been reported that at Shemya Air Force Base [in the Near Islands,
Figure 4] the local wind indicator is a log attached to a chain hanging 
vertically, suspended above the ground from a horizontal beam. When 
the log and chain are blown by the wind to a position horizontal to the 
ground it is generally considered unsafe to venture out-of-doors.52

As shown by this passage, the scientific depiction of a landscape is not necessarily an 

exercise in objectivity. The Navy wrote the “Forecasters Handbook” in the language of 

science, but they were aware of both their purpose and their audience—they therefore 

employed the anecdote about the log “weathervane” to inform military personnel about 

the environment of their Aleutian station. Taking on a humorous tone typical of military

50 Martyn: 160, 386; Stabeno and Schumacher: 1,2.
51 Fett, et al: 3-2, 3-1 - 3-2, 3-17, 3-21
52 Ibid: 3-17.



29

expositions on landscape, this description implicitly contrasts the foreign with the known 

“home” environment. In a work whose audience is composed of those who might visit 

the Aleutians, an “objective” description of just the physical geography is difficult 

because a truly objective language would be the most abstract: mathematics. However, 

while abstract language might communicate exact knowledge to the few who can 

understand its hieroglyphs, such language is unable to express geographical knowledge to 

the general public.

Yet in the nineteenth century, before the highly abstracted modem scientific 

language developed, anecdote and narrative were integral components of the scientific 

discourse. In the following section I will describe the progress of the early history of 

modem science; contrasting the presently understood physical geography of the Aleutians 

with this context will lead to a better understanding of the state of geographical 

knowledge in the Victorian popular consciousness.

The Context of Nineteenth Century Science

But it should first be stated that scientific knowledge should not be depicted as the neat 

transitions of Kuhnian “revolutions;” instead the history of scientific thought should be 

represented as what H.E. LeGrand called “theoretical pluralism,” a collection of vying 

theories about the world. The history of environmental sciences, wrote historian Peter 

Bowler, should not oversimplify the complex transitions from one paradigm to 

another53—if in fact one subscribes to the idea of single paradigms. The condition of 

“theoretical pluralism” was certainly evident during the nineteenth century, at the dawn 

of the age of modem science. For during this period not only did scientific thinkers 

debate about the history of the earth and the origins of the human race—debates that 

would lead to the concepts most westerners accept today—but these thinkers also debated 

about what constituted “scientific” evidence, and even who could claim the label of 

“scientist.”

53 H.E. LeGrand, Drifting Continents and Shifting Theories, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press,
1988: 4, 19; Peter Bowler, The Norton History o f  the Environmental Sciences, New York, W.W. Norton & 
Company, 1993: 324.
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There were six major sets of overlapping tensions that characterized the production 

of mid-nineteenth century scientific knowledge: the growing tension between the amateur 

and professional scientists, between natural history and specialized science, between field 

and laboratory science, between applied and pure science, between American and 

European scientists, and between Romanticism and Realism in how scientists depicted 

environmental knowledge. These tensions formed a complexly woven cultural space 

through which Victorians perceived their world; these and other tensions would continue 

to affect the perception of landscape throughout the next century. I argue that this history 

and culture of nineteenth century science is inextricable from the history of early Alaskan 

perception; in the rest of this chapter I will describe the rising culture of science in the 

Victorian age, then in the next chapter show how this context influenced the way that the 

first U.S. explorers described the landscape of the Aleutians.

In the decades before the purchase of Alaska, natural history—encompassing the 

later disciplines of geology, biology (including evolution), and climatology (today 

subsumed under geophysics)—greatly advanced toward our modem concepts of the 

environment. In the following sections I will briefly outline the state of scientific 

knowledge leading up to the purchase of Alaska.

Geology

By mid-nineteenth century the theories of the geological sciences, as compared with the 

biological and climatological sciences, most resembled the theories upon which science is 

based today. Natural historians had established that the earth had looked very different at 

various stages throughout its history; paleontology assisted the development of the 

stratigraphical column, which by 1841 mapped the sequence of the Cainozoic, Mesozoic, 

and Paleozoic layers. Standing for “new life,” “middle life,” and “old life,” natural 

historians established these three series and their contents—strata such as the Pleistocene, 

the Jurassic, and the Cambrian—and the column has remained in relatively the same form 

in which it is accepted today.54 But the mapping of the stratigraphical column only

54 Bowler, 219.
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prompted more questions: how and when did such layers form, and by what forces did 

these layers become jumbled or completely eradicated from certain areas of the earth? 

Many scientists, like Yale’s Professor of Natural History, James Dwight Dana, advocated 

the theory of Permanentism: a theory stating that the there were no major changes since 

the continents had been formed by the cooling of the earth. Others, however, believed in 

various degrees of a more dynamic system.55

What many scientists focused their research upon was orogeny: the creation of 

mountains. Mountains had been identified as important field sites at least since the work 

of Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859), a German naturalist whose philosophy of 

science was highly influential throughout the nineteenth century. Humboldt, who 

advocated the methodical collection of data to support grand theories of the environment, 

found that by climbing volcanoes in the Andes he could collect enough specimens to 

establish the boundaries of vegetation zones.56 Other nineteenth century naturalists 

would also look to the mountains as their field of research; for they felt that the key to 

understanding the mechanism by which mountains were created would in fact be the 

same key to understanding the history of the earth. Did land masses “float” on the 

surface of the earth (isostasy), the summits of ranges being less dense than both the 

oceans and land closer to sea-level? Was the earth cooling and shrinking, the surface 

wrinkling like an apple’s skin?57

By the 1860’s, however, the “cooling-earth” theory had gone out of favor, due in part 

to the work of naturalists such as Louis Agassiz (Figure 6) and their work on the so- 

called “ice ages.” They suggested that glaciation was not only a current eroding agent of 

mountains, but evidence that the process by which the earth could be cooling was 

considerably more complex, if not damning to the theory. But if mountains were not

55 LeGrand: 21-22; Bowler 233-234. Dana was also one of the first regents (trustees) o f the Smithsonian 
Institution.
56 Ibid: 204-207.
57 Ibid: 231,234-236. Although the idea o f “floating continents” had been around since the 1850’s, it was 
not until 1889 that the American Clarence Dutton would coin the term “isostasy.” See also LeGrand: 21- 
22. LeGrand states (p. 23) that it was the continental Europeans, more than British or American geologists, 
who were concerned with grand theories; British and American scientists, he states, would rather merely 
categorize the strata they found, not suggest a mechanism for orogeny.
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formed by the wrinkling of the cooling earth, what was the mechanism? Scientists had 

before attributed igneous intrusion to the creation of volcanoes, but now they also looked 

at igneous intrusion as a major force in all orogeny.58

According to historian Naomi Oreskes, the 

study of mountains was greatly affected by what she 

calls “epistemological affinity:” not only the increase 

in the specialization of geological sciences, but the use 

of local field sites in scientific inquiries. She writes 

that the field site did not have to be physically close to 

the researcher; instead, the affinity could take on 

nationalistic dimensions.59 Thus while European 

scientists saw their field as the Alps, American 

scientists looked first to the Appalachians, and later, 

to the Rockies.61 By the end of the nineteenth

century, they would also use the Aleutian Ridge as their field of inquiry, for here was a 

chance to observe mountain-building from its very beginnings, at sea-level.62

Biology

Besides orogeny and other geological sciences, another major scientific inquiry in the 

nineteenth century was the nature of species evolution. But the debate did not begin with 

Darwin, as there were multiple theories of evolution years before Darwin ever stepped

58 Bowler: 224-226. Agassiz, a Swiss-born scientist who was later to emigrate to the United States and 
become a regent o f the Smithsonian, was a catastrophist (believing in violent earth changes) who attributed 
a religious final cause to all earth forces. Bowler writes that most geologists did not accept the ice age 
theory until it was extricated from Agassiz’s version o f catastrophist theory.
59 Naomi Oreskes, The Rejection o f  Continental Drift: Theory and Method in American Earth Science, 
New York, Oxford University Press, 1999: 50-53; see also Bowler: 231.
60 Image of Louis Agassiz, Image ID # theb3381, the Historic Coast and Geodetic Survey Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/theb3381 .htm>, from NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.
61 LeGrand: 24-25; Bruce Hevly, “The Heroic Science o f Glacier Motion,” Osiris, Vol. 11,1996: 66-86; 
Oreskes: 30.
62 Sumner: 29; Sumner specifically compares the Aleutian Ridge to the Alps.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/theb3381%20.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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foot on a ship, let alone publish his 1859 work, The Origin 63 For the fossil

record had long prompted naturalists to question the reasons behind the extinction of 

species, and the practice of biogeography led scientists increasingly to the pre-Darwin 

comparative studies of species variation in isolated regions.

Islands were therefore an important field for naturalists pursuing questions of 

evolution. Before Darwin had given the Galapagos Islands fame in the scientific 

community, other naturalists accompanied journeys of exploration to study island 

biogeography. For example, the naturalist on Cook’s second expedition observed that on 

Pacific islands there were both American and Asian species, raising the question of the 

relationship between the two continents. The interest in islands would continue with the 

growing interest in defining botanical provinces, first inspired by Humboldt. Islands 

seemed peculiar in that compared to continental populations, the number of species 

belonging to a genus was much more limited in island populations. Bowler wrote that the 

“question of why islands were deficient in this way (but not necessarily in the number of 

genera themselves) would later be explained in terms of the limited opportunities for 

migration across ocean barriers.” But in the late nineteenth century this was not yet 

understood.64

Then, of course, came Darwin. The “age of evolution,” however, while at first 

strictly a field science, led to the rise of morphology as a type of scientific inquiry. But 

morphology was a laboratory science, concerned with comparing and describing in 

minute detail the biology of species. Thus the work of the field scientist began to become 

subordinate to the work of the laboratory scientist; the lab scientist became the primary 

authority on the biology of species, while the field scientist merely collected the species 

to study. This dynamic was particularly apparent, wrote Bowler, in the marine sciences.65 

But the popularity of evolutionary theory in the nineteenth century did not stem from its 

scientific merits; instead the ascendancy of evolutionary theory was largely the result of 

its easy alignment with an imperialist worldview, one driven by a “faith in the

63 Bowler: 268.
64 Ibid: 176, 272,274.
65 Ibid: 315-316.
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inevitability of progress” that characterized the dawn of the industrial age. For as 

“science began to take over an increasingly large area of conceptual territory,” wrote 

Bowler, “it was caught up in the social upheavals of the time.”66

Climatology

Unlike geology and biology, climatology was least understood among nineteenth century 

sciences. The geographer Mark Monmonier wrote that while the weather map was 

invented about 1816 by Heinrich Wilhelm Brandes, the first same-day weather map was 

not available until 1851, for the city of London. Until Brandes, scientists assumed that 

climate and weather were more or less distinct phenomena; according to Monmonier, 

eighteenth century naturalists had “focused instead on celestial influences as well as on 

local links among weather, magnetism, insects, and health.”67 Research on weather was 

largely motivated by the individual storms that unexpectedly sunk ships and resulted in 

loss of life and property, reflecting the growing popularity of applied science, as opposed 

to the pure sciences that seemed to reap no direct economic benefits for society.

Most advances in climatology at this time were therefore due to projects deemed of 

value to applied science. In the United States, for example, the newly-formed 

Smithsonian Institution launched its meteorology project, which attempted a massive 

collection of simultaneous data across a wide geographic area—the success of which 

would require the large-scale organization of amateur scientists. Joseph Henry, the first 

Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, established the Washington-based agency as a 

centralized clearing-house for weather data. Henry pioneered a system to collect the 

data, capitalizing on the newly-invented telegraph system: he built a virtual army of 

Smithsonian observer-volunteers. Those observers whom the Smithsonian managed to

66 Ibid: 306, 308,193.
67 Mark Monmonier, Air Apparent: How Meteorologists Learned to Map, Predict, and Dramatize Weather, 
Chicago, University o f Chicago Press, 1999: 2 5 ,4 2 ,1 8 ,1 9 .
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equip were instructed how to use the instruments and report data, and they and others 

reported their local weather conditions two to three times daily.68

However, translating numerical data into a description understandable by the lay 

person (or even the scientist) interested in such information was difficult, especially due 

to inaccurate instruments and little-trained observers, as well as the unrefined art of 

designing weather maps. The discourse regarding climate and weather was greatly 

undeveloped; both amateur and professional observers could only report if the weather 

were clear, cloudy, or rainy. Relating local conditions to concepts of “climate” was 

therefore difficult.

It was thus up to other methods of representation to communicate environmental 

knowledge: in narrative or visual art. In the next section, I will describe the origins of 

these methods of expressing geography and the institutions that influenced the evolution 

of the natural historian to the modem scientist. For how these individuals conceived of 

their scientific identities intimately related to the ways they expressed environmental 

knowledge.

Representing Nature: From the Sublime to the Curio Cabinet

Nineteenth century naturalists largely represented environmental knowledge in the form 

of text or visual art, rather than in quantitative form—especially if their audience was the 

public or government officials, the laypersons unable to understand the significance of 

the mathematician’s hieroglyphs. The popular knowledge of the environment, 

particularly of distant lands, was greatly influenced by narratives of exploration; these 

narratives, and the artists’ depictions which accompanied them, reflected the style of the 

Romantic tradition: dramatic, capitalizing on the exotic to titillate the Victorian 

imagination. Since the eighteenth century Romanticism had burgeoned in the popular 

consciousness; theorists such as Edmund Burke “converted the early taste for terror into 

an aesthetic system” in his 1757 work, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin o f Our

68 James Fleming, Meteorology in America, 1800-1870, Baltimore, Maryland, The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1990.
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Ideas o f  the Sublime and Beautiful.69 This aesthetic of terror was dependent upon the

“sublime,” which for Romantics elicited an overwhelmingly powerful emotional response

supposed to trigger an internal transformation: creating the Ideal Man, one who could

realize the freedom that pure imagination would release.70 The modem critic Samuel

Monk described how Burke classified the sublime; the things, scenes, or experiences

which evoked the sense of the sublime had elements of one or more of the following:

obscurity, where darkness and uncertainty arouse dread and terror 
(II, 3); power, where the mind is impelled to fear because of superior 
force (II, 5); privations, such as darkness, vacuity, and silence, which 
are great because they are terrible (II, 6); vastness, whether in length, 
height, or depth, the last being the most powerful source of the sublime 
(II, 7); infinity, or any object that because of its size seems infinite 
(II, 8); difficulty—that is, any object that seems to owe its existence to 
a vast expenditure of labor and effort (II, 12); and magnificence (II, 13).71

In the Romantic period the sublime was a driving force behind the literature of 

exploration, particularly journeys toward the ‘terrible’ Arctic regions, from the ill-fated 

journey of Franklin to the attempts to reach the north pole by later English and American 

explorers.

Yet beginning with Cook’s narrative, whose journeys cartographic historian R.A. 

Skelton called “without exaggeration., .the first scientific voyages of discovery,”72 

philosophies of modem science began to influence the way in which nature was depicted. 

Instead of exaggerating the grotesque, naturalists had begun to consciously attempt to 

depict the environment rationally, realistically—objectively. Therefore another visual 

method of representing environmental knowledge developed, one that was influenced 

both by the popularity of romantic exoticism as well as by the rise of “objectivity” as a 

way of understanding nature: the cabinet of curios.

69 Samuel H. Monk, “The Sublime: Burke’s Enquiry,"  in Harold Bloom, ed. Romanticism and 
Consciousness: Essays in Criticism, W.W. Norton & Company, 1970: 27.
70 Harold Bloom: “The Internalization of Quest-Romance,” in Bloom: 11.
71 Monk: 34. The parenthetical notes refer to divisions in Burke’s A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin 
o f  Our Ideas o f  the Sublime and Beautiful from which the description is paraphrased.
72 Skelton: 243.
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In Europe, wrote Peter Bowler, the aristocracy possessed these cabinets, or they were

reserved for elite gentlemen in places such as London’s Kew Gardens or the Royal Jardin

of Paris. In the United States, on the other hand, although the scientists were largely

gentlemen, the collections were public.73 According to historian Sally Gregory

Kohlstedt, “Americans believed that it was important to learn about nature.”74 This

cultural value materialized as the curio cabinet, filled with items such as rocks and

minerals, skins and pressed flowers, or sometimes native objects. Kohlstedt continued:

By the 1840s major urban areas sponsored an array of learned societies 
and public exhibitions in the natural sciences, from the taxonomically 
arranged cabinets of the Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia 
to the mounted specimens and curiosities of P.T. Bamum of New York.
The lyceum circuit attracted lecturers on science, while independent 
entrepreneurs displayed live animals, mineral specimens, and rarities in 
small towns across the country, capitalizing on public curiosity about 
natural objects.75

And by the 1850’s, these cabinets were common to most secondary schools and 

colleges76; students such as the young John Wesley Powell would be inspired toward 

careers in science by the items they displayed.77

But these cabinets not only represented knowledge about the environment, but the 

specimens within became pawns to promote nationalism: knowledge of the objects in the 

cabinet also represented national power. Particularly among the English, natural 

historians used collections as evidence for European superiority, especially superiority 

over the New World.78

73 Bowler: 154.
74 Sally Gregory Kohlstedt, “Curiosities and Cabinets: Natural History Museums and Education on the 
Antebellum Campus,” Isis 79,1988:406-407.
75 Ibid: 407.
76 Ibid: 408.
77 Wallace Stegner, Beyond the Hundredth Meridian: John Wesley Powell and the Second Opening o f  the 
West, New York, Penguin Books, 1992 (reprint): 13-16. See also Robert Dorman, A Word For Nature: 
Four Pioneering Environmental Advocates, 1845-1913, Chapel Hill, University o f North Carolina Press, 
1998: 176.
78 Bowler: 124.
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For example, in the early debates on biogeography and the creation of the 

stratigraphical column, the French naturalist Comte de Buffon suggested, based on the 

evidence of fossils in the cabinets at his disposal, that the reason the New World 

possessed so many previously unknown species was due to the fact that those “new” 

species really were leftovers from the now-submerged land bridge. They were species 

that had failed to evolve like their European progenitors.79 Similarly, European 

naturalists held much distain for their American counterparts; the historian James 

Fleming wrote that Joseph Henry, who would shortly become the first Secretary of the 

Smithsonian Institution, did not have a pleasant experience when he traveled to Europe in 

1837. Although his aim was to share scientific knowledge with his peers about the 

advancement of meteorology, he was treated to insults about the authority and 

authenticity of American science, seen as grossly inferior to that produced by the high 

civilization of Europe.80

Thus Americans wished to compete with the large collections overseas, to use their 

specimens to defend the equality of the New World, as well as to defend the quality of 

American science. By the end of the nineteenth century, collections became important 

“products” to legitimate both public and private investment in expeditions, and also 

served to establish the naturalist as a true “scientist.”81 Collectors had to amass 

specimens quickly—yet their “field” was the entire western United States, by 1867 

including Alaska. Thus they relied on anyone willing to work in that field—a condition 

which reflected the typically blurred line between amateur and professional scientist, a 

line which by the end of the nineteenth century could instead be called a fault.

Although before the nineteenth century most would employ terms such as “geographer” 

or “natural historian” to describe their scientific occupation, throughout the 1800s there

79 Ibid: 124.
80 Fleming: 163.
81 For an account o f the collection representing a product legitimizing investment, see the chapter 
“Philanthropoids and Vanishing Cultures: Rockefeller Funding and the End of the Museum Era in Anglo- 
American Anthropology,” in George Stocking, Jr., The Ethnographer’s Magic and Other Essays in the 
History o f  Anthropology, Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 1992: 178-211. For an example of the 
collection used to validate the field collector as a scientist, see the section on Franz Boas in the chapter 
“Museums, Expositions, and Their Specimens,” in Douglas Cole, Captured Heritage: The Scramble fo r  
Northwest Coast Artifacts, Norman, University of Oklahoma Press, 1995 (reprint): 102-140.
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was increasing specialization and institutionalization of the sciences. According to 

Henrika Kuklick and Robert Kohler, the history of nineteenth century natural history 

shows a growing distinction between amateur and professional scientists.82 In eighteenth 

century Europe, writes Peter Bowler, the naturalist was typically the aristocrat who 

collected specimens as a hobby and used natural-history clubs as a vehicle to maintain 

social standing. But by the nineteenth century the aristocracy increasingly assumed the 

role of benefactor, merely sponsoring field scientists to obtain specimens for these 

collections.83 As late as 1840 William Whewell coined the term “scientist,” a neologism 

that at first applied to all naturalists. But gradually the term “scientist” became identified 

not with the amateur naturalist, but with the professional affiliated with the museum or 

university, who spent much of their time in the laboratory and specialized in increasingly 

fewer subjects.

Yet the field scientist—out of necessity—remained interdisciplinary. Because field 

sites could be so distant and the cost to transport an army of experts so great, sponsors 

frequently sent out the field naturalist alone as representative of the pure sciences, 

sometimes among sailors or soldiers. Some members of the scientific community also 

requested that these sailors or soldiers collect specimens, though the conscript often was 

the first to volunteer his services as naturalist. Whether the field site was their home, 

their post, or their sojourn, the individual naturalist—an amateur or professional field 

scientist—had sole responsibility for informing the public and government on a wide 

variety of subjects, ranging from geology to ethnography. Guiding most of these 

naturalists was Spencer Fullerton Baird, Assistant Secretary of the Smithsonian 

Institution.

Although after the Civil War the Smithsonian relegated its meteorology project to 

the U.S. Signal Service, amateurs continued their involvement in amassing environmental 

knowledge for the Smithsonian—but in natural history. For even more interesting to 

these amateurs was the collecting of natural history specimens—a side project which had, 

early on, been encouraged of the volunteer meteorologists by Spencer Fullerton Baird.

82 Henrika Kuklick and Robert Kohler, “Science in the Field: Introduction,” Vol. 11,1996: 1-3.
83 Bowler: 140,149-150.
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Baird skillfully secured their dedication and loyalty to the Smithsonian, creating a

network of naturalists that became even more successful

than the cadre of amateur meteorologists.84 But he also

built his team of naturalists by reaching outside the

meteorology network; through his diligent

correspondence, Baird encouraged many individuals to

prepare and send specimens for the Smithsonian

collections. These individuals included his close friend

and mentor George Perkins Marsh, who had been, while a

member of Congress, instrumental in securing Baird his

position at the Smithsonian.85 Baird’s enthusiasm and

encouragement to collectors around the world is

demonstrated in one letter to Marsh, from 1852:

Natural History prospers.... No end to the accession of rich treasures; 
fish, flesh, and fowl. Oh, for time enough to develop them. By all 
means send me lots of Salamandrosus. I want him exceedingly. You 
must have several species of salamanders, some in water, some on land, 
under logs, etc.... I won’t give much for a live ostrich, but will give a 
bottle of first rate Scuppernong wine from N. Carolina, when you come 
back, for his skeleton. It would be a prize, indeed. But I must have a 
camel’s head, if not his whole skeleton. And what of Hyenas, Jackals, 
and the like, of which travelers speak ? Are such fabulous ?87

84 Fleming:174.
85 Marsh, a founding Regent o f the Smithsonian Institution, and who would in 1864 publish his 
conservationist ethic, Man and Nature, had become friends with Baird through Baird’s wife Mary in the
1840s; Rivinus and Youssef writes that Baird’s correspondence is most personal with Marsh, who was very 
much a paternal figure. They also write that Marsh was one o f the few acquaintances o f Baird’s who 
collected specimens for only a short time, after Marsh had left Congress and became the U.S. minister to 
the Ottoman Empire. See E.F. Rivinus and E.M. Youssef, Spencer Baird o f  the Smithsonian, Washington, 
D.C., Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992: 152-153; David Lowenthal, George Perkins Marsh: Prophet o f  
Conservation, Seattle, University of Washington, 2000: 86-87. Much of the two men’s correspondence 
was published in William Healey Dali, Spencer Fullerton Baird: A Biography, Philadelphia, J.B.
Lippincott Company, 1915. Dali’s book is actually much more of a collection of Baird’s correspondence 
than a biography.
86 Photo o f Spencer Fullerton Baird, Image ID# theb3396, the Historic Coast & Geodetic Survey 
Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/theb3396.htm>, from NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/theb3396.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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From 1850 tol861, as a result of Baird’s correspondence with these amateur 

naturalists, the Smithsonian collection jumped from a total of 6,000 specimens to over 

150,000.88 Like many naturalists of the nineteenth century, “Baird’s approach,” wrote 

biographers Rivinus and Youssef, “was pure Baconian and rested on the conviction that 

general truths in science would surface of themselves from the comparative study of
* »«C Qmany specimens.

Baird also coached the professional naturalists as well, for example the young 

naturalists of the Scientific Corps, the group who accompanied the Western Union 

Telegraph Expedition to Russian America in 1865. Barely out of their teens, these men 

included Robert Kennicott, William Healey Dali, and Henry Wood Elliott. Baird also 

advised the United States Coast Survey scientists—such as George Davidson, assigned to 

travel aboard a Revenue Cutter to the newly-acquired territory of Alaska.

Together these naturalists played a great role in forming the initial perceptions of 

Alaska and the Aleutian Islands, and their authority in creating these perceptions 

reflected not only the popularity of the Institution, but also the popularity of ‘science,’ a 

lens tinted with Romanticism, as a legitimate way of understanding the world. By the 

time the United States purchased Alaska from the Russians, a culture of science had 

developed which would dictate how knowledge of this new land would be constructed. 

This was an environment fertile enough to allow the ascendancy of scientific discourse, 

“the language through which the real and true are manifest”—what Richard Harvey 

Brown called a “hegemonic discourse.”90 But as I will show, in the late nineteenth 

century this discourse had not yet divorced the Romantic from the objective—and the 

burgeoning industrial revolution as well as the nation required constant attention to

87 Letter from Spencer Fullerton Baird to George Perkins Marsh, May 2,1852, quoted from William 
Healey Dali, 1915: 275.
88 Rivinus and Youssef: 81.
89 Ibid: 99. They also state that this method and philosophy o f science was counter to the one practiced by 
naturalist Louis Agassiz, and resulted in a strained relationship between Baird and the Smithsonian Regent.
90 Richard Harvey Brown, “Modem Science: Institutionalization o f Knowledge and Rationalization of 
Power,” The Sociological Quarterly, 34 (1) 1993: 154.



supplying its own resources and raw materials. Thus in this climate, the initial 

conception of Alaska blended the aesthetic, utilitarian, and modem scientific.
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Chapter III 

The Utilitarian and Romantic Vision of Victorian Science: 
The Legacy of Russian America and Early Understanding of the 

Northern Environment

Figure 8: “Turtle” map of Alaska based on the work of Gerhard Muller 91

Figure 8, a map based upon the work of Gerhard Muller on the “Russian 

Discoveries” and published some time after 1760, presents one of the prevalent images of 

Alaska at the time of purchase—with an unknown northern coast and the Aleutians 

projecting south-westward like the head of a turtle out of its carapace, or the trunk of an 

elephant. The text on the “head” of the “turtle” outline reads: “LAND indicated by the 

inhabitants of Kamtschatka, which according to some navigators, may be seen from 

Bering’s Isle [of the Commander Islands].”

91 “Map of the Discoveries Made by the Russians on the North West Coast of America, Published by the 
Royal Academy of Sciences at Petersburg,” published in London, no date given. Illustration from Alaska 
State Library, <http://www.library.state.ak.us>, Image ID# PCA 20-234, from:
<http://www.eed.state.ak.us/lam/library/hist/cent/pca020.html#maps>. Notice the “Northwest Passage” 
conveniently located from Hudson bay to the Pacific. This is a copy o f Gerhard F. Muller’s 1758 map of 
the same name— in English instead o f French. This map is different from the Muller map published by 
Thomas Jefferys o f London in 1761, reprinted in Gerhard Muller, Voyages Asia to America, New 
York, Da Capo Press, 1967. See also map 1761-3, comments on the 1761 Jefferys map, in Marvin Falk, 
Alaskan Maps—A Cartobibliography ofAlaska to 1900, Garland Reference Library o f the Humanities Vol.
409, Garland Publishing, 1983.

http://www.library.state.ak.us
http://www.eed.state.ak.us/lam/library/hist/cent/pca020.html%23maps
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For centuries cartographers postulated how North America related to Asia; according 

to map historian Marvin Falk, most cartographers preferred not to leave the area blank, 

but instead either connected or placed quite close to one another the two continents. He 

wrote that between 1540 and 1600 the place known as “Anian” first found its popularity 

among cartographers—not yet with the “turtle”-shaped Aleutians, but Alaska as a whole 

depicted as a peninsula strikingly reminiscent of the shape known today, with lobes that 

might incorrectly lead one to assume that European mapmakers attempted to represent 

the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta and the Seward Peninsula. However, Falk stated that 

cartographers mapped “Anian” from the imagination, not geographic knowledge.92 Falk 

composed a Cartobibliography o f Alaska to 1900, which showed that “Anian” was 

succeeded by the “turtle” or “elephant-head” shape of Alaska and the Aleutians between 

1754 and 1780, reflecting the Russian discovery of the Aleutian Islands in 1741.93 The 

transition was by no means smooth, for even in 1776 the region of Alaska was depicted 

as a blank space; such were the hazards of the limited and costly printing technology—-or 

a lack of technology, which lead to the practice of borrowing from the work of previous 

cartographers instead of creating a new engraving.94

Like scientific knowledge then, Euro-American cartographic knowledge is best 

represented not as cumulative, but as reflecting the contradictory images of the unknown 

or newly discovered regions. For example, when the United States purchased Alaska in 

1867, the cartographic sources used by the American government to understand the new 

acquisition included the Muller map pictured in Figure 8. Other sources included the 

maps and text from Captain Cook’s third journey of discovery ending in 1779—one of 

his charts depicted a rudimentary Alaskan coastline north to Icy Cape, with the eastern

92 Marvin Falk, “Images of Pre-Discovery Alaska in the Work of European Cartographers,” Arctic 37 (4), 
December, 1984: 562,564.
93 Based on the map binders 1300-1900 composed by Marvin Falk, Alaska and Polar Regions Archive, 
Rasmuson Library, University of Alaska Fairbanks; the text which accompanies the binders is Falk, 
Alaskan Maps—A Cartobibliography o f  Alaska 1300-1900. Some maps present an image of the Aleutians 
as a “slab-of-bacon:” see map 1770; for the images of the Aleutians as a turtle head, see maps 1757-1, 
1758-1 (Muller’s original), 1761-3 (by Jeffrerys), 1768-3,1770-3,1774.
94 See map 1776-1 in Falk’s Cartobibliography, he writes that the image was taken from a 1752 map by 
Delisle and Bauche.
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Aleutians as indistinguishable from the stubby Alaska Peninsula, its western terminus a 

globular Unalaska Island.95

However, these maps of Russian America greatly influenced early perceptions of the 

territory. In the next section I will describe how the map reinforced American aesthetic 

as well as ideological values—values such as the wilderness, the agricultural frontier, and 

Manifest Destiny. Politicians first recognized the territory for its geopolitical importance; 

but the early comprehension of that environment was the imaginative product of three 

men: Senator Charles Sumner, George Davidson, and William Healey Dali.

The Alaska Purchase and its Early Conception: Senator Charles Sumner

According to historian Richard Welch, although the treaty itself came as a surprise to 

most, the region of Alaska was not a complete terra incognita. Americans, he contended, 

already had a conception of the region through the accounts of whalers, who told of the 

wealth to be had from the fur seals, walrus ivory, sperm oil, and ambergris. Furthermore, 

Welch argued that the majority of the public did not regard Alaska as “Seward’s Icebox” 

and other derogatory aliases—this subsequent history of the Alaska purchase being a 

myth. On the contrary, wrote Welch, most newspaper editorials at the time supported the 

purchase.96

95 R. A. Skelton, Explorers ’ Maps: Chapters in the Cartographic Record o f  Geographic Discovery, London, 
Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1958: map on page 242. Skelton writes in a note on the chart that it was sent 
in a 1778 letter to the Secretary of the Admiralty, but since Cook wrote it from Unalaska and sent it via 
Russia, it was not received until a year after his death, in 1780. Skelton cites the letter from the Public 
Record Office (Adm. 1/1612, M.P.I. 83). At least one other Cook map of the region exists, which is barely 
more detailed than the one in the letter; the Aleutian Islands are distinguished from the Alaska Peninsula, 
and there are a few other islands indicated just west o f Unalaska, as well as what appears to be the island of 
Attu in the far west. See Image ID # 20-0192, “Chart of N.W. Coast o f North America and N.E. Coast of 
Asia Explored in the Years 1778-1779,” from Paul Dale, Seventy North to Fifty South; the story o f  Captain 
Cook's last voyage..., 1969, Alaska State Library, Juneau, available on the web at:
<http://www.library.state.ak.us/hist/cent/pca020.html#maps>. Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner used 
these sources for his speech before congress advocating the Alaska purchase, though he mentioned the 
authors only by name. Charles Sumner, “Speech o f the Hon. Charles Sumner, o f Massachusetts, on the 
Cession o f Russian America to the United States,” Washington: Printed at the Congressional Globe Office, 
1867. This text is available from “The Making o f America” web site, University o f Michigan: 
<http://moa.umdl.umich.edu/cgi/sgml/moa-idx?notisid=AAZ9604>.
96 Richard E. Welch, Jr. “American Public Opinion and the Purchase o f Russian America,” in Stephen 
Haycox and Mary Childers Mangusso, eds., An Alaska Anthology: Interpreting the Past, Seattle, University 
o f Washington Press, 1996: 103,104-105.

http://www.library.state.ak.us/hist/cent/pca020.html%23maps
http://moa.umdl.umich.edu/cgi/sgml/moa-idx?notisid=AAZ9604
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William Seward, Secretary of State and the architect of the treaty, and his 

accomplice, the Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner, sold the importance of Alaska to 

both politicians and public as a valuable asset economically, but especially 

geopolitically.97 However, the Alaska they most understood did not include the interior, 

despite the work of the Western Union Telegraph Expedition.98 As Sumner fully 

admitted, information about the territory was extremely scarce, primarily because 

translations of most Russian texts were not yet available. Accessible texts included 

accounts from Captain James Cook’s third voyage of discovery ending in 1779, which 

had spawned numerous publications from both captain and crew, publications that 

described the landscape and peoples of Alaska from what is now Cook Inlet to Icy Cape. 

Another accessible account, dating from 1780, was a narrative of “Russian Discoveries” 

by the Englishman William Coxe. Sumner referred to both of these sources, as well as to 

the work by Russian navigators and cartographers (like the Muller map, Figure 17) in his 

speech made before Congress in April of 1867, which advocated the passage of the 

Alaska treaty.99

Behind the scenes, however, Sumner privately confessed his hesitation about 

acquisition of Alaska. A staunch abolitionist, he perhaps feared to be labeled a hypocrite 

when his doubts surfaced in one letter dated April, 1867:

The Russian Treaty tried me severely. Abstractly I am against further

97 The major texts on the history of Alaska indicate that Seward’s public relations efforts and Sumner’s 
pivotal speech before Congress were the major forces behind the Alaska treaty, but they differ in how they 
depict public perception of Alaska. For the account that maintains that the perception o f “Seward’s Folly” 
was a myth, see the introduction to the Welch essay by Haycox and Mangusso: 102; for accounts that 
maintain most Americans saw Alaska as a worthless “Icebox,” see Morgan Sherwood, Exploration o f  
Alaska 1865-1900, Fairbanks, University of Alaska Press, 1992: 32; and Claus-M. Naske and Herman 
Slotnick, Alaska: A History o f  the 49th State, Grand Rapids, Michagan, William. E. Eerdsman Publishing 
Co., 1979: 57.
98 Morgan Sherwood wrote that, contrary to the opinions of later writers, although Sumner and others 
consulted the Smithsonian, the data from the Telegraph expedition was limited; the Scientific Corps’ first 
leader, Robert Kennicott, had died in 1866, another member had stayed in Sitka, and William Healey Dali 
would not even return to Washington until after the appropriations debate. See Sherwood: 32. It was 
Dali’s later 1870 book, Alaska and its Resources, which would capitalize on the work on the Telegraph 
expedition.
99 Sumner, “Speech o f the Hon. Charles Sumner, o f Massachusetts, on the Cession of Russian America to 
the United States,” Washington: Printed at the Congressional Globe Office, 1867. For the most recent 
edition of Coxe’s history, see William Coxe, Account o f  the Russian Discoveries Between Asia and 
America, New York, Augustus M. Kelley, Publishers, 1970.



accessions of territory unless by the free choice of the inhabitants. But 
this question was perplexed by considerations of politics & comity & 
the engagements already assumed by the govt. I hesitated to take the 
responsibility of defeating it.100

Nevertheless, Sumner decided to put a positive spin on the acquisition in his speech, 

but he needed to construct an effective argument. He sought the knowledge of Spencer 

Fullerton Baird, whose mind Sumner referred to as a veritable library, “thoroughly 

informed on all questions connected with the Natural History of Russian America.”101 

Although Baird derived some of his information from the 1865 Telegraph Survey on the 

Yukon in western Alaska, perhaps the most inspiring “fact” was not scientific, but 

cartographic.

Within the first minutes of his speech to Congress advocating the purchase of 

Alaska, Sumner had delimited the extent of the territory and emphasized for the first, but 

not the last time, that the “prolonged group of the Aleutians,” a narrow mountain range, 

began in Alaska but “stretches far away to Japan, as if America were extending a friendly 

hand to Asia.”102 The Aleutians, according to Sumner, was the shortest route to reach 

Asian markets, the great circle route. Thus he used the bridge analogy as the first and 

therefore primary reason to acquire Alaska—in relation to trade with China and Japan.103

But he also had made the argument that American acquisition of the territory would 

“anticipate” British desires in North America; thus the Alaska purchase was not only 

economically strategic, but politically strategic. In fact, the designs were upon

100 Letter from Senator Charles Sumner to John Bright, April 16,1867, from Beverly Wilson Palmer, ed., 
The Selected Letters o f  Charles Sumner, Vol. II, Boston, Northeastern University Press, 1990: 393.
101 Sumner: 19. Interestingly, in most histories of the Institution, the Alaska purchase is said to directly 
result from the work o f the Smithsonian. See for example Webster Prentiss True, The Smithsonian: 
America’s Treasure House, New York, Sheridan House, 1950: 231; also James Conaway, The 
Smithsonian: 150 Years o f  Adventure, Discovery, and Wonder, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1995: 104. 
Conaway wrote, “[a]rmed with” the knowledge from the Telegraph Expedition, “Baird was able to testify 
convincingly about the resources of the great Northwest, and to tip Congressional scales toward 'Seward's 
Folly'-the purchase o f Alaska-one of the most important acquisitions in American history.”
102 Sumner: 3.
103 Ibid: 11-12. In fact he says that “San Francisco itself will be nearer by way o f the Aleutians than by 
Honolulu.” According to Sumner, using the Aleutians as a stopover, therefore, will save over one thousand 
miles worth o f coal. Davidson’s report, however, was skeptical o f the great circle route, due to the 
instability o f the weather, but he was adamant that the Aleutians provided a distinct coastline for both 
visual landmarks and lighthouses. See Davidson: 205-206.
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acquisition of British Columbia; Alaska, at the far northwestern comer of North America, 

was an appealing location from which to realize America’s Manifest Destiny.104

Sumner went even further in promoting the acquisition of Alaska, claiming that it

was the destined spread of democratic ideals, an expression of the success of democracy

and human rights—and would eventually replace all monarchies on the continent:

The present Treaty is a visible step in the occupation of the whole North 
American continent. As such it will be recognized by the world and 
accepted by the American people. But the Treaty involves something 
more. By it we dismiss one more monarch from this continent. One by 
one they have retired; first France; then Spain; then France again; and now 
Russia; all giving way to that absorbing Unity which is declared in the 
national motto, E pluribus unum.105

The map, then, was an image crucial for rationalizing Alaska’s importance—in the 

symbolic and rhetorical as well as the economic dimension. But beyond its cartographic 

image, Sumner also justified the acquisition of Russian America based upon what Baird 

told him about its environment; he in turn spoke to Congress about how the territory’s 

geography benefited their economic intent. For example, about the Unalaska climate 

Sumner said:

This well-known island is without trees; but it seems singularly adapted 
to the growth of grass, which is often so high as to impede the traveler 
and to over-top even the willows. The mountains themselves are for a 
considerable distance clothed with rich turf.... The peculiarity was first 
noticed by Cook, who says, with a sailor sententiousness, that he did not 
see there ‘a single stick of wood of any size,’ but ‘plenty of grass very 
thick and to a great length.’ Lutke [a Russian explorer] records that after 
leaving Brazil he met nothing so agreeable as the grass of this island.106

104 Victor Farrar, The Annexation o f  Russian America to the United States, Washington, W.F. Roberts 
Company, 1937: 113, citing: William Seward, The Works o f  William H. Seward, George Baker, ed.,
Boston, Houghton Mifflin and Company, 1884, Vol. 3: 331-333. See also William Higby, Speech o f  Hon. 
William Higby o f  California, Delivered in the House o f  Representatives the 21s' Day o f  March, 1868, on the 
Treaty Between the United States and the Russian Government on the Transfer o f  Alaska, Washington, 
Turner Printers: 8. In this speech Higby directly states that the Alaska purchase “will make British 
Columbia sicken and die as a British province and cause it to spring into newness of life as a territory of the 
United States.”
105 Sumner: 13. Emphasis original.
106 Sumner: 32.
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Later in his speech Sumner unequivocally stated that “[p]roper climatic conditions must

exist,” because the “proverbial hardihood of fishermen has its limits. Elsewhere weather

and storm have compelled the abandonment of banks which promised to be profitable.”

But unlike these areas, he claimed that on “a portion of this coast there can be no such

rigors. South of [the] Alaska [Peninsula] and the Aleutians, and also in Bristol Bay.. .the

fishing grounds will compare in temperature with those of Newfoundland or Norway.”107

Again, the relationship between weather and climate was not understood enough in the

nineteenth century to allow the optimism of the Victorian to falter—the “fact” of annual

temperature outweighed the occurrence of storms as evidence of favorable “climate.”

Sumner framed the geographically unknown not as a hindrance to an informed

decision to acquire Alaska, but as a challenge and inspiration for American explorers and

scientists. “Perhaps no region of equal extent on the globe, unless we except the interior

of Africa or possibly Greenland, is as little known,” he said, implying that Alaska would

provide the terra incognita for the American equivalent to imperial exploration—an

ironic statement, given his earlier misgivings. Sumner continued, a “writer of authority,

the compiler of the official work on the People of Russia, published as late as 1862,

speaks of the interior as ‘a mystery.’ And yet another says that our ignorance with regard

to this region would make it a proper scene for a chapter of Gulliver’s Travels.” Sumner

defined the acquisition of Alaska as a mission of discovery for American science:

Where so little was known there was scope for invention. Imagination was 
made to supply the place of knowledge, and poetry pictured the savage 
desolation in much-admired verse. Campbell, in the Pleasures of Hope, 
while exploring ‘earth’s loneliest bounds and ocean’s wildest shore,’ 
reaches this region, which he portrays:

‘Lo! To the wintry winds the pilot yields,
His bark careening o’er unfathomed fields.
Now far he sweeps, where scarce a summer smiles,
On Behring’s rocks, or Greenland’s naked isles;
Cold on his midnight watch the breezes blow,
From wastes that slumber in eternal snow,

107 Ibid: 46.



50

And waft across the wave’s tumultuous roar 
The wolf’s long howl from Ounalaska ’s shore. ’

All of which, so far at least as it describes this region, is inconsistent with 
the truth. The poet ignores the isothermal line, which plays such a con
spicuous part on the Pacific coast.108

Sumner said that the land was “libeled by the immortal verse of Campbell,” for the

explorer Otto von Kotzebue found it “pretty warm at Ounalaska.” And he remarked,

“[c]uriously enough, it does not appear that there are ‘wolves’ on any of the Aleutians.”109

Sumner used the authority of scientific discourse to tame the storms in the region:

Climate is the key to this whole region. It is the governing power which 
rules production and life, for nature and man each must conform to its 
laws. Here at last the observations of science give to our inquiry a solid 
support.

.... Climate is a universal master. But nowhere, perhaps, does it 
appear more eccentric than in the southern portion of Russian America.
Without a knowledge of climatic laws the weather here would seem a freak 
of nature. But a brief explanation shows how all its peculiarities are the 
result of natural causes, which operate with a force as unerring as gravitation.
Heat and cold, rain and fog, to say nothing of snow and ice, which play such 
a part in this region, are not abnormal, but according to law.

This law has been known only of late years.110

Science had the power to dilute the chaos in nature. In concluding his speech, Sumner

suggested that the next wave of Alaskan exploration would be undertaken by a new

“race” of men: the explorer-scientist who would bring technology to conquer Alaska, and

whose technology would bring wealth to the whole United States:

Small beginnings, therefore, are no discouragement to me, and I turn with 
confidence to the future... .The beautiful baidar [bidarka, or Aleut kayak] 
will give way to the fishing-smack, the clipper, and the steamer. All things 
will be changed in form and proportion; but the original aptitude for the 
sea will remain. A practical race of intrepid navigators will swarm the 
coast, ready for any enterprise of business or patriotism. Commerce will

108 Ibid: 17. Emphasis original.
109 Ibid: 17, 32.
1 1 °  T U 1 A .  O Q
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find new arms; the country new defenders; the national flag new hands to 
bear it aloft.111

George Davidson and the Romantic Utility of Alaska

The U.S. government needed more information—information from an authoritative 

source—to convince congressmen to pass the bill to transfer the $7.2 million to Russia. 

Ironically, while Sumner contrasted the knowledge gleaned from the Romantic literary 

tradition with the realism of rational science, the next scientific report would rely upon 

images of the Romantic to portray the Alaskan environment. Baird and Secretary Seward 

sent a U.S. Coast Survey expedition specifically to evaluate the potential of Alaska: the 

author of the subsequent report was George Davidson.112

Davidson was a respected scientist. By the time he was assigned to report on the

territory, Davidson had been president of the California Academy of Sciences and had

been an employee of the United States Coast Survey since 1845, stationed on the Pacific

Coast in 1850. Historian Morgan Sherwood wrote that as a nineteenth century scientist,

Davidson had a wide variety of intellectual interests.
He was a civil engineer, hydrographer, geographer, 
irrigation engineer, astronomer, and geodesist. As a 
result of his geodetic duties, he developed a 
collateral interest in the history of marine exploration 
on the West Coast. By 1900, he was a recognized 
authority on the early voyages of exploration along 
the Pacific littoral of North America. His biographer 
calls him, ‘the pioneer West Coast scientist.’113

By 1867, Davidson was one of the stars of the most 

respected scientific institution in the United States: the

111 Ibid: 48.
112 Sherwood: 32.
113 Morgan Sherwood, “Pioneer Scientist in the Far North: George Davidson and the Development of 
Alaska,” Pacific Northwest Quarterly 53 (2), April 1962: 77; Morgan Sherwood, “George Davidson and 
the Acquisition of Alaska,” Pacific Historical Review Vol. 28, 1959: 145. Sherwood cites the biographer: 
Oscar Lewis, George Davidson, Pioneer West Coast Scientist (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1954).
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Coast Survey, “the first and arguably the dominant American scientific agency of the 

nineteenth century.”115

According to historian Hugh Richard Slotten, the 

U.S. Coast Survey had the largest budget of any 

federal scientific organization, and its 

superintendent, Alexander Dallas Bache, used it 

“to set the most rigorous scientific standards, to 

provide research opportunities for American 

scientists, and to influence or ‘professionalize,’ 

if not control, other scientific institutions, 

including the American Association for the 

Advancement of Science, the Smithsonian 

Institution, and the National Academy of 

Sciences.” 117 Bache, a friend of Smithsonian Secretary Joseph Henry and the mentor of 

George Davidson, died the same year of the Alaska purchase, but not before leading 

politicians to believe in the symbiotic relationship between science and economy.118

Thus even though Bache advocated pursuit of the “pure” sciences, it was under his 

influence that applied science had begun to be the dominant motivation to fund 

government science. Davidson was equally convinced of the utility of science; his 

scientific work would always reflect its applied value. For example, Davidson developed 

the Coast Pilot series for navigators, he created maps of San Francisco including private

114 Portrait of George Davidson, NOAA Image ID# theb3431, Historic Coast & Geodetic Survey 
Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/theb3431.htm>, from NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.
115 Oreskes: 37.
116 Photo of Alexander Dallas Bache, about 1858, NOAA Central Library, Image ID# theb3392, Historic 
Coast & Geodetic Survey Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/theb3392.htm>, from 
NOAA Photo Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.
117 Hugh Richard Slotten, “The Dilemmas of Science in the United States: Alexander Dallas Bache and the 
U.S. Coast Survey,” Isis, Vol. 84,1993: 27.
118 Slotten: 35. See also A. Hunter Dupree’s chapter called “Bache and the Quest for a Central Scientific 
Organization 1851 -1861,” in Science and the Federal : 116-119. Bache was also friends with
fellow Smithsonian Regents James Dwight Dana and Louis Agassiz, other gentlemen-scientists o f the 
nineteenth century.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/theb3431.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/theb3392.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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homes to gamer public support of the agency, and improved and invented numerous 

scientific instruments.119 His practicality would also be reflected in his diligence in 

reporting the economic value of Alaska.

Both the Smithsonian Institution and the Treasury Department gave Davidson his 

orders: to record Alaska’s meteorology, to collect specimens of natural history, but 

especially to assess the economic value of the territory. But while the Smithsonian’s 

request was geographically broad, including areas inhabited by Eskimo groups in the 

north, the Treasury Department, under whose auspices operated both the Coast Survey 

and the Revenue Cutter Service vessel that would carry his party, ordered the captain of 

the Lincoln (not Davidson) to sail only the southern coastline. Between this geographical 

limitation and the deadline to submit his report—-just over three months from departure in 

late July, 1867—Davidson was compelled to rely on previously published accounts for 

the bulk of his report.120 These sources, he said in his report, were “principally from the 

descriptions of Vancouver, Mearer, Portlock, Dixon, Lisiansky, &c,” as well as the coast 

maps by the Russian Tebenkov and an account of the Aleutians and Aleut people by the 

Russian priest Veniaminov.121 Most of these authors roamed just the southern Alaskan 

coast.

Davidson’s own firsthand observation would be limited to the Lincoln’s ports of call: 

Sitka, Chilkat, Kodiak, and Unalaska; with the exception of Chilkat all were islands, 

preventing the exploration of the mainland. But Davidson had another reason for his 

reliance on written accounts: the “thick, rainy, and heavy weather” that predominated the 

party’s short expedition.122 This bad weather severely limited the Coast Survey work

119 On his maps, see Slotten: 39; on his creation of the Coast Pilot series and other innovations, see the 
NOAA biography of Davidson, from their web site: <http://www.histoty.noaa.gov/bios/cgs/cgsbio.html>.
120 Sherwood, “George Davidson and the Acquisition of Alaska,”: 143. He stated that he received many of 
these volumes on Northwest exploration from the libraries o f the Mercantile Association, the Odd Fellows, 
“and several citizens o f San Francisco,” which indicates that his report is in itself a reflection of the popular 
conception o f Alaska. George Davidson, Appendix No. 18, “Report o f Assistant George Davidson 
Relative to the Resources and the Cost Features o f Alaska Territory,” in Report o f  the Superintendent o f the 
United States Coast Survey, Showing the Progress o f  the Survey During the Year 1861, Washington, D.C., 
G.P.O., 1869: 188.
121 Ibid: 187,222-223.
122 Ibid: 187.

http://www.histoty.noaa.gov/bios/cgs/cgsbio.html
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throughout almost the entire voyage. For example, Davidson wrote about the route

through Southeast Alaska:

On the morning of August the 10th the vessel started for Sitka... in such 
thick fog and rain that it was next to impossible to determine the position 
of any points on the north shores of Dixon sound.... The unknown but 
strong currents passing through the channels of the Alexander Archipelago, 
the thick weather, and the great number of courses run by the Russian pilot, 
were complete drawbacks to anything like accurate work.... Thence heavy 
southeast weather carried us by the evening of the 11th to Sitka Sound, 
which we entered without seeing either head or any land since sighting 
Forrester’s island; and after moving about the reefs and islets the vessel 
anchored in thirty-five fathoms water closely surrounded by wooded islets, 
with very thick weather.123

Davidson reported similar conditions which prohibited them from entering Prince

William Sound. In fact, based on the written account by Tebenkov, he implied that

Prince William Sound was “desolate, gloomy, and deserted.” These conditions continued

through their subsequent stay in Kodiak.124 Through all of his descriptions—or lack of

descriptions—of the southeast and the south-central coast, Davidson was unable to

communicate much of a distinction between the climate and weather there and in the

Aleutian region. On August 31st the Lincoln departed Kodiak toward Unalaska:

It was impossible to determine the relative positions of the headlands 
along the northwest shore of Kadiak, as the weather had shut down 
thick, squally, and rainy before getting through the northern strait, and 
by evening, when we were off the western point of the island, the bad 
weather had increased, with heavy rain, fog, and squalls from the south
east. ... At noon on the 4th of September the vessel suddenly and unex
pectedly made the southeastern part of Sannakh Reef, only a couple of 
hundred yards ahead, in a dense fog, with light winds and heavy swell 
from the southward. For a minute or two she was in the most imminent 
danger.125

14:s Ibid: 191.
124 Ibid: 192-193,210.
125 Ibid: 193,194.
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But the ship recovered from their near-grounding, and arrived in Unalaska on the 6th of 

September. Davidson reported most favorably on this harbor: “A study of the few tides 

observed here, averaging not over four feet, and therein differing so greatly from the 

large tides at Sitka and Kadiak, satisfied me of the importance of this station, where the 

Pacific Ocean and Behring Sea intercommunicate.”126 Both Dutch and Iliuliuk harbors 

were protected from the Bering Sea by the close proximity of Amaknak Island, nestled 

inside Unalaska Bay and beside the main island, as shown in Figure 11. Because of this 

protection, Dutch Harbor/Unalaska 

became the geographical center of 

economic activity in the region; most 

ships coming north stopped there on 

the way to and from the whaling 

regions and the Pribilofs in the fur seal 

trade.127

In his report Davidson wrote 

positively about both the development 

of nearby fisheries off Akutan and Unimak straits, as well as the agricultural potential in 

the region. He depicted Unalaska as the central warm spot on the southern Alaskan 

coast: to the west he said that the Bering Sea would influence a colder climate on the 

remaining islands, while to the east the snow-clad mountains grew in size and thus also 

indicated a colder climate. Unalaska, by contrast, only had the five-thousand foot 

Makushin with just one glacier, and benefited from the confluence of the warm water and 

wind of the Pacific.129

120 Ibid: 194.
127 Pamela Foss, “Bering Sea Patrol,” Alaska Bear Vol. 8 (3) 1990: 14-17; Dennis Noble, “Early Cutterman 
in Alaskan Waters,” Pacific Northwest Quarterly, Vol. 78 (3) 1987: 74-82; John Brice, Remarks o f  the 
Movements and Breeding Grounds o f  the Fur-Seal, Based on Observations Made While on the United 
States Naval Patrol o f  Bering Sea in 1894, Washington, D.C., Government Printing Office, 1896.
128 Picture of Dutch Harbor/Unalaska from “The Aleutian Islands,” Alaska Geographic, Penny Rennick, 
ed., Vol. 22 (2) 1995: 85.
129 Davidson: 201.
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Sherwood, however, argued that Davidson was not very enthusiastic about Alaska’s 

agricultural potential based on his experience of the “climate”—a concept in which 

Sherwood equated the weather with data such as annual temperature, rainfall, and 

sunlight. However, nineteenth century scientists were still attempting to understand the 

seemingly tenuous relationship between weather and climate; this was never so apparent 

as in the debates for the acquisition of Alaska. For while Davidson’s report recounted the 

horrible weather experienced in the region, the relatively mild temperatures of the 

southern coast prompted him to report an overall positive opinion of the territory.

For example, Davidson quoted one English botanist who, in speaking of the 

permafrost conditions that caused bog-like soil conditions, compared the vegetation of 

Alaska (in its entirety) with northern Europe, another boggy region with a mild and rainy 

climate.130 Davidson did make a case for Alaska’s agricultural potential; referring to the 

Aleutians specifically, he remarked that while Unalaska had no trees, “grasses grow 

luxuriantly.” Using translated portions of the Russian priest Veniaminov’s journal as his 

primary source, Davidson wrote that potatoes were particularly successful in this area, 

and he claimed to have found one strain of peas that could also be incorporated into an 

agricultural industry. And in a letter included with the report, the botanist with the party 

wrote that Unalaska would be a better area to grow hay than the coast of Oregon. 

Davidson wrote, “[throughout the whole country the fields are brilliant with many- 

colored flowers, gratifying the eye, and satisfying the explorer that the country has a 

moderate climate.”131 Lacking the conditions for “accurate work” that would

130 Ibid: 214. The source he references is Seeman, “Botany o f the Voyage of Her Majesty’s Ship Herald, 
1845-’51.”
131 Ibid: 211,214. Davidson wrote that the Sitka spruce planted by the Russians did not grow very large, 
but suggests that “if trees were placed in good situations at first, and properly attended to, they would 
succeed.” He attributes the Russians’ failure to their general negligence resulting from their overbearing 
attention to the fur trade, rather than attending to cultivating the land’s potential. He also states that all the 
islands to the west are reported by navigators o f the Russian-America company as being basically the same 
as Unalaska. On the comparison to Oregon see Albert Kellogg, Appendix L, letter to Davidson, November 
20,1867, in Ibid: 321. Also attached to the report was a letter to Davidson from another member o f the 
Coast Survey party, which said, “The alluvial land is covered with a luxuriant growth o f grass, very dense 
and often breast high, and although much of it is a marsh, it is probably susceptible o f drainage.” See 
Theodore A. Blake, Appendix E, letter to Davidson, November 30, 1867, in Ibid: 288.
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scientifically inform his knowledge of the environment, Davidson’s conclusions were 

based more on aesthetic taste than on reason.

It was chance and a large textual record of the Aleutian region that lead to the

positive depiction of Unalaska; this area was familiar, as in much occupied and much

written about, allowing for a greater number of accounts to praise its good days. Most

significantly, however, most explorers—including the Coast Survey party—experienced

the Aleutian landscape in summer or early fall, the time of year that such “luxuriant”

grass is in evidence, if not in peak season, and a time of year when the Aleutian storms

are least severe. During his short week-long stay in Unalaska, Davidson experienced

good to excellent weather, some of which allowed members of the party to ascend

Makushin Volcano. And a clear day aboard ship as the Lincoln left toward Sitka allowed

Davidson his first panoramic view of the Alaskan coastline:

We started from Ulakhta on the 13th of September, with a fine day and a 
beautiful view of the volcano of Makushin, from the crater of which were 
rolling volumes of cloud-like vapor. The vessel passed through the narrow 
strait between Unalaska and Unalga Islands; the heavy swell of the Behring 
Sea was lost, and the Pacific entered without perceptible motion. From 
the Pacific approach to this entrance, the view was magnificent; far to the 
south-westward stretched the mountains of Unalaska; both passages and 
boundaries were sharp and distinct. The volcanic peak of Akutan, 3,532 
feet high, was alone enveloped in cloud, while far to the north and northwest 
were visible the snow-clad peaks of Devastation [Isanotsky], 5,525 feet 
elevation; Shishaldin, 8,953 feet, and between 
these were smaller peaks and a snow-covered 
range; beyond Shishaldin another curiously- 
shaped snow-clad peak was visible....
Captain Archimandritoff, who had served 
thirty years in the employment of the 
Russian-America company, informed me that 
he had never seen the sea so calm, nor such an 
extensive line of island shores visible at an Figure 12: Shishaldin and isanotsky 132

133one time.

132 Photo of Shishaldin and Isanotki Volcanoes, Unimak Island, Alaska, 1946, Captain Harry D. Reed, 
C&GS, Image ID# thebl412, Historic Coast & Geodetic Survey Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/thebl412.htm>, from NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>. Shishaldin is in the foreground.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/thebl412.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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This florid description of the Aleutian Islands was far from scientific—it was aesthetic. 

A member of Davidson’s party wrote a similarly art-conscious account of their ascent of 

Makushin in the geological report on Unalaska, an appendix to Davidson’s report:

We camped for the night on the north 
side of the valley, four miles distant 
from the beach. The morning of the 
following day we ascended the grassy 
range of hills north of our camp. Op
posite this point, on the southern side 
of the valley, is a bold, volcanic range, 
with sharp and angular peaks, rising 
from a ravine which enters the valley 
from the southwest. Its serrated sum
mit is marked by snow in patches, 
from which the water flows, marking 
its flanks with silver threads, which 
contrast beautifully with the dark 
frowning crags and bare rocky surfaces.

The ascent was soon made, and we 
beheld, for the first time, a panoramic 
view of the surrounding country and 
waters: the island, with its deeply 

indented shores and intricate channels; 
its complex system of mountain peaks, 
with here and there a volcanic cone 
rising in beautiful symmetry and over
shadowing the sharp and more angular 
summits of surrounding hills; the bold 
and rocky shore line, produced by the 
action of the water cutting the hills away 
at their base, causing extensive cavings 
and slidings—an action greatly assisted 

' by the sharp and frequent shocks of

Figure 13: Valley north of Makushin 134

Figure 14: Makushin summit seen from the north 135

Figure 15: Looking down at Makushin’s vents 136

133 Davidson: 195. The party had planned on visiting the Pribilof Islands, but the season was too late and 
they expected inclement weather.
134 Photo by Angela Roach, July 17,1996, courtesy o f Alaska Volcano Observatory.
135 Photo by Vicki McConnell, undated, courtesy of the Alaska Volcano Observatory.
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earthquakes which occur here.... The stream...now tumbled and foamed 
through deep rocky gorges and channels which it, with its own power, 
had cut through the volcanic debris and lava out-flows, while further west 
it spreads out into a fan-like form and drains the vast amphitheater of 
mountains which flank the grand snow-covered volcano. A glacier, with 
imperfectly formed moraines, curves gracefully around a sharp ridge 
formed by an outflow from the side...137

At this point, the party had reached just 1,927 feet, though the passage reads as if they 

had reached the mountain’s summit. They camped for the night, during which they 

“heard subterranean noises in the direction of the crater, and experienced a heavy gale, 

which threatened to carry away our tent.” Their actual summit view the next day was 

therefore hindered by fog; they weren’t even sure they had reached the top.138

Climbing Makushin and other volcanoes had long been a tradition in western culture; 

even before Alexander von Humboldt’s scientific trips among the Andes, explorers 

climbed for the highest vantage point. Cook’s party, for example, climbed Makushin and 

attempted Mauna Loa in Hawaii.139 The ascent of volcanoes appealed to the Victorian 

taste for nature—“subterranean noises” easily translated into the terror of the sublime. 

Though the “aesthetic of terror” fueled most narratives of exploration, it was not absent 

in the Davidson report on Alaska, either. From their near-grounding off the reefs of 

Sanak to the rumblings of steaming volcanoes, Romantic imagery and dramatic plot 

elements were integral to this scientific account. Elements such as the trope of the climb 

allowed the narrative to reinforce Romantic ideas of nature.

Climbing mountains also appealed to the Victorian taste for science. The historian 

Bruce Hevly wrote that climbing atop mountains and glaciers were seen as acts of 

heroism that added validity to the field geologists’ work; the “rhetoric of adventure,” 

wrote Hevly, was “an important element in the culture of field science,

136 This view is from the east. Photo by: Angela Roach, July 7,1996, courtesy o f the Alaska Volcano 
Observatory. This and the preceding two photos are available on the AVO web site, under the Makushin 
entry of their online atlas: <http://www.avo.alaska.edu>.
137 Theodore A. Blake, Appendix E, letter to Davidson, November 30, 1867, in Davidson: 288.
138 Ibid.
139 Walter Barnard, “Earliest Ascents o f Mauna Loa Volcano,” The Hawaiian Journal o f  History, Vol. 25, 
1991.

http://www.avo.alaska.edu
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one claiming reliable perception on the basis of 

authentic, rigorous, manly experience.” Hevly 

continued, "vigorous health stood for a way of 

apprehending nature in the course of scientific 

study, and in the context of adventurous, 

firsthand experience."140

But perhaps most interesting about Figure 16: Unalaska in early October 141

Davidson’s and his party’s report of the region, 

is the fact that even though they were there in 

Unalaska the second week of September, they 

wrote about the environment as if it were the 

height of summer—awash with luxuriant 

grasses and wildflower bloom. But the summer 

environment, shown in Figures 13-15—the 

environment that they depicted in the report— 

would have already shown evidence of fall by Figure 17: Fall at False Pass, Unimak Island 142

the time they arrived in the Aleutians.

Therefore, the landscape they would have seen 

would have looked much more like Figures 16- 

18.

Davidson’s party did not depict what they 

observed—instead they depicted the landscape 

as how they heard and imagined it at the height

Of Summer season, the season most hospitable for Figure 18: Fall foliage, Unalaska 143

human occupation.

140 Hevly: 67-68, 79.
141 Photo courtesy of Maeve Doolittle, undated. Time of season estimated by Doolittle in personal 
communication, August 2000.
142 Photo courtesy of Maeve Doolittle, undated. Time o f season estimated by Doolittle in personal 
communication, August 2000.
143 Photo courtesy of Maeve Doolittle, undated. Time of season estimated by Doolittle in personal 
communication, August 2000.
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But while Davidson’s report would be barely recognizable as a “scientific” document 

if it were published today, between Davidson’s reputation and the intellectual climate of 

nineteenth century science it became one of the most authoritative sources published on 

Alaska. According to Sherwood, a copy of the report was given to each member of 

Congress, and it was not only quoted but congressmen called Davidson himself to give 

additional testimony during the course of allocations debate.144

Although politicians on both sides of the issue were able to use the information 

provided in the report to argue their points—too much inclement weather, excellent 

fisheries, no mineral wealth, copper is reported145—the major argument by Senator 

Charles Sumner and Seward had been based not on resources but geopolitics. To argue 

this point, the treaty advocates must have used the map included in Davidson’s report—at 

the time one of the most accurate maps of Alaska.

Figure 19: “North Western America” by the U.S. Coast Survey, 1867 146

144 Sherwood, 1959: 150-151.
145 Ibid: 152.
146 U.S. Coast Survey, “North Western America, ” Image ID # PCA 20-216, from Alaska State Library, 
Juneau, <http://www.library.state.ak.us/hist/cent/pea020.html#maps>. The map of the territory published 
with the report in 1869 is little different; the Aleutian Islands are left off entirely, but a separate map is of

http://www.library.state.ak.us/hist/cent/pea020.html%23maps
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As shown in Figure 19, the outline of the territory is accurate, and that is also where 

the most detail lies. The known region is distinct from the unknown in this map—the 

unknown being nearly the entire interior of Alaska. Without a Brooks Range, without 

more than just a rudimentary outline of the Yukon River. In the upper left-hand comer is 

a detail of Sitka, the capital of the territory; while in the other comer is a miniature map 

showing the relationship between Alaska and Asia—an image that doubtlessly recalled 

many to Senator Sumner’s speech, when he used the image of a bridge to describe that 

relationship.

Many celebrated the acquisition of Alaska for its incredible size—but no one at the 

time understood its true ecological diversity. The Alaska that Sumner and Davidson 

portrayed for politicians and public was a southern coastal Alaska. The portion of coastal 

Alaska that played most prominently when invoking the concept of Alaska was not Sitka, 

the capital, not Kodiak, not even the Pribilofs—but Unalaska. They created this 

perception as a result of a confluence of factors: the large textual record of this region, 

the marine economy which placed Unalaska as a convenient port of call, the navigators’ 

primarily summer and fall experience of the Aleutians, and finally the dominant 

transportation technology—ships—which dictated that travel to the coastal regions would 

be easier than to the interior. The Alaska purchase found Unalaska the veritable capital 

of the territory—a distinction perpetuated by the next major agent of Alaskan perception, 

William Healey Dali.

Successor to Davidson and Kennicott: William Healey Dali, Romantic Scientist

Dali was bom in Boston in 1845, the son of a Unitarian missionary father who, when Dali 

was just ten years old, was sent to Calcutta to found a school.147 Dali’s mother, Caroline 

Healey Dali, was a staunch feminist active in the intellectual community of Boston. She 

was a transcendentalist, early suffragist, and abolitionist who would have her son’s

the harbors at Unalaska, as is Sitka and St. Paul, Kodiak. See maps 20-23, published in Report o f  the 
Superintendent o f  the United States Coast Survey, Showing the Progress o f  the Survey During the Year 
1867, Washington, G.P.O., 1869.
147 Sherwood, 1992: 38.
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devotion all of her life.148 Before embarking on his career in field science, the young 

William Dali was a student of Louis Agassiz at the Museum of Comparative Zoology; it 

was at this time that he discovered his affinity to mollusks. But as a nineteenth century 

field scientist, Dali would be interdisciplinary in both his interests and his subsequent 

work, which would range in topic from botany to ethnography.149

Dali’s field became Alaska when in 1863 he 

met Robert Kennicott in Chicago. Kennicott was 

organizing the Scientific Corps of the Western 

Union Telegraph Expedition; the Atlantic trans

oceanic cable having failed, Western Union 

desired to send a team to survey a telegraph route 

across the Bering Strait to Siberia. Dali, who 

was then just nineteen years old, joined the band 

of young naturalists on the expedition to the 

North.150

Kennicott already had Arctic experience; in 

the summer of 1857 he embarked on a trip to 

western Canada at Fort Yukon, where he 

befriended and recruited officers of the Hudson 

Bay Company to help him collect specimens.

He returned for another three years with the company, from 1859-1861.152 Much like 

Baird, Kennicott’s enthusiasm for natural history was infectious, and he was beloved

148 Helen Deese, “Tending the ‘Sacred Fires’: Theodore Parker and Caroline Healey Dali,” Proceedings o f  
the Unitarian Universalist Historical Society, Vol. 23,1995; Howard Wach, “A Boston Feminist in the 
Victorian Public Sphere: the Social Criticism of Caroline Healey Dali,” New England Quarterly 68 (3) 
1995. Evidence supporting the son’s loyalty is found in the correspondence between the two, as well as 
Dali request that a portion o f his Coast Survey salary to be sent to his mother. See the William Healey Dali 
Collection, Record Unit 7073, Smithsonian Institution Archives.
149 Sherwood, 1992: 38.
150 Ibid.
151 Photo from Sherwood, 1992: Illustration 8. This is the predominant image o f Kennicott presented in 
published materials.
52 Rivinus and Youssef: 85-86.
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amongst his fellow naturalists. He had an equal passion for the North; two years before

the Telegraph expedition, Kennicott was greatly looking forward to returning to the

Arctic, writing one ally at the Hudson Bay Company:

Don’t be in a hurry to leave the North, McFarlane. I assure you there is 
little comfort in the outside world unless you love work more than I do.
My best consolation while working so constantly is the thought that the 
Sooner I get through the matter at hand, so much the sooner I’ll start 
North again.... It’s all very well to talk of the delights of the civilized 
world, but give me the comfortable North where a man can have some 
fun, see good days, and smoke his pipe unmolested. D—n civilization.
Not that I see it so much either, for I live constantly here at the Smith
sonian among a set of naturalists nearly all of whom have spent their 
lives in the wilderness, and as I’m working constantly on Arctic collect
ions, my thoughts always go back to their habitats and the various well 
remembered scenes.153

Interestingly, Kennicott wrote that the Smithsonian was much less a “civilization” 

and more a “wilderness” because of the company he kept: naturalists whose passions, like 

his, focused on understanding the natural world, and whose most beloved homes were in 

the field. The dashing, charismatic Kennicott inspired both camaraderie 

naturalists and passion for the Arctic; he must have had a 

great influence on the young Dali. It was obvious that Dali 

tremendously anticipated the journey north—and it was also 

obvious that his first experience of the Alaskan landscape 

would be more as a Romantic explorer, rather than as the 

ideal “objective” scientist.

For example, in one letter Dali wrote of their journey 

toward St. Michael, “We are plunging through fog above, 

and sea below; our prow northward... And as the world

seems dim and lonely at first to one who starts out to battle it alone, so our course has 

been attended with rain and storm and fog for many days. Still we have made steady

153 Letter from Robert Kennicott to R. McFarlane, April 29,1863, quoted from Dali, 1915: 359.
154 Photo from Sherwood, 1992: Illustration 9. Dali was just 21 years old.
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progress and bid fair to make a good voyage...”155 Dali wrote about the landscape as if 

he were directing a play—detached from the environment, yet the environment echoed 

the character’s emotions.

He used Romantic imagery to paint for his reader a picture of the explorer. In a 

letter to his father, for example, Dali remained hopeful that the weather would clear, 

writing that they were “within two days easy sail of Ounimak Pass and may hope to see 

Mount Shishaldinsky before a great while.” Later in the same letter, however, he wrote 

that instead the “grand old peak sat enshrined in its majestic solitude of mist.”156 To 

another correspondent he reported that they “passed [through]...the Ounimak Pass, 

having a good view of Ounimak shore, and Ougamok, and Akhun, Akutan, and 

Ounalashka, the [various] islands on either side of the pass; but the grand volcanic peak 

of Shishaldinsky.. .obstinately gathered the fog around him like a garment, and brooded 

in misty seclusion, ‘till we were far away.”157

Thus Dali saw his first glimpse of the Aleutians through the lens of the Romantic.

Even in his personal notebook, Dali wrote with a similar flourish:

Aug 30. Cast anchor in a beautiful harbor in the northern part of Ounga 
Island, where there is a seam of coal. Go ashore and find on the beach 
large quantities of fossil wood, silicified.... Go up to the left of the landing 
where the broad dark bands attracted my attention and after a hard climb 
reach the top. The luxuriant growth of herbs, grass, and flowers is beyond 
description.158

Dali would eventually change the way he used Romantic imagery. For example, on 

his way home in 1868, Dali wrote in his notebook again about Unimak Island, but 

without waxing poetic about Shishaldin volcano. Instead the description, although richly

155 Letter from Dali to Miss Ellen M. Wilde, Care o f H.J. Wilde Esq., Medford, Mass, Aug 1,1866, letter 
press page number 68, folder unnumbered, Box 4, Smithsonian Archive Record Unit 7073 (hereafter cited 
as “Dali Papers”).
156 Letter from Dali dated July 31 and August 15,1866, letter press page number 72, folder unnumbered, 
Division 3, Box 4, Dali Papers.
157 Letter from Dali to Lizzie Merriam, in section of letter dated August 13,1866, letter press page number 
78, folder unnumbered, Division 3, Box 4, Dali Papers.
158 Dali’s 1865 notebook, entry August 30, Folder 5, Box 23, Dali Papers.
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evocative of the mysterious, demonstrated his attempts to better understand the science of

the environment through detached observation, rather than emotional response:

See a fine hawk in Ounimak Pass. He hovers over the vessel for some 
time. The hills near the Pass on the NW Head of Ounimak, are of a rich 
red color, due either to oxide of iron or some peculiar volcanic rock.
There is a very strong tide always running through the Pass but it is not 
regular, sometimes 6 hours each way, another time 10 hours one way and 
two the other. The phenomena of the tides in these regions, complicated 
as they are with oceanic currents and counter currents, and diverted by 
islands and deep channels & inlets, are a mystery even to the whalers & 
traders who have frequented these regions for so long.159

Dali acquired some cynicism early in the Telegraph expedition, when he learned that 

Kennicott was found dead on the Yukon’s shores at Nulato. But again, Dali wrote of the 

environment merely to reflect the psychological condition of the human. Kennicott, he 

wrote,

Died of disease of the heart on a desolate northern beach, alone! He was 
murdered; not by the merciful knife but by slow torture of the mind. By 
ungrateful subordinates, by an egotistic and selfish commander, by anxiety 
to fulfil [sic] his commands, while those that gave them were lining their 
pockets in San Francisco. I am so nervous from rage and grief that I can 
hardly write.160

According to Sherwood, one person who discovered the body suggested that Kennicott 

committed suicide, although officially his death was ruled a heart attack; he was under 

extreme pressure to organize and lead the expedition, and had been exhibiting signs of 

paranoia nearly from the start.161 The Telegraph expedition had a different set of 

demands than Kennicott’s previous work; where before he could devote all of his energy 

to collecting, for the Telegraph expedition he had to navigate the bureaucracy and remain

159 Dali’s 1868 notebook, entry August 29th, Folder 3, Box 23, Dali Papers.
160 Letter from Dali to Lizzie Merriam, September 28,1866, Dali Papers, quoted from Sherwood, 1992: 24. 
Sherwood gives no further citation.
161 Ibid: 24,19. Sherwood said that Kennicott was “the right man by regional experience and the wrong 
man by temperament.”
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second in command to the expedition’s military leader. Kennicott was a field scientist, 

but he was not a government scientist.

Dali, however, learned to handle the particular stresses of being a government 

scientist as he took over official duties as head of the Scientific Corps. But upon the 

successful laying of the Atlantic trans-oceanic telegraph cable, the expedition in the west 

disbanded. Not wanting to abandon the scientific aspect of the project, Dali volunteered 

to spend an extra year in Alaska, securing the blessing if not fiscal compensation from 

Baird; he desired to continue the work of Kennicott, whose main scientific aim was to be 

able to understand the biological relationship between North America and Asia.162

Although this work did not contribute to the Congressional debates on the purchase 

of Alaska, it did result in a timely volume published in 1870: Alaska and its Resources.

It was the volume that would, according to Sherwood, begin to establish Dali as the 

“Dean of Alaskan experts.”163

Dali devoted half of Alaska and its Resources to the narrative of the Telegraph 

expedition and to celebrate the life of Kennicott; the other half was a critical view of 

Alaska’s resources and peoples based on the available sources—the same sources used by 

Davidson, as well as Davidson’s 1867 Coast Survey report. Dali, however, separated his 

plot-driven narrative from his more rational assessment of resources, though the 

distinction was probably determined more by the necessities of the text’s structure 

(separating his experience in the north from the experience of others in the southern 

coastal region) than by a conscious attempt at designing a more objective account of the 

region. For like Davidson’s report, Dali’s book based much of its environmental 

knowledge on Victorian ideas of nature and science, rather than first-hand field 

experience. He concentrated on the utility of the resources—reporting most favorably on 

its agricultural potential—only hinting at what the territory might yield for the pure 

sciences. Throughout this portion of the text, Dali promoted the land of the Aleutians as 

an ideal frontier for a new wave of American pioneers.

162 William Healey Dali, Alaska As It Was A ndls: 1865-1895, Philosophical Society o f Washington,
Bulletin Vol. 13, December 1895: 124-125.
163 Sherwood, 1992: 37.
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For example, like Davidson, Dali claimed that “the great currents which exist in the

North Pacific and Bering Sea”—primarily the Japanese Current, which he also called the

KuroSiwo or Black Stream—created “the mild climate of the southern portion of

Alaska.”164 Dali considered the climate and agricultural potential of Unalaska better than

in the “Sitkan District,” a region including Kodiak since it had trees.165 The “Aleutian

District” had the benefit of rich volcanic soils, described aesthetically as “consisting of

vegetable mould and dark-colored clays, with here and there light calcareous loam

formed of decomposed rocks, rich in tertiary fossils.”166 In addition, while the Sitkan

District was “intolerably rainy,” the climate of the Aleutian District could be compared to

Scotland or Iceland:

.. .it may not be irrelevant to make a comparison between this portion 
of Alaska and a very similar country, which has, however, been for 
centuries under cultivation. It will serve to show what human industry, 
aided by careful application of experience, may do with a country more 
barren, and nearly as cold as the Aleutian District of Alaska. I refer to 
the Highlands of Scotland and the adjacent islands, whose Scotch mists 
have become proverbial.
...Indeed, even in Iceland, where the temperature in winter sometimes 
gets as low as thirty-five below zero, we leam from Sir George Mackenzie 
that four-fifths of their entire population of seventy thousand derive their 
maintenance from agriculture.167

Dali wrote about Scotland’s climate as if it were the Aleutians, supplying the reader with 

numerous charts and graphs on the Scottish condition as an ersatz first-hand study of 

Alaska. He frequently quoted Davidson’s report, and like Davidson he argued that if 

trees planted in the Aleutians were only properly cared for and the soil drained, they 

would succeed. Similarly, Dali blamed the failure of livestock only on the fact that the 

Russians did not properly train the Aleuts in their care.168 “That cattle will do well there,

164 William Healey Dali, Alaska and its Resources, New York, Amo Press, Inc., 1970 (reprint): 285.
165 Ibid: 433. These Dali defined as agricultural districts. The Aleutian District included the Alaska 
Peninsula; the third was the Yukon (interior) District.
166 Ibid: 443.
167 Ibid: 444, 449. Sitka as “intolerably rainy”: 451.
168 Ibid: 446, 449-450.
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there is no doubt,” he claimed, “and the Pacific slope may yet derive its best butter and 

cheese from the Aleutian and northern Sitkan districts.”169

Dali devoted less time to other resources in the Aleutians. He gave an excellent 

review to the Aleutian fisheries, claiming that California fishermen traveled for the best 

cod to the Shumagin Islands.170 But knowledge of the mineral resources was much more 

scarce, and he claimed that the Unga Island coal at Coal Harbor was “quite valueless.”171 

However, after copper and coal, he said that sulphur, used for gunpowder, held the most 

value—and the most abundant supply would be found among the Aleutian volcanoes. He 

also depicted the volcanic environment as a medicinal environment, for “the remarkable 

hot and mineral springs which” in the Aleutian Islands “are so numerous” greatly 

appealed to the Victorian belief in Nature as the source for health. The Aleutians also 

played into nineteenth century science’s epistemological affinity: “For opportunities of 

studying the phenomenon of glaciation, American students need no longer turn to the 

Alps”172—an echo of Charles Sumner’s speech three years before. Though Dali ranked 

Unalaska as the third most important place in Alaska, behind Sitka and Kodiak, and 

denied that the great circle route found its path along the Chain, it was obvious that he 

painted the Aleutians as the most favorable frontier for the next wave of American 

pioneers.173

Using the discourse of science, Dali brought authority to his words and opinion.

Alaska, he claimed, was a valuable frontier for a new generation, and chastised those who

would disagree with him:

I have seen with surprise and regret that men whose forefathers wielded 
the axe in the forests of Maine, or gathered scanty crops on the granite 
hillsides of Massachusetts, have seen fit to throw contempt and derision 
on the acquisition of a great territory naturally far richer than that in 
which they themselves originated, principally on the ground that it is a 
‘cold’ country. This complaint is but half true to begin with.... On the

169

170

171

172

173

Ibid: 455.
Ibid: 483.
Ibid: 474.
Ibid: 478,472, 461. 
Ibid: 288,259.
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other hand, has the race of hardy pioneers died out among us?.... In a 
country where all that we honor and respect has grown from the efforts 
of those whose energy, fostered by conflict with the elements, has made 
a garden of the rock, turned the forest into fruitful fields, and drawn the 
precious minerals from the flinty bosom of the earth, there can be but 
one answer to such a question.174

Americans had long used the concept of the frontier to rhetorically distinguish them as a 

stronger race than those of European stock, tangential to the popularity of social 

Darwinism that arose in the late nineteenth century. What would later become Frederick 

Jackson Turner’s “frontier thesis” in American history was a natural development from 

the popular consciousness of Victorianism: this rapidly-industrializing society, schooled 

in Enlightenment values, celebrating the path of progress, found that they could 

rhetorically use the ability to conquer the environment (especially by the plow) as a 

measure of character. Dali capitalized on this intellectual climate when constructing his 

treatise on Alaska’s potential; and he cleverly secured for himself the role of expert on 

this new frontier—more of an expert than Davidson, who spent much less time in the 

Alaskan field. Perhaps Dali would have naturally inherited this role from Kennicott, but 

it was this first book that would cinch his title as “Dean.”

Meanwhile, Unalaska had been reaffirmed as the veritable capital of Alaska. Like in 

Davidson’s report, the large textual record of the region no doubt was essential in 

creating this perception. But Unalaska, because of the dominant method of 

transportation, was also central geographically; where before its harbors would shelter 

Russian explorers, whalers, fishers, and fur traders, now American Arctic explorers, such 

as Dali’s Telegraph expedition, would find Unalaska a convenient sojourn. The Revenue 

Cutter Service, assigned to make seasonal cruises to Sitka and the Seal Islands, sailed all 

along the southern Alaska coast as far west as Attu, and the Bering Sea Patrol’s 

headquarters was located in Unalaska.175 The patterns of Alaskan destinations are 

demonstrated in Figures 22 and 23:

1/4 Ibid: 242.
1 7S

See note 127 above.
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Ships with Alaskan Destinations, Home Port 
of San Francisco

1 0 0
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0
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Figure 22: “Record of Commerce in Alaska” Chart A 176

Figure 22 demonstrates that in the years immediately following the Alaska purchase, 

the Aleutians were not nearly as isolated as they are today. Taken from data copied by 

Dali, the chart shows that of the ships with Alaskan destinations whose home port was 

San Francisco, an increasing number of those ships experienced the environment of the 

Aleutians. This relationship is made much more apparent by clustering the data and

176 This chart is derived from a list, in Dali’s handwriting, which notes the departures and arrivals of 
vessels with business in Alaska. The entries that listed fishing in the Shumagins, for example, were 
recorded as having an Aleutian destination, as well as ships that traveled to Unalaska. Ships that noted 
travel to the Bering Sea or Siberian destinations were recorded as traveling via Unimak Pass, the most 
frequently used pass from the Pacific to the Bering Sea; a few ships recorded both destinations of Sitka and 
Kodiak, in which case they were categorized under their last known port of call before heading back to San 
Francisco. The list also included months from 1867 and 1873, but as they were incomplete years, the data 
was not counted. Data from “Record of Commerce in Alaska,” Box 4, Dali Papers.
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juxtaposing the destinations of Southeast Alaska against those which find travelers 

sailing amongst and beyond the Aleutian islands, a relationship shown in Figure 23.

Change in Northern-Bound Ship Destinations, 1868-1872

1868 1869 1870 1871 1872

Year

HOther or Unknown ■  Sitka or Kodiak ■  Aleutians and Beyond

Figure 23: “Record of Commerce in Alaska” Chart B 177

It is clear from Figure 23 that a shift in Alaskan destinations occurred. Looking at both 

charts this shift can be made more explicit. Ships traveled primarily in the spring through 

fall months; in 1868 the dominant Alaskan port of call was Sitka, but by 1872 Sitka was 

the port with the least commercial activity. Kodiak’s commerce grew, especially in 1870, 

but not nearly as much as commerce among the Aleutians. Together, both Sitka and 

Kodiak experienced a drop in visitation compared to the gain experienced by ships 

categorized as having “Aleutian experience,” those that either had an Aleutian destination 

(most commonly the Shumagin Islands or Unalaska) or passed through one of the 

Aleutian Island passes (most popularly Unimak Pass) to destinations such as Siberia or

177 ibid.
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the Bering Strait region. By 1872 these two categories, “via Unimak Pass” and “Aleutian 

Destinations,” represented over half of all travel to and from Alaska. Although these 

were by no means the only ships in Alaska, San Francisco was the major home port of 

Alaskan-bound vessels; in addition, the chart is useful because it demonstrates how Dali 

and others (such as Davidson) would have understood the commerce in the region.

Unalaska was very much a gateway—north, south, east, and west—and the eastern 

Aleutians were central to Alaskan commerce. Those like Dali who celebrated the 

purchase of the territory therefore also saw Unalaska as the center of eventual Alaskan 

settlement. However, with the continued exposure to the Aleutian environment, the 

region would conceptually slip to the periphery—the first slip toward this isolation would 

occur when Dali spent a full year working in the Aleutian field. The next chapter will 

follow Dali into what the amateur explorer and filmmaker Father Bernard Hubbard would 

later call the “cradle of storms.”178

178 Father Bernard Hubbard, Cradle o f  the Storms, New York, Dodd, Mead & Co, 1935. Hubbard went so 
far as to say that all major U.S. storms have their genesis at the island of Akutan, just east of Unalaska.
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Chapter IV

The Aleutians as a Working Landscape:
In the Field with William Healey Dali,

Lucien Turner, and the 
Revenue Cutter Service

It is perhaps directly because of this initial perception of the Aleutian Islands that 

William Healey Dali decided to make a reconnaissance of the entire Aleutian Chain. 

Sherwood, in his history of post-1865 exploration of Alaska, was puzzled by why Dali 

would choose to survey the Aleutians—treating the expedition more as if it were an 

anomaly in the trend of Alaskan exploration, a trend which was focused on the interior. 

He did, however, suggest that Dali’s real purpose was toward the pure sciences, rather 

than the applied.179 Far from being anomalous, Dali’s selection of the Aleutians as his 

next field of exploration did indeed reflect a scientific mind; and it demonstrated that the 

Aleutians were not nearly as isolated as when Sherwood wrote his history.

This chapter not only follows Dali into the field, but also follows the trajectory of his 

influence. Dali became a respected member of Washington’s scientific community, and 

the expert on Alaska. He would, after his fieldwork, advocate continued study of the 

Aleutians—yet it was his conception of them that simultaneously helped to banish them 

to isolation. After Dali would come the Signal Service naturalist Lucien Turner, who 

would move his work to interior Alaska; meanwhile, the captains of the Revenue Cutter 

Service would corroborate all of Dali’s experiences among the stormy islands, and 

pressured their superiors to abandon journeys to the westernmost parts of the Chain.

For it was the experience not of the Romantic explorer-scientist, but of the practical 

scientist or practical navigator that continued to dissolve the concept of the Aleutian 

sublime.

179 Sherwood, 1992: 42-43.
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The Aleutians as Scientific Field: From the Romantic to the Practical

Dali and his expedition must be seen in the context of nineteenth century science. Just as 

the line between applied and pure science became more bold, so did the line between 

explorer and scientist began to emerge as a difference in technological degree and 

technical language sophistication. Within the Aleutian landscape, these tensions will be 

demonstrated by the differences between Davidson and Dali. Even though they were 

both employed by the same agency, both engaged the Alaskan landscape through serving 

different masters: Davidson as a faithful servant of applied government science, and Dali 

as a servant to the Smithsonian’s cabinets. These masters and the development of science 

as a discourse of authority caused each man to perceive and report on the Aleutian 

landscape differently. Davidson’s and Dali’s earlier narratives resorted to romantic 

adjectives such as “bold” and “luxuriant” when they lacked an adequate scientific 

language to describe the environment. Davidson also advocated that the Coast Survey 

should adhere to the areas of most economic activity—no farther west than Unalaska. By 

contrast, Dali’s field experience in the Aleutians would lead him to use language 

ornamented less by sublime imagery, while employing the use of story to express his 

party’s experience of real danger—but Dali would also find the western Aleutians a great 

scientific opportunity.

With his and Davidson’s positive review of the
| § |

Aleutian District in mind, it is much easier to 

understand why Dali chose the Aleutians as his field. 

Dali promoted and therefore anticipated an influx of 

white settlers—but he criticized most maps of the 

territory, with the exception of the 1867 Coast Survey 

map, and called for more accurate charts and soundings

to meet the projected demand.180 Mapping areas of 

interest to commerce would obviously fall under the
Figure 24: Dali as a young man 181

180 Dali, 1970: 290, 465-466.
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auspices of the Coast Survey; identifying himself as an expert on Alaska, and desiring the 

funding to pursue further studies, Dali cleverly set himself up as the man to lead the next 

U.S.C.S. expedition.

With Baird on his side, Dali offered his services to the Coast Survey on the basis of

its value to the applied sciences: mapping, observing tides, magnetism, hydrology, and

meteorology.182 However, Dali’s main interest in the Aleutians was its value to pure

sciences. He desired his own Galapagos; among the scientists who would receive the

specimens was the Harvard botanist Asa Gray, Smithsonian Regent and the champion of

Darwinism in America.183 Although in his application and official proposal he played

down the expedition’s value to the pure sciences184, years after his expedition Dali

admitted that it was the “desire to extend our knowledge of the geographical distribution

of the sea fauna [that] led me to propose a further exploration of the coasts of the

territory, especially of the Aleutian chain.”185 And he received at least one letter from a

colleague who admitted envy of Dali’s chosen field:

My dear Dali, I need hardly say how glad I was to leam that you had 
succeeded in organizing an expedition to the Aleutian Islands, and were to 
have charge of it. The group is about as little known as any part of the 
world except the polar regions, and, you will have a splendid field. I envy 
you the dredging in particular: it cannot fail to afford the richest kind of 
returns.186

The naturalist especially wanted to know if the dredging yielded crabs; dredging was 

perhaps of interest to him because the popular scientific opinion was that no sea life 

existed below three hundred fathoms.187

181 Illustration from National Geographic Magazine, January 1963: 3.
182 Sherwood, 1992: 39.
183 Bowler: 328.
184 Sherwood 1992: 40.
185 Dali, 1895: 135.
186 Letter ffom William Stimpson to Dali, June 15,1871, Division 3, Box 3, Folder 2, Dali Papers. 
Stimpson, Secretary of the Chicago Academy of Sciences, was also a close friend of Kennicott ffom their 
younger days at the Smithsonian.
187 Bowler: 210.
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Dali began his expedition to the Aleutians just two years after John Wesley Powell’s 

first expedition down the Colorado River, and in the same year that Ferdinand Hayden 

began his survey of the western territories including Yellowstone. Hayden took with him 

artists such as the painters Thomas Moran and Henry Elliott, as well as the photographer 

William Henry Jackson. Dali’s small Coast Survey party, however, was neither as well 

staffed nor well equipped; besides the ship’s crew, Dali had just one assistant. But put 

into perspective, this should be considered a significant exploration of the territory: after 

all, it was the western United States that Hayden ventured to, a place whose occupation 

by the advancing frontier was immanent, while the Aleutians (and the rest of Alaska) 

were physically so far away. Thus even though Hayden’s party was better staffed and 

better funded, the fact that the Coast Survey sponsored an Aleutian expedition at all is 

quite amazing; Alaskan neglect this was not.

Yet the smallness of Dali’s party had a great effect on the manner in which Dali 

depicted the Aleutians; having just one assistant, Mark Harrington—who would later 

become the first head of the United States Weather Bureau—no artist, and a leaky ship, 

Dali used stories to communicate the most prevalent Aleutian condition: the storm.

The Coast Survey provided the party with the schooner , whose namesake

would have approved of the interdisciplinary scope of the work at hand; however, unlike 

Alexander von Humboldt, Dali was not eager to generate grand theories of the 

environment. He theorized in his 1870 book, but it must be remembered that he wanted 

his work to appear applicable to federal scientific endeavors; it was largely the pressure 

by the government to assess resources that led Dali to make any suppositions from his or 

others’ field observations. Later he admitted his discomfort with theorizing, writing to 

one Coast Survey superior that “I find that the least theorizing beyond the facts is very 

dangerous; as the progress of my work went on, the observations completely overturned 

in several instances the preconceived ideas which I had gained from the previous 

observations.”188

188 Letter from Dali to Captain Patterson, October 12,1872, letter press book pages 127-130, Box 4, Dali 
Papers.
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Dali was a field scientist—a collector of specimens and facts. In accord with the 

belief of many of his contemporaries, he felt that the field was not a place for theorizing, 

and perhaps like many of his contemporaries thought that field observation was not as 

reliable as study in a lab. He was much more comfortable collecting specimens for 

specialists such as Professor Gray, and he would return to the Smithsonian with a 

collection for his own later study and categorization. Reliable, realistic—scientific— 

knowledge of the environment he understood through the use of the museum’s cabinet. 

And there was much to add to the Alaskan collections.

The coming expedition to the Aleutians, thought Dali, would be an ideal opportunity

for conducting both the Coast Survey work and natural history collecting; George

Davidson, assigned as Dali’s Coast Survey liaison in San Francisco, expressed his own

envy of the winter weather that at times would naturally render Coast Survey work

impossible, but would allow Dali to spend his energies collecting specimens. They both

saw the Aleutian weather as more of a boon to the pure sciences than as a hindrance to

the Coast Survey work. Davidson attested to the Humboldt’s ability to weather storms,

writing that the ship would be “comfortable and seaworthy: she was built for the Survey

and came around the Horn.”189 Dali, in the meantime, thanked the shipbuilder for fitting

the vessel out for the voyage, but asked for a new set of sails, “needed for the rough

weather we may reasonably anticipate at this season in the north.”190 A second letter

from Davidson included the statement,

I think work among the Aleutian Islands and anywhere offshore in winter 
will be hazardous, and certainly not afford the maximum of results for 
minimum of cost. There is a large field for surveying with plenty of bad 
weather that will fine [sic] time for natural history collections for which I 
envy you.

189 Letter from George Davidson to Dali, July 19,1871, Division 3, Box 3, Folder 2, Dali Papers.
190 Letter from Dali to Cleveland Rockwell, August 13,1871, letter press book page 254, Box 4, Dali 
Papers.
191 Letter from George Davidson to Dali, July 19,1871, Division 3, Box 3, Folder 2, Dali Papers. This is
the second letter from Davidson with the same date; see note 11 above.
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But while he and Davidson acknowledged that the winter weather would be “hazardous,” 

to what degree neither man had any idea. Like an explorer, Dali dramatically reminded 

his correspondents that he would be out of reach of the mail system for some time, 

ending one letter with the exclamation, “This is lonely isolation!”192 But Dali’s 

expressions of weariness would become less dramatic and much more sincere. He would 

depict himself less as a hero conquering the environment, and more as one at the mercies 

of a fierce Nature. Dali’s experience in the Aleutians would soon found a whole new 

perception of Unalaska and its environment: as a center not of commerce and settlement, 

but as at best an eye amidst storms.

Before the Humboldt and its crew departed, Davidson sent a missive to Dali which 

outlined the goals of the survey. He wrote that Dali should chart the Shumagins, where 

the cod fishery was most productive, and Sanak Island, “with its dangerous reef, and 

unknown currents.” Dali should also, he wrote, determine the true positions of the 

Pribilofs, St. Paul and St. George islands, and chart the “[d]oubtful rocks Southward of 

Unalaska and the Aleutian Islands.” Finally, Dali should chart the “[v]iews and position 

and height of all capes, points, heads, and mountains with bearings and distances.”193 

Davidson clearly desired that Dali should sail no further west than Unalaska—an opinion 

that would steer the two men toward a rocky relationship.

But they did not begin with the most amicable relations anyway; in his letter of 

introduction to Davidson, Dali referred to a conflict between them: “I am sorry that my 

name may have some unpleasant associations [for you] from a misunderstanding which 

occurred in regard to the Alaska Coast Pilot and which I hope to explain when we 

meet.”194 The misunderstanding was never made clear in the correspondence, but it is 

probable that Davidson felt slighted over the success of Dali’s book, a book which owed 

much of its worth to Davidson’s work, but which had at times taken on the tone of being 

a critique of the conclusions drawn in the 1867 Coast Survey. In fact Dali would later

192 Letter from Dali to Samuel Hein, August 25, 1871, letter press book pages 161-164, folder unnumbered, 
Box 4, Division 3, Dali Papers.
193Letter ffom George Davidson to Dali, July 19, 1871, Division 3, Box 3, Folder 2, Dali Papers.
194 Letter ffom Dali to George Davidson, June 7,1871, letter press book pages 175-176, folder 
unnumbered, Box 4, Division 3, Dali Papers.
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directly question Davidson’s authority over him; however, during his first year at work, 

another factor determined that Dali’s party would venture no farther west than Unalaska: 

the Humboldt was not nearly as fit for Alaskan service as promised.

In the very first set of letters Dali sent to Coast Survey officials, Dali made quite

clear his problems with the Humboldt. He wrote to Davidson,

We arrived here on the 23rd of September after a lucky but disagreeable 
passage of 26 days. I say “lucky,” because we had unusually fair winds 
and only one or two storms of less than the usual severity. I add “disa
greeable” because the old Humboldt showed unmistakably that her sphere 
was not on the ocean wave but rather in the placid waters of some land
locked harbor. Every seam, every nail, leaked continuously, and her groans 
at night were fearful to hear. Forty minutes pumping every day were 
required to keep her free and when the wind was high the water fairly 
[spurted] out of the crevices.... In every stress of weather she showed 
unmistakable signs of weakness and had we encountered any of the severe 
storms to which we might have been liable at this season and in these 
latitudes, the results might have been serious. As it was, she excited our 
apprehensions to a considerable extent. In sailing she does very well with 
a free wind but otherwise makes three or four points leeway sliding off 
sideways...195

Similar reports on the Humboldt’s poor 

performance Dali sent to other officers in the Coast 

Survey, including the Superintendent who 

succeeded Alexander Dallas Bache, the Harvard 

mathematics professor Charles Pierce (Figure 25).

To Pierce he immediately wrote that the ship 

“appears to be too flat-bottomed and too weak and 

old to be well suited for the heavy weather which is 

so prevalent here. It is to be hoped that she may be

1 QC
Letter from Dali to George Davidson, October 17,1871, letter press book pages 272-279, Box 4, Dali 

Papers.
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replaced by a vessel better adapted to the circumstances, another year.”197

Dali attributed the Humboldt’s faults to the extreme severity of the Aleutian weather, 

yet the severity of the Aleutian weather was difficult to express. Dali had the delicate 

task of making his superiors understand that he was dogged in his pursuit of the Coast 

Survey goals—and that his work would prove worthy for future funding—while he also 

needed to make them understand that the conditions in the field were not at all conducive 

to the detail required by the work. This work included the sounding operations pictured 

in Figure 26, whose technologies 

artist initially completed the 

painting. Sounding was a task 

greatly exposing any party to 

the rigors of the elements.

For example, Dali 

recounted in his final report an 

event, initially recorded in his 

notebook, of a particular 

attempt in June to measure the 

tides simultaneously in Iliuliuk 

Harbor, Unalaska, and in the 

middle of Akutan Pass. The day was “foggy with some rain.” He “arranged to have 

observations taken here [in Unalaska] by the party,” and with two Aleuts, his equipment, 

two days worth of provisions, and an extra bidarka, he kayaked “to Tun’gagemukh 

Island, one of the Chica (Gull) islets in the middle of the Akutan Pass.” It was a difficult 

project to arrange, as most “natives and bidarkas were otherwise occupied,” and he knew

196 Portrait of Benjamin Pierce, about 1870, NOAA Image ID# theb3555, Historic Coast & Geodetic 
Survey Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/theb3555.htm>, from NOAA Photo 
Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.
197 Letter from Dali to Charles Pierce, October 31, 1871, letter press book pages 293-300, Box 4, Dali 
Papers.
198 Watercolor by James Madison Alden, Strawberry Harbor, Rosario Straits, Washington, 1857, NOAA 
Image ID# theb0330, Historic Coast & Geodetic Survey Collection,
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/theb0330.htm>, from NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.

had not changed much in the fifteen years since the

Figure 26: Earliest depiction of sounding operations, 1857 198

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/theb3555.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/c&gs/theb0330.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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that the somewhat favorable weather would not last. But he started out at six in the

morning; someone from the Alaska Commercial Company, accompanied Dali to collect

the “eggs with which the rocky islets of the Pass abound at this season.” Like any

gentleman-scientist, Dali took time for he and Mr. Church to take “tea at the portage in

Kalekhta Bay,” whereupon he noticed that the “lakes here and the width of the portage

appear to be very incorrectly laid down on the charts....”

We then crossed Unalga Pass, arriving at the Chica Islands about 2:30 
P.M. and setting up the tide staff immediately on a flat rock some twenty 
feet from the beach. Two current buoys were placed in mid channel one 
singe; the other with another sunk six fathoms below it on the same line.
Both the upper ones were sufficiently low in the water not to be affected 
by an ordinary wind. The water being forty fathoms deep, they were 
allowed sixty fathoms of strong codline each, and were both anchored to 
a single large stone, so as to be in every way under the same external 
influences 199

By 3:30 that afternoon, Dali began to take readings every ten minutes for the next 24 

hours.

Mr. Church of the egg-party then kindly relieved me for two hours while 
I took a short nap, resuming my observations at 4 A.M. and continuing 
them until three o’clock that afternoon, completing an entire series of 
tides for twenty four hours. I should have remained until 6 P.M. but wind 
began to rise, and, these islets being inaccessible in any but the easiest 
weather the prospect of being weather-bound without firewood or pro
visions [for a] fortnight perhaps, not being pleasant;—we made the best 
of our way back to Unalashka;—arriving there about nine P.M. after 
nearly forty hours observation and travel, broken by only two hours of 
rest. The Iliuliuk observations had been promptly and carefully taken by 
the party, and the results as a whole, indicate the...comparative volume 
of the tide in a very satisfactory manner.200

Because the environment was so rigorous, in the first batch of letters Dali wrote how 

the weather impeded progress with the survey, but he wrote his description with

199 All quoted material from this section o f the account was taken from “Notebook No. 3,” pages 21-23, 
Folder 3, Box 24, Dali Papers. See also letter from Dali to Pierce, September 18,1872, letter press pages
76-79, Box 4, Dali Papers.
200 All quoted material from this section taken from the Pierce letter, Ibid.
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optimism. For example, Dali wrote to Pierce, “The very variable weather has hitherto 

defeated all our attempts to obtain observations of equal altitudes. We have had many 

days of bad weather,” he began, “but hardly one has passed without the sun appearing for 

a short interval”—but Dali completed the statement in the negative, writing that “on the 

other hand but very few [partly sunny days] have occurred, that have permitted 

continuous work throughout the day.”201 And to Davidson, Dali wrote, “We have had 

almost continuously rainy weather since we arrived, only one or two days without more 

or less rain. Never the less I have been able to do a good deal.. .”202

In the late fall of 1871 Dali tried to settle into a productive rhythm, but he found the 

environment very difficult to work in. For example, in a typical week, Dali recorded in 

his notes the following conditions, from November 23rd to the 30th: On the 23rd, he wrote 

that the conditions were cloudy, the wind “very light,” and they spent the day “taking 

angles.” On the 24th, Dali wrote that conditions were cloudy again, there was “[t]hin ice
thall over small harbor[.] Spend the day taking angles at Ulakhta station.” On the 25 , it 

was again cloudy, and it “[b]lows too hard in A.M. to work. P.M. [was spent taking] 

angles from Round Top station.” On Sunday the 26th, it was cloudy and the “[w]ind 

rather fresh.” On the 27th there was “[f]og, of various degrees of density, all day.” On 

the 28th it was cloudy, but they were able to take another series of angles at one station; 

however, “[h]eavy surf coming in from the NW capsizes boat while trying to launch her, 

wetting instruments and everything and stove boat. Give it up. Haul up the boat and 

walk back to the village; the beach is of large round stones.” On the 29th the stormy 

conditions prevented work, and “[s]qualls and snowflurries [blew] from SE, at intervals, 

all day.” On the 30th the weather was “variable,” and they measured “angles at Ulakhta 

from 10 AM to 2 P.M. ... Calm and cloudy in A.M., clears off bright at noon with N W 

breeze; cloudy again in P.M.”203

201 Letter from Dali to Professor Pierce, October 31, 1871, letter press book pages 293-300, Box 4, Dali 
Papers.
202 Letter from Dali to George Davidson, October 17,1871, letter press book pages 272-279, Box 4, Dali 
Papers.
203 “Notebook No. 1. 1871,” titled “Fair Copy ofNotes from Sept. 23rd to Dec. 31st 1871. at Iliuliuk 
Unalashka, Alaska. W.H. Dali Acting Asst. U.S.C.Survey. Schr. Humboldt,” Folder 1, Box 24, Dali Papers.
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Dali’s optimism about the work’s progress, slight as it was, soon disappeared. In his 

notebook he created a table (Figure 35) which clearly showed that in his first few months 

at Unalaska, the work was greatly impeded by the weather:

Days Oct. Nov. Dec. 3 mos. Sept.
Clear & fine 3.5 5.0 4.0 12.5 2.0
Cloudy & fair 5.5 11.0 5.0 21.5 3.5
Rain snow & storm 22.0 14.0 22.0 58.0 2.5
Total days 31.0 30.0 31.0 92.0 8.0
Working days 26.0 26.0 26.0 78.0 7.0
Days work done 9.0 12.0 6.5 27.5 5.25
Sundays 5.0 4.0 5.0 14.0 1.0

Figure 27: Dali’s first three months of Coast Survey work204

As shown in Figure 27, in three full months of duty to the Coast Survey—92 days— 

Dali’s party completed only 27 Vi days worth of work. Out of 1,872 hours designated for 

work (an amount that excludes all Sundays), the party was able to work only 660 of those 

hours, or just 35% of the time. Dali needed to make it very clear to his superiors and to 

the public that it was not his lack of diligence and professionalism that caused the results 

of the survey to be so meager. His chart did show that only 14% of the total days within 

the three-month period were “Clear & fine,” and that 63% of the total days consisted of 

“Rain snow & storm”—but Dali used not just numbers to communicate the difficult 

conditions. He used stories in his reports, narrating events to his superiors to allow them 

to better visualize the challenges of the Aleutian environment.

Both the Humboldt and the weather therefore became important characters in these 

stories. For as Roland Barthes noted, a ship represented in myth “a traveling eye,” but “a 

ship is a habitat before being a means of transport.”205 Therefore, the danger that Dali 

communicated to his superiors had to resonate from the realm of the mythological to the 

real—from an explorer’s use of drama to the scientific fact. From the Romantic to the 

practical.

204 Ibid: 79. Chart copied exactly as written.
205 Roland Barthes, “The ‘Nautilus’ and the Drunken Boat,” , Canada, Harper Collins, 1995
(reprint): 67, 66.
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In both his notebooks and his reports, Dali attempted to separate aesthetic judgment

from scientific observation. For example, although he wrote of volcanic activity

throughout the winter of 1871-72, Dali did not betray any passionately aesthetic

appreciation of mountains in “misty seclusion.” Instead, he attempted to report the

occurrence as objectively as possible, writing in his notebook that

During the last two days Akutan volcano has been uttering at regular 
intervals loud rumblings like cannonading. Today, being perfectly clear, 
puffs of smoke or steam were seen to rise at intervals of about ten minutes 
apparently coinciding with the noises. Makushin is said to have broken 
out in a new place (about the 4th of November 1871) near the foot of the 
volcano at the bay on the West side of Unalashka.206

When he did use Romantic imagery to describe the landscape, it was to create a 

cynical, melancholic description of the landscape’s effect on the human, not merely a 

reflection of the human condition. Rather than only creating a picture of the landscape as 

a painter would—as if the explorer or scientist observed the scene from outside the 

frame—Dali’s descriptions of the Aleutians placed the human within the environmental 

context.

By contrast, many painters such as those of the Hudson River School, popular since 

the early nineteenth century, celebrated wild Nature, though their canvases primarily 

captured the wilderness between and about to be tamed by the advancing American 

frontier. For example, Thomas Cole frequently painted trees in his foregrounds that were 

blasted by lightning or a fierce wind, but always his canvasses depicted the environment 

as if the storm was clearing. The viewer saw the storm’s aftermath. In paintings such as 

“The Oxbow” Cole idealized the rural Connecticut River valley, encroaching upon the 

stormy atmosphere and rugged landscape of the wilderness. It was an ideal that had been 

echoed by Dali in his 1870 book. According to historian Roderick Nash, “Cole’s divided 

canvas implied the idea Henry David Thoreau accepted as axiomatic: man’s optimum 

environment is a blend of wilderness and civilization.”207

206 “Notebook No. 2. 1872.” Folder 2, Box 24, Dali Papers.
207 Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1982 (reprint):
81.
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Dali’s depictions of the environment was completely unlike Cole’s and others of the 

Hudson River School. Instead of a sense of objectivity, the viewer looking through a gilt 

frame, Dali fully engaged the characters—he, his crew, and his ship—in the storms. For 

rather than being a field of play, Dali’s field was a working landscape. Instead of a 

feigned danger evoked by the sublime, Dali had to communicate real, imminent danger to 

his and his party’s lives.

Dali used his notebooks to record every environmental condition he knew how to

articulate, using accounts of events that happened to the ship to communicate the hazards

of navigation even in “half fair” weather. In his 1872 notebook, Dali wrote:

Stand in under single reefs until wind freshens and it comes on thick and 
rainy. Then stand off S by W to avoid running on to the land in case of a 
south easter. At 2 P.M sight land bearing NW and stand toward it but see 
little until 3.30 P.M. when it clears, and we see two small islands, rocks or 
tops of rocks, bearing WNW. Cannot identify them and taking three sets 
of observations, find that we have been swept by the current more than 
sixty miles to the westward of our reckoning. P.M. pretty clear but clouds 
up after sunset....Remain on deck all night, on the lookout for land.208

If it wasn’t their own mishaps in the Humboldt, Dali recorded the mishaps of other 

vessels. For example, he wrote of one party who had attempted to land in Akun Bay, but 

because of fog, winds, and the ebb tide, found themselves far to the east, at Unalga.209

By the end of March Dali’s party reached a turning point. Dali wrote to his superiors 

about a trip he was forced to take; the ship desperately needed coal, but the custom’s 

agent at Unalaska would neither allow them to borrow nor to buy the coal stored there for 

the Revenue Cutter Service. They were therefore forced to sail for Coal Harbor, Unga 

Island, taking advantage of a “little fair weather coming on about the end of March.” 

Unga Island was just 250 miles from Unalaska, “which is only two days sail in good 

weather” one way. In the first day they made 70 miles, but the round trip journey took 

them nearly a month.

208 “Notebook No. 2 ,1872,” March 29, page 75, Folder 2, Box 24, Dali Papers.
209 Ibid: 33-34; Dali also reported this incident nearly verbatim in his report to the Coast Survey on the 
“Alaska Current,” letter press book page 193, Box 4, Dali Papers.
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We were a week on the way and experienced a series of gales... [and] it 
excited our greatest apprehensions. We succeeded in reaching the harbor, 
and were wind bound there [for] weeks, getting out about ten tons of 
coal or rather lignite of poor quality.... We then returned experiencing 
another gale on the day we left which half filled the hold with water, 
before we could heave her to. On [this] storm two vessels, stronger and 
abler than the Humboldt, appeared to have been lost with all on board 
within a few miles of us.... Had we been on a lee shore we too should 
have passed in our checks. After this we had moderate weather and 
arrived in Unalashka in six days.”210

Having started the journey in late March, they were unable to return to Unalaska

until April 22nd. The incident seriously shook Dali and his crew; with the next batch of

letters Dali requested of Captain Patterson to secure not another Coast Survey ship, but a

“good Cape Ann fisherman or a similar craft....” He continued,

This coast is hazardous enough with the best vessel and the risk is too 
great to warrant a second attempt [to Coal Harbor] in this one, if we 
succeed in getting back safely, of which a reasonable doubt may be 
entertained. I am not as anxious on my account, but I am not willing to 
hazard the lives of all on board, on my own responsibility.... If we are 
not there [San Francisco] by the first of November, you may infer we 
have passed in our checks.211

To Pierce, he sent a letter signed by the members of his crew, whom Dali had consulted

about whether they felt comfortable in continuing their summer’s course to the west—

they did not.212 In a separate letter, Dali wrote of how he and his party tried with all their

will to do the best job they could.

We are, however, almost entirely in the power of the weather, but there 
must be some good weather this summer. The year has far been the 
hardest I have ever passed; I share this as a fact, not as a complaint—but

710 Letter from Dali to Samuel Hein, April 25, 1872, letter press pages 14-20, Box 4, Dali Papers. Dali 
gave similar accounts in a letter to Pierce, same date, and one to Patterson, April 29, letter press page 47,
Box 4, Dali Papers.211Letter from Dali to Patterson, April 29, letter press page 47, Box 4, Dali Papers.
212 Letter from Hall, Hodgkins, and Harrington (sailing master, mate, and Acting Astronomical Aid) to 
Pierce, March 31,1872, Folder 2, Box 3, Division 3, Dali Papers.
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by far the greatest hardship was the anxiety of mind caused by the... 
failings of our vessel.213

It is significant that Dali presented his experience not as an opinion or a “complaint”— 

but as a “fact.”

Dali’s hopes of spending that first summer in the western Aleutians were dashed.

To Baird he wrote of his change in plans and his disappointment—his party would be 

forced to keep east of Unalaska. “This field is rich enough, but it had not the elements of 

which are possessed by the western islands, though.” However, he did say that the 

detailed study of the “American side” might yield a better comparison to the work in the 

west, work he would have to put off for another year.214 In his report to Pierce, Dali 

wrote in more detail of his new plans: to explore not only the Shumagins, but also the 

vicinity of Bogoslov Island and the island of Nagai, the latter of which was rumored to 

have both good harbors and a productive cod bank.215

The reactions of Dali’s correspondents to these letters were similar—both Davidson

and Patterson expressed their dismay at the danger the Humboldt forced upon the party,

but were at the same time happy that Dali chose to work instead in the eastern Aleutians,

“where it was so much more needed.”216 But Dali was also successful in communicating

his struggle with the Aleutian environment, earning the praise of Professor Pierce:

“Dear Sir, Your summary of the operations on the coast of Alaska, and 
reports and journals showing the daily occupation of your party in the 
schooner Humboldt was received a few days since.

The results, under the adverse circumstances which attended your 
labors will no doubt be deemed entirely satisfactory when examined at 
the office. I regret that the Humboldt is deemed, after the trials of a full 
season, to be unsuitable for the service in Alaska. Through the Hydro

213 Letter from Dali to Pierce, April 25,1872, letter press page 46, Box 4, Dali Papers.
214 Letter from Dali to Spencer Fullerton Baird, May 1, 1872, letter press page 60-66, Box 4, Dali Papers.
215 Letter from Dali to Pierce, April 25,1872, letter press page 46, Box 4, Dali Papers.
216 Davidson, for example, wrote “I am glad you changed your programme of work so as to get some 
positions among the Shoumagins,— you will find the whole group sadly in error.” Letter from George 
Davidson to Dali, February 22, 1872, Folder 2, Box 3, Division 3, Dali Papers; in another letter Patterson 
wrote, “Your reports relating to the ‘Humboldt’ had made me a little anxious... You did nicely in doing the 
work among the ‘Shumagins’ where it was so much more needed than to the South!” Letter from Captain 
Patterson to Dali, October 22, 1872, Folder 2, Box 3, Division 3, Dali Papers.
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graphic director I will invite efforts without delay to find a vessel suited 
to the use and movements of your party.

I feel especially satisfied by the attention which you have given to 
the Currents, and by the activity shown in turning every opportunity to 
account in the development of knowledge concerning that coast. Your 
plan for the summer, if as I hope, the weather permits its accomplishment, 
will add greatly to what has been hither to known of the region in which 
you are after this moment expected [home].217

Indeed, by the time Dali received these reactions, it was September, and his party 

had returned to San Francisco. While engaging a draughtsman to complete the charts, he 

wrote his reports; rather than pass in his “checks,” Dali had passed to his superiors and to 

the public some of his most graphic stories of his encounters with the Aleutian 

environment.

Packaging the Aleutian Landscape for Future Consumption

Dali’s final report to Pierce of the season’s accomplishments contrasted the results of the

expedition to the difficulties presented by the environment. The work they had proposed

for Unalaska they completed: they had measured over 130 miles of the shoreline, taken

23 % miles of soundings, and measured 274 angles at 19 stations. Although they

completed this work by June 11, Dali wrote that they “were weatherbound until Sunday

June 16th,” and was unable to complete work at Bogosloff island. He continued,

This is only one out of many instances which have occurred during 
our seasons work which show the absolute necessity of perfect flexibility 
of plan, in this region. The opportunities afforded by the weather must 
be met at once, and used to the best advantage as long as they last. Only 
in this manner can any amount of work be accomplished.218

These accounts established the ferocity of the Aleutian weather as the environment’s 

primary defining characteristic. In describing the Aleutian environment—to either his 

superiors or to the public—it was not Shishaldin in “misty seclusion” that formed the 

matrix of the conception of the Chain, but the storms. And this conception Dali rewrote

217 Letter from Charles Pierce to Dali, June 22,1872, Folder 2, Box 3, Division 3, Dali Papers.
218 Letter from Dali to Professor Pierce, September 18, 1872, letter press pages 76-99, Box 4, Dali Papers.
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for public consumption. For example, among Dali’s papers was a handwritten copy of an

account of his expedition labeled “Harper’s Weekly, June 29, 1872.” It read,

The Coast Survey has received advices from Ast. W.H. Dali to May 5.
He was at Iliuliuk Ounalaska—the headquarters of his explorations.

He has been diligently engaged thru the winter in carrying out the 
objects of his mission connected with the geography & hydrography of 
the Aleutian Islands, as well as the weather would permit, a constant 
succession of storms of extreme violence having interfered greatly with 
his work. The lowest temperature recorded by him during the past winter 
was 13° the average from Oct to Mar. being 33°. Wm Dali has devoted 
such time as he cd space while detained in port to making collections of 
nat. hist, specimens & has obtained quite a number of forms, some of wh. 
he considers new to science.219

In another “press release” of sorts, most likely included in a letter to Baird, the account of

the expedition reads as follows:

The U.S.C. Survey party in charge of W.M. Dali arrived in San Francisco 
[in]...September, on the Humboldt, after an absence of 13 months. This 
time had him chiefly spent in the region between Kadiak and Unalashka 
among the Aleutian Islands. Notwithstanding a large amount of unfavor
able weather, and some very severe storms, the party had [maintained] 
good health and been very successful in their work. This comprised 
general hydrographic notes on the region explored, examination of the 
tides and currents, meteorological observations, soundings, and the recon
naissance surveys of those portions of the district least known. Among 
the more important results of the work, were the determination of ten 
islands & rocks, fourteen harbors and anchorages (and many minor details) 
not on any chart, the [determination] of a great.. .current, ... and the 
discovery of new fishing banks off the southern end of Kadiak.

Geological and zoological researches were carried on by the members 
of the party during that portion of their time when hydrographic work was 
impracticable, and, though these investigations were entirely subsidiary to 
the regular work, they were crowned with unexpected success; especially in 
the department of botany and geology, and the various groups of massive 
invertebrates.

These collections although still but superficially examined, indicate a

219 Handwritten note (probably by Dali) called “Harper’s Weekly, June 29,1872,” Folder 2, Box 3, 
Division 3, Dali Papers.
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curious resemblance in some particulars between the fauna of the region 
visited and that of the Straits of Magellan, a number of forms found being 
common to both.. ,220

Again, like in his Alaska and its Resources, Dali attempted to compare the unknown

environment with the known—the European. Dali, although not happy about the field to

which he was forced to adhere, felt satisfied at the survey’s results—at least for applied

science. He identified what would later be known as the warm Alaskan Stream, flowing

from east to west, and he greatly increased the detail on maps in the eastern Aleutians.

Dali was less satisfied with the natural history collection; but he sent numerous

specimens to the most prominent scientists and institutions of the time. Before the party

had returned to San Francisco he proudly wrote Baird that the invertebrate collection was

perhaps the finest collected on the Northwest coast of America, and that he was able to

secure all examples of the winter population of birds, excepting a few waterfowl. He sent

along a cod skull and “one of the first flowers of the season, a... saxifrage, April 9th.”221

Of the ethnological material, he collected a wooden hat used by hunters, and two “nearly

complete” skeletons from an Aleut burial mound on Amaknak Island, next to Unalaska.222

In October, after their return to San Francisco, Dali wrote in more detail about the

botanical collection sent to Asa Gray. Like most of his correspondence at this point, he

opened his letter with allusions to the effect the environment had on him. “We have all

been well, but.. .a good deal worn by the severe mental & physical strain of the last year.”

The collection was from the Shumagin Islands; included were kelp samples and fossils of

hemlock and sequoia they discovered at Unga.

The most noticeable thing about the collection as a whole is the large 
number of saxifrage.. .and plants of similar habits. I.. .think there are a 
number of other plants not previously recorded from this region. The 
islands of Unga and Popoff, where the tertiary strata are extensive, have

220 “Press release,” letter press pages 270-271, probably included in letter to Baird, November 1872, Box 4, 
Dali Papers.
221 Letter from Dali to Baird, May 1,1872, letter press book pages 60-66, Box 4, Dali Papers. See also 
letter from Dali to Asa Gray, May 5, 1872, letter press book pages 72-72, Box 4, Dali Papers.
222 Letter ffom Dali to Baird, May 5,1872, letter press book pages 70-71, Box 4, Dali Papers; letter ffom 
Dali to Professor Lieutenant Colonel Otis, M.D., May 5,1872, letter press book pages 74-75, Box 4, Dali 
Papers.
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by far the richest flora. There are no trees on any of them except alders 
and willows. The other islands of the group are either granitic or meta- 
morphic and the plants...on them are much fewer in number than on 
[Unga and Popoff]. When we come to Kadiak the flora is quite different, 
we find...plants unknown to the Shumagin group, also a spruce and the 
whole flora to my inexperienced eye looks much more like that of the 
mainland.223

In his description of the environment Dali attempted to draw a broad picture of the

plant distribution, though either due to his modesty or his discomfort for grand theorizing

he undercut the authority of his field observation with a reference to his “inexperienced

eye.” He was optimistic in his tone in these final reports, easily attributable to his desire

to make his expedition worth the financial investment and scientific interest. But it was

obvious that Dali was disappointed in the season’s collections, and saw the Coast Survey

work a real obstacle to his loftier scientific goals. In a letter to Baird, Dali wrote,

I have about thirty cases of collections large & small, which is not bad, 
though I did work like a dog to get them.

Another year I shall devote more time to them even if I do rob the 
Coast Survey a little. I must make sure of my work in that line next season 
as it may be my last in Alaska. I think I have spent enough of my life in the 
wilderness.224

He was perhaps envious of other researchers who could devote all of their time to

collections; for example Dali received a letter from Alphonse Pinart, a Frenchman whose

wealth allowed him the leisure and means to travel and collect in the Aleutian Islands,

Kodiak, and the Alaska Peninsula. Pinart was not attached to any institution, and he

briefed Dali of his work:

I have collected an large number of legends and traditions of the Aleoutes 
of which all tend to prove... their Asiatic and to speak [to] more precisely 
their Mongolian origins. I have acquired a good knowledge of their 
language and can know [sic] fluently converse in their dialect: I have 
collected grammairs and diologues which with my notes will be at the 
disposition of the Smithsonian: my collection also have been pretty

223 Letter from Dali to Asa Gray, October 13,1872, letter press book pages 123-126, Box 4, Dali Papers.
224 Letter from Dali to Baird, October 30,1872, letter press book pages 255-260, Box 4, Dali Papers.
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well completed: I have a large number of the masks they used to weir 
in their religious dances collected in Ounga and Kadiak: I should give 
you much more detailed notes if I were not in a great hurry: I just 
arrived from a trip to Kartouk on the opposite side of the island and 
found here the schooner.. .ready to leave for Sitka...

I expect to go up again to Ounalaska as soon as it will be in my 
power and then proceed to Atka and Attou: to this latter place I expect 
to spend this winter.225

It was work that Dali would liked to have been able to complete. Although Pinart 

wrote that he would leave copies of his written material in the Smithsonian, he eventually 

deposited his collection in the Musee de Boulogne-sur-Mer. Baird was well aware of the 

situation; he had been corresponding with Judge James Swan on the acquisition of 

Northwest coast artifacts, and both men used Pinart’s expedition in their appeals for 

congressional funding as an example of foreigners absconding with pieces of American 

heritage. The historian Douglas Cole wrote that “Pinart was for a time, it is true, a threat 

to Baird’s American preserve and even a useful foil in his congressional pleas” for 

funding, but “Baird’s apprehensions about French expeditions in the 1870s were 

exaggerated, probably deliberately so.” Even though Pinart did not collect from 

Southeast Alaska, this did not prevent Swan from using the example of Pinart in his 

requests for a paid position as a collector.226 But Pinart really collected in Dali’s territory, 

and it must have been difficult for the “Dean” to look forward to another season where 

the work was dominated by the tasks dictated by the Coast Survey. With perhaps more 

hope to be funded as a Smithsonian collector than a real plan of action, Dali wrote Baird 

of his own desire to obtain foreign funding from European museums.227

For Dali was extremely weary from his trials on the Humboldt. He wrote Baird,

... .It is very wearing work physically & mentally, not like land exploration 
where one seems to gain strength from the very contact with virgin soil....
Nothing would induce me to carry it on except the hope of solving the great 
problem of distribution of life, which seems possible and which would be a

225 Letter from Adolphe Pinart to Dali, February 18,1872, Folder 2, Box 3, Division 3, Dali Papers.
226 Cole: 52, 53.
227 Letter from Dali to Baird, October 30,1872, letter press book pages 255-260, Box 4, Dali Papers.
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lasting satisfaction and comfort to me, as having been of some use to the 
scientific world in spite of my incomplete training.228

Not only was Dali weary, but his assistant, Mark Harrington, resigned. Harrington said

that poor eyesight had caused him to be unable to use the sextant, rendering his services

to the Survey negligible229; but Dali realized that he was just not the right man for field

work. To his credit, Harrington had only understood the Aleutian environment through

Dali’s perception—communicated through a third party who obtained Harrington’s

services. Harrington indicated that he read Dali’s book on Alaska, as well as Davidson’s

work; he therefore wrote that he expected the weather to be “bad” at times, but suggested

that such obstacles could be overcome by adapting their instruments to enable better

observations.230 And Dali had only written that the “winter in the islands is mild, the

thermometer never falling below zero, and the opportunity is, I think, a good one for any

active young man who desires to make a good beginning in his profession.”231 The

experiences on the Humboldt in Aleutian storms was not at all what Harrington was told

to expect. By April, after their extremely hazardous trip for coal to Unga Island,

Harrington was ready to resign; Dali convinced him not to leave on the ship bearing the

mail, appealing to Harrington’s honor and sense of duty, for his departure would leave

Dali alone to make all measurements and computations. Dali wrote a friend,

He is an excellent fellow, but wants that elasticity.... He was never cut 
out for an explorer, though he is conscientious, careful and earnest as he 
can be. It merits the enthusiasm & patience of a man or the tough spirit 
of a panther to do well in this line.232

The “line” was field work. From San Francisco Dali wrote to the same friend that 

the expedition was the hardest work he’d ever done in his life. “Harrington, you know, 

goes home as soon as his computations are completed. He is a good competent fellow,

228 Letter from Dali to Baird, May 1,1872, letter press book pages 60-66, Box 4, Dali Papers.
229 Letter from Mark Harrington to Dali, September 24,1872, Folder 2, Box 3, Division 3, Dali Papers; 
letter from Dali to Pierce, September 24,1872, letter press book pages 110-111, Box 4, Dali Papers.
230 Letter from Mark Harrington to Dali, May 1871, Folder 2, Box 3, Division 3, Dali Papers.
231 Letter from Dali to Professor Watson, March 17,1871, Folder 2, Box 3, Division 3, Dali Papers.
232 Letter from Dali to Hilgard, April 29, 1872, letter press book page 56, Box 4, Dali Papers.
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but never intended by nature to cope with obstacles such as we must encounter.”233 The 

right “nature” would have made Harrington an explorer and a field scientist; later 

Harrington would become head of the United States Weather Bureau, but he was done 

with work in the field.

Better informed than was Harrington about the “obstacles” of Aleutian field work 

was Dali’s next assistant, Marcus Baker. An 1870 graduate teaching mathematics at 

Michigan University, Baker might have benefited from his communication with Dali and 

Harrington, but the Romantic image of the explorer-scientist precluded any 

understanding of the potential perils and hardships he would encounter in the Aleutians. 

He communicated with Harrington, who doubtless informed him of some of these perils, 

and Dali suggested “to lay in some good homemade woolen socks or shirts if 

convenient.”234 It is unclear how extensive either of them informed Baker, and whether 

they underplayed or omitted the events that Dali reported to the Coast Survey. For Baker 

looked forward to the challenges, and wrote excitedly and romantically about the coming 

adventure:

Perchance the polar breezes will cool my ardor when I have passed 
Unalaska and I shall be willing to cry “quits” buts now I feel brave 
enough for anything; and I am quite willing nay eager to join a voyage 
of discovery as well as exploration.235

Interestingly, it was the environment west of Unalaska that Baker identified as a 

place where the party could encounter “polar breezes.”

During the process of securing a new assistant, Dali made plans for his next season 

in the field. He desperately wanted to explore west of Unalaska. He wanted more than 

an “interesting” field of research; he needed a large collection to justify his connection to 

the Smithsonian after his field work was complete—to guarantee him continued 

occupation as the “Dean” of Alaska. Dali was not a specialist, and since did not have

233 Letter from Dali to Hilgard, October 18, 1872, letter press book pages 131-132, Box 4, Dali Papers.
234 Letter from Dali to Marcus Baker, March 18,1873, letter press book pages 378-379, Box 4, Dali Papers; 
for the biographical material see letter from Dali to Hilgard, January 26,1873, letter press book pages 330- 
332, Box 4, Dali Papers.
235 Letter from Marcus Baker to Dali, March 9, 1873, Box 4, Dali Papers.
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extensive formal training as a scientist, he needed to amass a collection that would 

bestow upon him authority in “the scientific world” to continue his studies. To build that 

collection he used the Coast Survey in the first season; but the Coast Survey work 

impinged upon the future Dali had been attempting to build for himself. The inclement 

weather had made the goals of the survey much more difficult to attain, causing Dali to 

work harder and spend most of his time attempting the Survey work. In addition, the 

purpose of the survey was to serve the areas with the most economic traffic—the eastern 

Aleutians. Yet it was extremely important to Dali to travel to the western Aleutians in 

the next season to build his natural history collection. It was almost therefore inevitable 

that a conflict would arise between Dali and the Coast Survey—this conflict was between 

Dali and George Davidson.

From the Humboldt to the Yukon: Dali Explores the Western Aleutians

Dali’s obstacle to western exploration was difficult to overcome; the Survey had been

happy enough with the work Dali had done in the Shumagins, and they felt there was

much more to be done in that area. During the planning stage in the winter of 1872-73,

the animosity between Davidson and Dali grew more tense; Dali began to inquire among

his friends in the Survey about what level of authority Davidson might have over him.

To one friend in the Coast Survey Dali asked:

I write to ask a favor. Will you please tell me what relation I stand in to 
Davidson? I have not a single official line to inform me, and really don’t 
have any idea.

Is he simply the medium through which I receive and transmit corre
spondence and results? Or has he the authority to suppress or refuse to 
transmit correspondence from me at his own discretion? Am I one of his 
staff of assistants or is any work to some extent like that of the E. Coast 
parties referable [directly]...to the chief?.... I should be glad to know in 
a private way, what my position really is, if you can tell me; for contin
gencies might render such knowledge very necessary.236

236 Letter from Dali to S.E. Hilgard, December 8,1872, Folder 2, Box 3, Division 3, Dali Papers.
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His friend’s response prompted a detailed explanation of the situation: Davidson had 

accused Harrington of abusing the astronomical instruments, and did not want to forward 

Dali’s request for new instruments and materials without altering the request and 

returning the other instruments. Dali ignored Davidson’s orders, and resented the 

implication that either he or Harrington was negligent, especially since the instruments he 

had received were already well used and abused.237

The conflict then centered on the philosophy of the Coast Survey work; while Dali 

wanted to travel to the western Aleutians, Davidson was adamant that the Survey should 

concentrate again in the vicinity of the Shumagins. Patterson was equally concerned that 

Dali would waste time in the western Aleutians; he wrote that Dali’s “programme of 

work sent to Prof. Pierce covers too great distances, and is mainly for magnetic purposes, 

which are not now required; and a sailing vessel consumes too much time in getting over 

these great spaces.” Instead, Patterson claimed that the most pressing needs required 

Dali’s party to work in localities where “vessels most do congregate:” the Alaska 

Peninsula, the Shumagins, Unalaska, and if time allotted, the Pribilof Islands.238

This was unacceptable to Dali. He explained to another Coast Survey official that

while he wanted to complete general surveys, Davidson wanted special surveys.

However, Dali wrote,

in carrying out special surveys, one party can relatively accomplish but 
little in comparison with the enormous mass that requires sooner or later 
to be done. I consider that...the results to be accomplished [by the latter] 
will be of much greater general value...

As my chief desire is to work in entire harmony with Prof. Davidson, 
and as far as I can to subordinate my own views to his, and as I think 
from what he has informally expressed to me in conversation, that he 
would prefer to have to work almost entirely restricted to special surveys, 
to the exclusion of general principles;—before submitting my plan, I 
thought you might be able to elicit an informal expression of opinion from 
the chief, as to which of the two views he favored, so that if the latter view

237 Letter from Dali to Hilgard, January 1, 1873, Folder 2, Box 3, Division 3, Dali Papers.
238 Letter from Patterson to Dali, March 1873, Box 4, Dali Papers. The letter is actually dated 1874, but 
this year makes no sense, as Dali’s survey was by that time complete.



98

was his also, I might avoid any discussion.. .by dropping all consideration 
of the former.239

Dali’s political shrewdness emerged to equal his desire to go west. He wrote 

numerous allies within the Survey, though these maneuvers sometimes did not seem to 

help; one letter curtly stated that since Davidson had helped to produce the first few 

Coast Pilots, his reputation and standing within the Survey should force Dali to respect 

his opinion.240 Instead, it was primarily the applied value of a western survey that 

allowed Dali to travel west; the Coast Survey was called upon to locate an appropriate 

harbor for a telegraph station at Attu.241

Dali latched on to this purpose; it was his ticket to the west. He immediately

responded to Pierce and to the head of the China and Japan Telegraph Company,

suggesting that Attu was, according to mariners’ reports, not the most appropriate or

convenient harbor, but that Kiska or Adak might be suitable.242 Davidson, meanwhile,

had sent orders to Dali to stay in the eastern Aleutians. Upon sending these orders

Davidson left for a trip, giving Dali no chance to reply; but Dali wrote both Davidson and

Pierce his most up-to-date plans—plans which included the western Aleutians.

My views in regard to the work to be done in the vicinity of the Shu- 
magins are entirely in accord with those expressed by Asst. Davidson....
There are, however, two other portions of the region, which [are] 
equally in need of examination. Two of these is the region immediately 
above Unalashka, and the Unimak Pass, and the other is that portion of 
the Western Aleutians, which include the islands of Kyska, Adakh &c.

...The examination of those islands will naturally include the 
solution of the problems which interest the Telegraph Company, and but 
a small amount of additional work will be required to comply with your 
instructions in regard to their interests.

The portions of the islands about Unalashka is more frequented by

239 Letter from Dali to W.W. Cooper in Cambridge, Mass., undated, but probably February 1873, letter 
press book pages 344-347, Box 4, Dali Papers.
40 Letter, unsigned, to Dali, undated, Folder 2, Box 3, Division 3, Dali Papers.

241 Letter from Dali to Pierce, February 19,1873, letter press book pages 350-352, Box 4, Dali Papers; 
letter from Dali to Cyrus W. Field, China and Japan Telegraph Company, February 19,1873, letter press 
book pages 353-354, Box 4, Dali Papers.
242 Ibid.
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vessels than any other part of Alaska and... is entitled to consideration.
It may be mentioned that the...season, from May to the latter part 

of July in the Shumagins, is very unfavorable for astronomical work, as 
is shown by our experience last season.. .1 would suggest therefore that 
the party proceed to Unalashka, [then to].. .the vicinity of Attu and Kyska, 
which completed we would take up the Shumagin work and continue it as 
long as the season will permit...

This, it seems to me, will be the most economical method of using 
our time and the available weather of the season, though the extent to 
which we can carry out the proposed work, will be necessarily dependant 
on the winds and weather.243

Dali skillfully painted a picture of himself as the dutiful applied government scientist,

forced to go west because of the telegraph company’s wishes and because of the weather.

Davidson was not happy, and their relationship rapidly deteriorated; he and Dali

squabbled more over instruments, and Dali finally confronted him in print:

In order that no misunderstanding may occur, and to define clearly the 
position of affairs, I would say that I have never received any intimation, 
official or otherwise, that your relations to me were other than of an 
advisory character, except in reference to the transmission of official 
documents to the office. I have never received any intimation that any 
one except the Superintendent was authorized to give me orders in 
relations to work to be done.

[The] reception of written instructions from you the evening before 
your departure, was an entire surprise to me. I had no opportunity of 
communicating with you before your departure...

I desire to add, that I am and have always been, ready and anxious 
to conform both in the letter and the spirit to any instructions which the 
Superintendent may judge suitable and desirable, whatever they may be; 
if he should see fit to direct me to receive my instructions from you, I 
shall do what I can to carry them out, to his and your satisfaction. Until 
this is the case, however, it seems manifest to me with all due respect to 
you and your position, that I can consider...official only such communi
cations [of orders].. .as are authorized by the Superintendent, and pending 
a [decision] on the question, I trust that the relations between us, which 
have personally, at least to me, been satisfactory may not be interrupted...

243 Letter from Dali to Pierce, March 5,1873, letter press book pages 365-368, Box 4, Dali Papers.
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[but] any communications in relation to the matter discussed in this letter, 
would be better conveyed in writing.

I am, very respectably 
Your obedient servt244

The confrontation irked Davidson, whom Dali thought “evidently cherishes any thing but

kindly feelings toward me.”245 But it greatly pleased Dali, who wrote his allies in the

Coast Survey as if he had won a great war:

Our friend... made himself as very officious the other day that I was obliged 
to tell him that I did not recognize his authority to give me any directions 
whatever. Soon after thinking I had two theodolites he damaged one of them 
on general principles which I refused. Hence he is as amiable to me as a bear 
with a sore head. I am a peaceable man and do not like rows, but if another 
man toots the war horn I do not wait to be wounded before I strike.246

With his plan approved by Pierce, the 

remaining obstacle to be overcome was the 

use of a vessel capable of venturing west. But 

Dali’s depiction of his desperate straits in the 

Humboldt had paid off: Captain Patterson did 

procure another vessel—the Coast Survey 

christened it the “Yukon,” in honor of Dali’s 

first exploration of “that great river.”248 

Dali was eager to leave; he had been engaged in the Survey computations, as well as 

overseeing the work of the draughtsman, sending out the specimens collected, keeping up 

with his correspondence, arguing with Davidson, and attempting to organize the

244 Letter from Dali to Davidson, April 2,1873, letter press book pages 386-389, Box 4, Dali Papers.
245 Letter from Dali to Hilgard, April 4, 1873, letter press book pages, 397-399, Box 4, Dali Papers.
246 Letter from Dali to Louis Langheller, Asst. Coast Survey, San Francisco, April 26,1873, letter press 
book pages 416-417, Box 4, Dali Papers. The reference to Davidson as a “friend” was very obviously 
sarcastic, as what immediately followed was a derogatory name alluding to Davidson’s large ego, though 
the name is obscured by wear on the page.
247 Portrait of the Schooner “Yukon,” NOAA Photo Library, NOAA Central Library; NOAA Office of 
NOAA Corps Operations, Image ID# theb0435, Historic Coast & Geodetic Survey Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic.c&gs/theb0435.htm>, from NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.
248 Letter from Hilgard to Dali, April 2,1873, Box 4, Dali Papers.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic.c&gs/theb0435.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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work for the coming summer. Like Kennicott, the strain of government science took its 

toll; since January of 1873 Dali wrote of a persistent illness to many friends and 

associates in the Survey, an illness he attributed to stress and his erstwhile urban 

existence:

I regret to say that I have not been well for the last month, having been 
suffering from a low fever, which is due partly according to the doctors, 
to overwork, and partly to the unhealthiness of the city at this season.
You may imagine my grief and rage at having to stop for rest and breath 
at the top of a staircase, or after a half mile walk, when I have been 
climbing mountains and taking long and severe exercise all summer 
without appreciable fatigue.

I hope to regain my usual strength as soon as I get away from this 
filth and miasmatic city, into the pure air of the north, if not before.249

Again, like other field scientists, Dali located his heroic identity within nature, rather than 

civilization.

By May 1873, Dali and his crew left for Alaska on the Yukon', he reported that they 

made the shortest time to Unalaska yet, the 2,200 mile journey taking just 21 days from 

San Francisco. It would have been shorter by another 4 days, but for a dead calm that 

prevented them from making any headway. Dali wrote that the Yukon handled quite well, 

and in his only batch of correspondence that summer, reported that the spring in Alaska 

was over a month late. Ice floes from the Bering Sea had reached within 130 miles of 

Unalaska, an extent not equaled in forty years; even though it was June, Dali wrote that 

he “never saw so much snow on the ground at this season as there is now.”250 

Shortly thereafter, the party headed west; there were no letters sent until the 

following September, when Dali returned to Unalaska. In this final report Dali outlined 

the characteristics of the major islands in the whole Aleutian Chain, from west to east; his

749 Letter from Dali to Patterson, January 14, 1873, letter press book pages 321-323, Box 4, Dali Papers; 
the same passage is found nearly verbatim in the letter from Dali to Baird, January 13,1873, letter press 
book pages 324-325, Box 4, Dali Papers; Dali also alludes to his “illness” in a letter to Hilgard, January 26, 
1873, letter press book pages 330-332, Box 4, Dali Papers.
250 Letter from Dali to Patterson, June 6, 1873, letter press book page 422, Box 4, Dali Papers; he wrote the 
same to Hein, June 8, 1873, letter press book pages 418-421, Box 4, Dali Papers.
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was the first account recorded by a U.S. government scientist, and his subsequent 

occupation as “Dean” would be informed by the experiences he recorded in this report.

The Near Islands: Attu and Buldir

Just as he suspected, Dali reported that Attu was not an appropriate place for a telegraph 

station; its harbors seemed too unprotected, with rocky bottoms and dangerous reefs.251 

Like Attu, Dali wrote that “Bouldyr possesses no harbors or anchorages. Large shoals 

are doubtfully reported between this island and Kyska. We were close to their reported 

position in heavy weather but saw no beaches.”252 The Near Islands therefore seemed 

useless for commerce, despite the population of Aleuts on Attu.

The Rat Islands: Kiska and Amchitka

Dali was pleased to report that Kiska had most likely never been visited by a surveying

party, almost celebrating his exploration of the island as if he were the first person there.

He was also pleased to report that the island was, as he suspected, an appropriate place

for a telegraph station:

The harbor of Kyska is a noble bay, perfectly protected from all winds, 
with good holding ground and a moderate depth of water, which increases 
very gradually seaward. The bottom of the bay is an almost level floor of 
sandy mud and the western shore is an almost continuous sand beach.253

Dali’s use of the adjective “noble” indicated a return to the Romantic—he was, after

all, more of an explorer on this journey than a surveyor. While he reported that the

position of Amchitka had been erroneous, and the island’s length had been drastically

exaggerated, his description of Amchitka was like that of a novelist:

Enveloped in fog, when we approached it, we were fortunately obliged to 
enter Constantine Harbor, instead of Kiriloff Harbor as we intended...

When making for Kiriloff Harbor, stated in the U.S. Naval 
Directory for Bering Sea to be “the only place where a vessel can lay to

251 Report for Coast Survey on Aleutian reconnaissance, letter press pages 440-459, Box 4, Dali Papers.
252 ibid.
253 ibid.
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anchor in the island”; we could not find it. Hence I took the large boat 
from Constantine Harbor and proceeded up the coast of Amchitka in 
search of it.

We reached.. .about five miles east of Constantine Harbor without 
seeing any bay or Harbor in our way. We stopped here to take tea and 
obtain some bearings, and on our return I noticed a cross on a hill.
Putting in here we found the old Kiriloff village abandoned by the 
Russians in 1849 and now in ruins, half covered by a luxuriant growth 
of nettles. Our astonishment may be imagined when we not only did not 
find any such bay as is represented on the charts, but on sounding found 
nowhere more than 3 fathoms of water, while our boat frequently 
touched on hidden rocks....

Only the very smallest class of vessels could go in here at all. The 
place is unworthy of the name of a harbor and the only recommendation I 
can give is that vessels should steadfastly avoid going near it.254

The Andreanof Islands: Adak, Atka, andAmlia

At Adak, Amlia, and the Islands of the Four Mountains Dali narrated a similar experience

of being at the mercy of incorrectly reported harbors, but at Adak he also gave the

impression that they had encountered a paradise, rather than a polar wasteland. He wrote,

We proceeded to an anchorage in Chagakh Bay which had been recom
mended to us by one of the Russian navigators; but finding it closed by 
a bar with only nine feet of water on it we were unable to enter. I took 
the boat and proceeded to examine an opening in the land which had 
struck me as likely to afford shelter.... Here I discovered an excellent 
anchorage with good holding ground and shelter.... The topography 
here is very broken, but covered with a carpet of luxuriant green, while 
the myriad winding channels between the islands offered great temp
tations to us to remain and attempt a survey. Here we obtained 
numerous enormous crabs, from which it is possible that the name of 
the main island may be derived, Adakh signifying a crab in the Aleutian 
dialect.255

Upon reaching Atka the party encountered very bad weather; Dali’s report reflected this 

in the sudden, albeit brief, lack of Romantic or positive adjectives. He found Nagan Bay

254

255
Ibid.
Ibid.
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to be inadequate for the telegraph station, “as the Bay is full of reefs and rocks the bottom

irregular, and the harbor but second rate.”256 Dali recruited two Aleuts and set off in a

canoe across the island to Korovinsky Bay to inspect the reported coal vein. He deemed

the vein useless, as well as the silt-filled bay itself. But then images of the Romantic

returned when he narrated his exploration of the island’s interior:

After a fatiguing climb and walk I reached the celebrated...hot springs of 
the Klucheffskaia Volcano. They are about six miles from the coast in a 
ravine on the side of the volcano. The outlets of hot water are quite 
numerous but no geyser action was observed. They have a temperature 
of 192° Fahr. and contain lime, sulphur and alum; the latter is abundantly 
deposited around the springs, together with a tiny earth of very bright red, 
yellow and slaty colors. The Russians had a house, bathhouse &c here for 
invalids but the buildings are in ruins. A brown leathery [plant] grew 
abundantly in the hot water and the neighboring vegetation seemed little 
affected by the steam and hot water, at its very roots.

Two villages exist on Atka, with one on the adjacent end of Amlia.
These with that of Attu, are the only villages west of Umnak.257

Bogoslov

Dali had attempted to reach Bogoslov the previous season, but the weather prevented the

fragile vessel from allowing the party a safe landing. He wrote about the island in his

1870 book; it was of great interest because of its recent volcanic creation and proximity

to areas of more commercial traffic. Dali wrote in his report:

This island otherwise known as St. John the Theologian, or Ioanna 
Bogoslova in the Russian language.... Rising from the sea on St. Johns 
Bay, 1792, it was surveyed in some shape, by Sarycheff before 1826 & 
on his chart is represented as a mile and three quarters long, with several 
rocks about it.... Very conflicting statements have been made as to its 
height and position and as to the existence of the great reef....

I stated the grounds for my disbelief in the existence of the reef in 
my report of last year, and our observations, this season, completely 
sustains the position I took up in regard to it. They also show the gross 
errors of Sarycheff s chart and suggest that the conflicting statements 
referred to, are due...to erroneous observations, rather than to any

256 Ibid.
257 Ibid.
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great changes of level in the island itself....
It is a sharp serrated ridge forming a very acute angle and broken 

into numerous pinnacles toward the top and it would seem impossible to 
scale it. There is no low land about the island and a landing cannot be 
affected except in very calm weather. Contrary to the received opinion 
there is no crater nor any appearances of a crater, the island is simply a 
jagged mass of rock upheaved through some channel of volcanic ejection.
At the distance from which we saw it, it appeared of a light pinkish, gray 
color, totally devoid of vegetation or water, and covered with myriads of 
birds....258

Packaging the Aleutian Landscape for the Scientists’ Identity

The first American scientist to spend an extensive amount of time—as well as a winter— 

in the Aleutians, Dali was responsible for the perception of the Chain as a place of 

storms. Although in his second season the descriptions of the Aleutian Islands are very 

different than the stormy picture that Dali painted to his superiors the previous year, the 

picture that does emerge is one of extreme isolation. Without the leaky, unstable ship, 

without enduring the winter season, Dali’s description returned to images of Pacific 

paradise. The Chain was a deserted, mysterious, isolated archipelago. Its luxuriant 

vegetation sometimes hid ruins of former settlements; Dali rarely wrote about encounters 

with Aleuts, but frequently about birds and their rookeries. The charts reported rocks that 

were not there, yet silt could fill up previously-reported good harbors. The landscape 

itself shifted on the map, as Dali reported new discoveries and better measurements to 

contradict what earlier charts proclaimed. The western Aleutians were isolated by 

distance and time, while the eastern Aleutians were isolated by the fury of the storms— 

the concept of the region that emerges from Dali is what would become understood as a 

wilderness.

In his second season Dali was pleased with the results of his expedition. Instead of 

being confined to the places where commerce was most frequent, Dali depicted his 

sojourn as having discovered new terrain. Instead of being at the mercy of a fierce 

Nature, Dali was the explorer-scientist, the hero. Although the western Aleutians had

258 Ibid.
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been occupied by Aleuts and seasonally traversed by the sailors of the Revenue Cutter

Service, it was through Dali’s eyes—the eyes of a scientific authority—that the

landscape’s reputation would be composed for public consumption. Dali needed his field

experience in the western Aleutians and at Bogoslov to justify his position as “Dean,”—

and his collection would justify his occupation within the walls of the Smithsonian

Castle. He reported to Baird and Joseph Henry that he had three kegs and 14 boxes of

specimens, containing whale bones, fish preserved in alcohol, and numerous ethnological

specimens.259 “On prehistorics,” wrote Dali

our results were of the greatest interest and I feel assured of more value 
than any ever obtained in this region before. We obtained thirty six pre
historic crania, some two or three hundred bone and stone implements, 
remains of mummies from burial caves, and two large cases of wooden 
carvings, masks &c depositied with the dead.260

Dali also felt that he could better determine the relationship between North America

and Asia. He wrote to Professor Gray,

I did not notice any great change in the flora, except, that toward the 
western end of the chain it became rather more meager, more arctic to my 
judgement [sic] or perhaps rather more continental.... The fauna as we go 
westward becomes much more arctic. Attu is purely arctic and has no 
perceptible admixture of Asiatic forms. Is this true also of the flora?261

Dali had suggested that the work in Alaska should continue, but Patterson reported that 

Congress had no desire for further study of the region, having struck Alaskan 

appropriations from their last session. “So as the law now stands,” wrote Patterson, “we 

cannot continue the Alaska work.”262 Dali’s work had rendered further Alaskan Coast 

Survey work undesirable, due to the extreme difficulty given the current technology; the 

Coast Survey had other work to do anyway—still engaged in mapping the east and west 

coasts of the continental United States, for example. But Dali had no desire to work in

259 Letter from Dali to Joseph Henry, November 28,1873, letter press book pages 489-494, Box 4, Dali 
Papers; letter from Dali to Baird, November 21,1873, letter press book pages 481-486, Box 4, Dali Papers.
260 Ibid.
261 Letter from Dali to Asa Gray, November 18,1873, letter press book pages 468-470, Box 4, Dali Papers.
262 Letter from Patterson to Dali, September 15, 1874, Box 4, Dali Papers.
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Alaska for a long time; he was eager to return to the Smithsonian to organize his 

collection and publish his findings.263

Dali would not return to the field until he was an old man; but his influence in the

understanding of Alaska and the Aleutian Islands was long-lasting. He was a respected

member of the scientific community, involved in Washington’s prestigious scientific

clan, the Cosmos Club, whose fellow founding members included the likes of Alexander

Graham Bell and John Wesley Powell. He remained the “Dean” of Alaskan science, and

publicly stated that he conducted his field work in one of the most grueling environments

on the earth. In 1895 for example, he gave the Presidential Address for the Philosophical

Society of Washington, and his depiction of the Aleutian Islands dramatically punctuated

his heroism as a field scientist:

The region which includes the Aleutian chain and other islands west of 
Kadiak presents a striking contrast to the densely wooded mountains and 
shining glaciers of the Sitkan region to the east and the rolling tundra cut 
by myriad rivers to the north. Approached by sea, the Aleutian islands 
seem gloomy and inhospitable. Omnipresent fog wreaths hang about 
steep cliffs of dark volcanic rock. An angry surf vibrates to and fro amid 
outstanding pinnacles, where innumerable sea birds wheel and cry. The 
angular hills and long slopes of talus are not softened by any arborescent 
veil. The infrequent villages nestle behind sheltering bluffs, and are 
rarely visible from without the harbors. In winter all the heights are 
wrapped in snow, and storms of terrific violence drive commerce from 
the sea about them.

Once pass within the harbors during summer and the repellent 
features of the landscape seem to vanish. The mountain sides are clothed 
with soft yet vivid green and brilliant with many flowers. The perfume 
of the spring blossoms is often heavy on the air. The lowlands are 
shoulder high with herbage, and the total absence of trees gives to the 
landscape an individuality all its own...264

263 Just some of these publications include: William Healey Dali and H.M. Bannister, List o f the Birds o f  
Alaska: With Biographical Notes, Chicago, The Academy, 1869; William Healey Dali, On the Remains o f  
Later Prehistoric Man Obtained from Caves in the Catherina Archipelago, Alaska Territory, and 
Especially from the Caves o f  the Aleutian Islands, Washington, D.C., Smithsonian Institution, 1878;
William Healey Dali, Methods and Results: the Currents and Temperatures o f  the Bering Sea, Washington, 
D.C., Government Printing Office, 1882; William Healey Dali, On Masks, Labrets, and Certain Aboriginal 
Customs, With an Inquiry into the Bearing o f  their Geographical Distribution, Washington, D.C., 
Government Printing Office, 1882.
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The depiction of the Aleutians here is at once foreboding and paradise-like. It 

illustrates the difference between the perspective from the sea and from the land—but 

also illustrates that the concept of the Aleutian landscape by 1895 is distinct from that of 

the southcentral and southeastern Alaskan coast. Such a distinction began with Dali’s 

Coast Survey of the Aleutians, but in the next few years other scientists, writers, and 

painters would ossify this public perception of the Chain. The conceptual isolation of the 

Aleutian Islands had only just begun.

The Conception Corroborated: Lucien Turner and the Revenue Cutter Service

Dali advocated 

continued 

observation and 

record-keeping in 

Alaska and the
THE BLACK FISH OP ALASKA.

Aleutians to

accrue enough Figure 29: Dallia pectoralis collected at St. Michael by Lucien Turner265

data to be properly

scientific. The successor for whom Baird secured a position in the U.S. Signal Service 

for Alaskan observation was Lucien Turner, an amateur naturalist-tumed-govemment 

scientist, who would soon name one of the species of fish he discovered for Dali (Figure

Dali, 1895: 135-136.
265 Portrait by H.L. Todd, NOAA Image ID# figb0447, Historic NMFS Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0447.htm>, from NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>. This is taken from Plate 185 of Lucien Turner, Contributions to the 
Natural History o f Alaska: Results o f  Investigations Made Chiefly in the Yukon District and the Aleutian 
Islands; Conducted Under the Auspices o f the Signal Service, United States Army, Extending from May, 
1874, to August 1881, Volume II, Arctic Series of Publications Issued in Connection with the Signal 
Service, U.S. Army, Washington, Government Printing Office, 1886. Other works in the series include a 
volume on Lady Franklin Bay by A.W. Greely, as well as the work on Point Barrow by Turner’s successor 
in the interior, E.W. Nelson. Dali would have other species named in his honor, such as Dali’s porpoise 
and Dali sheep.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0447.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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29).266 While Turner spent his first year at St. Michael, he spent the following years 

stationed at Unalaska and traveled throughout the Chain.

The Signal Service had inherited its meteorological duties from the Smithsonian after 

the Civil War; once Dali left Alaska in 1874, the government (especially the 

Smithsonian) needed another observer. Turner was the first Signal Service weather 

observer in Alaska; he had been one of Baird’s amateur naturalists, sending specimens of 

birds and eggs to the Smithsonian—but he was trained by Robert Ridgeway, a widely 

recognized ornithologist and staff member of the Smithsonian, who would later become a 

curator of the U.S. National Museum. According to historian Michael Brodhead, this 

association assured Turner the job.267

Beginning in 1874, Turner collected natural history specimens in St. Michael for the 

Smithsonian and sent weather data to the government for its applied science agenda. 

However, St. Michael was not the most convenient field site for either of these goals; 

Brodhead stated that “the remoteness of that station and lack of telegraphic facilities 

meant that” he could not report the weather data in a timely fashion—and the winter 

conditions similarly hindered his collecting.268 After this first season, the Signal Service 

stationed Turner in Unalaska, where he was probably much better able to send his data 

with the numerous passing vessels. And despite the stormy weather he collected 

throughout the Chain, unhindered by the harsher (as in colder, snowy) climate of the 

Alaskan interior.269

Turner’s natural history work continued through 1881 and culminated in the second 

volume of the U.S. Signal Service’s “Arctic Series of Publications,” Contributions to the 

Natural History o f  Alaska. In this work Turner introduced Alaska as a whole as a 

landscape extremely different from those of more southern regions, but he attempted to

266 Michael Brodhead, “The United States Army Signal Service and Natural History in Alaska, 1874- 
1883,” Pacific Northwest Quarterly, 86 (2), 1995: 73; Sherwood, 1992: 93.
267 Brodhead: 72-74.
268 Ibid: 74.
269 The biologist Eric Hulten would later criticize Turner, as he would frequently mislabel specimens, a 
common practice among amateur naturalists, even if  they were hired as government scientists. See Eric 
Hulten, Flora o f  the Aleutian Islands and Westernmost Alaska Peninsula with Notes on the Flora o f  the 
Commander Islands, Stockholm, Bokforlags aktiebolaget Thule, 1937.
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maintain objectivity in his language; he wrote for an audience of erudite scientists. 

Therefore, the text merely supplemented a much larger proportion of tables that served as 

a record of the meteorological conditions of the two regions; he dedicated three quarters 

of his Natural History o f  Alaska to detailed meteorological conditions, excerpting daily 

journals on the weather, and listing (with plates) the various species collected. The 

weather notes seemed to corroborate Dali’s experience, and served as a comparison 

between the Aleutians and the climate of western Alaska; compared with St. Michael, the 

Aleutians were warmer, but much more precipitous.

But Turner did not purposely juxtapose the climatic charts of St. Michael’s and the 

Aleutians—nor did he purposely attempt to compare the two areas in his text. The 

comparison was merely incidental to the chronology of Turner’s experience. And the 

manner in which he constructed the charts allowed the layperson little insight into the 

environment of the two regions—this account was not popular science, but an attempt to 

quantify the Alaskan environment. He broke down the weather conditions into the 

typical columns of “clear days,” “fair days,” “cloudy days,” and “calm.” But he then also 

broke down wind conditions into different columns for each wind direction, from south to 

northeast; similarly, the journal excerpts were minute in detail, rather than providing a 

sweeping impression of what the data meant for the individual who might exist within the 

environment.

But Turner did have a short introduction that was, in regard to forming a popular 

concept of the area, perhaps the most significant aspect of this work. In the textual 

sections on “soil” and “vegetation” Turner tried to adhere to non-Romanticized 

description—praising the Aleutians over St. Michael in many cases without lapsing into 

rhetoric about the agricultural frontier. However, his description cannot be categorized as 

modem scientific discourse; Turner’s introductory section on the “physical characteristics 

of the country” belied strata of objective and romantic lenses. After he diligently 

described the physical geography of the Chain, including details such as its position on 

the charts in degrees and the general location of cliffs and active volcanoes, Turner then 

described the source of the creeks as from the mountains’ “eternal snows”—“eternal”
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being a common adjective used in Romantic literature about primeval Nature. He 

doubted that “water from any part of the globe” would make “better tea.”270

But he also introduced the Aleutians as a land whose rapid civilization made it

difficult to secure specimens whose habitat was the wilderness:

Among the Aleutian Islands the birds have forsaken the vicinity of the 
villages, and only by visiting the uninhabited islands can a complete series 
of specimens be obtained, as the people and foxes have driven the birds 
away. This is noteworthy from the fact that the natives of Attu speak of 
a large cormorant, which, from the description given by them, could have 
been none other than the greatly desired Pallas’s cormorant (Phalacrocorax 
perspicillatus Pall.). This bird is now not to be found, where but twenty 
years ago (when no fire-arms were used) it was quite abundant at Attu 
and among the other Nearer islands.271

Rather than being depicted as a limitless resource frontier, Lucien Turner wrote of the 

environment as changing—changing as contact with Euro-American civilization 

increased.

Conservation had always been a theme since the U.S. acquisition of Alaska, but 

Alaska was typically depicted as bountiful. For example, when Dali began his Coast 

Survey exploration of the Aleutians, Baird—who in 1871 had just become the head of the 

Fisheries Commission—instructed Dali to make special note of the fish populations, for 

the Atlantic stocks were being rapidly depleted, and the government wished to discover 

new sources.272 By contrast, Turner’s account reflected the changes that new 

technologies brought—in this case, rifles.

However, Turner was not the only source that observed such change—there is a 

record of the dwindling sea otter and fur seal population from the very earliest records of 

the Revenue Cutter Service. Later to evolve into the modem Coast Guard, the 

government charged the Revenue Cutter Service with the policing of the southern coast 

of the new territory; its vessel the Lincoln had transported the Coast Survey party under

270 Turner: 14; sections on “soil” and “vegetation” on pages 14-16.
271 Ibid: 7.
272 Letter from Baird to Dali, June 16,1871, Folder 2, Box 3, Division 3, Dali Papers.
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George Davidson, and since the Alaska purchase its ships cruised Aleutian waters each 

summer to apprehend ships illegally harvesting the fur seals.

The correspondence from the cutters’ captains reflects the centrality of the Unalaska 

gateway; over and again the captains would plead for a shed to be built at Unalaska to 

shelter the coal supply, as well as a customs house.273 Most of the vessels would sojourn 

at Unalaska upon arrival, as well as before and after journeys west and to the Pribilofs— 

and again before their return trip south. Like Dali and Turner, their correspondences 

were also a source of environmental knowledge for the government; and since the 

Aleutians were also for them a working landscape, they reported conditions very similar 

to what Dali experienced. For example, in one 1869 letter, Captain John Henriques of the 

Lincoln wrote,

We left Ounalaska July 15 having been detained in that harbor twenty 
six days (26) through non-arrival of coal ship. [We sailed] into Behring 
Sea same day, bound for Bristol Bay.... The climate of Bristol Bay was 
delightful during our entire stay, and formed a pleasant contrast to the 
wet foggy weather we have met in the earlier part of our cruising this 
summer. The country we found a pleasant relief from the monotonous 
hills and mountains of the Aleutian Islands, that of Bristol Bay and 
surrounding country being level or moderately uneven, and having 
wooded land some distance interior, though none near coast line.274

Significantly, the captain described the “hills and mountains” as “monotonous,” rather 

than as “bold” or “majestic”—assuredly not a Romantic response to the landscape.

The letters also reflect the growing isolation of the western Aleutians. The Treasury 

Department assigned many of the Revenue Cutters to cruise the whole length of the 

Chain—but captains frequently reported that their services were not needed there as 

much as in the eastern portion of the archipelago, since the harvestable mammals in the 

west had been virtually exterminated, and thus few illegal hunting vessels could be 

apprehended there. By 1874—the year Dali finished his service and Lucien Turner began

Letter from John A. Henriques to Secretary o f the Treasury George S. Boutwell, August 11, 1869, Roll 
1, M 641, Record Group (RG) 26, National Archives and Records Administration (NARA). This is the 
first of many letters with such requests.
274 ibid.
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his—Captain G.W. Bailey of the U.S.R.C.S. steamer wrote that they had cruised the 

Aleutian Islands “as far as Attou,” but they “saw no vessels.” The region was whole 

western region was deserted, he wrote, but for the two native villages west of Umnak, 

and most activity would be east, as all vessels “cruising in that direction as the Sea Otter 

are very scarce to the Westd of Ounalaska and getting more so every year.” Bailey 

continued that Attu had a population of just 80 natives, and “of late years they have taken 

but few otter. The Alaska Commercial Co have a store there but get so few skins they 

talk of discontinuing it.” By contrast, the community of Atka had approximately 300 

people and enough otters to trade. Bailey’s concern, of course, was that the lack of trade 

would render the natives helplessly destitute—he was pessimistic about the future of the 

Aleut communities, writing that it was “also my opinion that it is a question of time when 

the Sea Otter will be exterminated and there the people will become a charge of the 

Government.”275

Another example of this growing isolation is provided by Captain Hooper of the

cutter Corwin, who in 1880 refused to station two men and an officer at Attu even though

those were his orders—he wrote that he needed them to conduct his other duties eastward

and northward.276 Similarly, a year later First Lieutenant Commander Healy of the

steamer Rush adapted his orders to the situation as he saw fit:

My orders were to Attou, after first visiting the Fur Seal Islands. There 
are scarcely any Sea Otter in that direction—all exterminated, or nearly 
so, or have migrated to other localities—most are now caught about Sanak 
and other islands & reefs in that vicinity, and hearing that marauders had 
been seen frequently, during the summer hanging around the hunting in 
that direction I made a cruise that way at once....277

275 Letter from G.W. Bailey to Secretary of the Treasury John Sherman, November 8,1874, Roll 1, M 641, 
RG 26, NARA.
276 Letter from Captain Hooper to Secretary of the Treasury John Sherman, June 7, 1880, Roll 1, M 641, 
RG 26, NARA.
277 Letter from Michael Healy to Secretary of the Treasury William Windom, August 30,1881, Roll 1, 
M641, RG 26, NARA.
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Healy did, however, advocate that a cutter should remain in the eastern Aleutians year-

round—not just in the summer months—to monitor the illegal liquor production and

distribution especially. But he added,

Don’t, because I suggest that a vessel [should be] stationed permanently 
here, think that I want to come, I do not, but am willing always to take my 
turn anywhere. This is a miserable Country to cruise about in—miserably 
surveyed and full of hidden rocks & reefs not drawn on the charts, and as 
you have not given me a pilot it makes it more harassing.. .278

Although cutters would not be officially stationed in the Aleutians in the winter for 

some time, the Treasury Department would send the service for winter cruises. In 

January of 1886, for example, Captain Hooper and his crew on the steamer searched 

the Chain for a lost whaling ship, the Amethyst, rumored to be wrecked in one of the 

passes.279 Hooper’s long account of this cruise was much more detailed than any 

previous report from the Revenue Cutter Service; his description was not Romantic, but 

carefully constructed as an objective account of the winter environment. Nonetheless, the 

concept of the Aleutian Islands that emerged in his report located the Chain as a place of 

mystery. For Hooper embellished the Revenue Cutter Service’s conventional 

chronological report with numerous descriptions, transforming the report into a story—a 

story of exploration, as if he were searching for the lost party of Franklin.

Hooper wrote that he arrived at Akutan January 18th; he called upon the hunters of

the native village there to look for wreckage, offering a reward of $100 to anyone whose

report indicates the fate of the whalers. Hooper wrote that the hunters commonly found

evidence of wrecks—and the Aleuts of Akutan showed him small pieces of a ship and

two buckets used by whalers, but nothing definitive. At Unalaska, natives also provided

pieces of a ship, but again, nothing considerably large or identifiable. Hooper continued,

There being no hope of reaching Saint Matthews [one of the Pribilof 
Islands] until the ice breaks in the Spring, a course was shaped for Atka,
—one of the Aleutian Islands lying west of Amoutka Pass.... This pass

278 Ibid.
279 Letter from Captain Hooper to Secretary of the Treasury Daniel Manning, February 19, 1886, Roll 1, 
M641, RG 26, NARA.
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is most commonly used by the whalers on their return from the Arctic 
Ocean in the fall. It is free from hidden dangers, and, being wide, the tide 
races within and near it are not as strong as in the narrow passes farther 
east.

There are no practicable passes to the westward of the Amoutka, and 
no reason why a vessel bound into the Pacific Ocean should go farther 
west than Atka.280

Hooper provided yet another reason for the western Aleutians’ growing isolation: the 

navigable passes north and south lay eastward along the Chain.

On January 26 and 27, the Rush stayed in Nazan Bay on the east side of Atka, but 

again, there were no leads on the whereabouts of the whalers. On the 28th Hooper and his 

crew sailed to Korovin Bay, on the northern end of Atka—Hooper described a ghost- 

town:

At Korovin Bay are the remains of quite an extensive settlement. It is 
now however abandoned, and but for the church[,] the only frame 
building which the place contained and which is still standing, might 
easily be passed unnoticed. Numerous Greek crosses in groups of a 
dozen or more, to be seen here and there about the borders of the settle
ment, mark the burial places of many of the former inhabitants.

The mud-houses were nearly all without roofs. But one was seen 
which was habitable and that from appearances had been recently occu
pied....281

If Hooper included this description for a purpose, he did not explain; one could guess that 

he thought it thorough to describe why he could not contact the native community at Atka 

to enlist them in the search. Nevertheless, the image of the ghost town is a lingering 

image, reflecting the decimation of the Aleut population—and the isolation of the 

Aleutian region as a whole from the rest of Alaska.

Hooper continued his narrative, describing the ship’s course to Amukta Island as 

well as to the smaller islands between it and Seguam—all uninhabited. By dawn on 

January 29th the party arrived at Seguam Island and from half a mile away scanned its
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shores for debris “with glasses,” continuing on to other islands in the area. The “day was 

bright and clear[;] between the snow squalls we had an excellent view of them.”282 On 

the 30th they examined the shores of the Islands of the Four Mountains. Hooper wrote 

that

These as well as those islands examined the previous day are mountainous 
with almost perpendicular sides, and always terminating in steep cliffs at 
the sea level. A vessel striking upon any of them would meet with certain 
and instantaneous destruction.283

Though both seas and landscape Hooper described as hazardous, the party couldn’t even 

spy a piece of drift wood. They landed at Unimak Island and again asked Aleut hunters 

for their assistance, “but nothing had been seen by them to indicate that a wreck had 

occurred.” The following day they sailed along Unimak to Chemofsky, and the natives 

there could not help either. A party of Aleut hunters came to the village and reported the 

severed head of a whale “which appeared to have been lost or thrown overboard after 

being taken on board a vessel as the bone had been taken out.”284 However, there were 

no signs of a wreck.

Hooper and his crew returned to Unalaska Island on February 1st, scanned the shores 

of Makushin, and “the natives were subjected to the usual cross-questioning. No one had 

seen anything...” By evening the Rush had reached the village of Unalaska, where they 

coaled and completed minor maintenance tasks. However, because of a “heavy north-
f U

west gale and snow-storm” they could not leave until the 7 , almost a whole week,

whereupon they sailed again to Akutan. There the Aleuts reported that after careful

search of both Akutan and Akun, they could offer nothing to further the search. On the

morning of February 9th, Hooper took his ship across the pass to the western end of

Unimak Island—and here the chronology takes a decidedly Romantic turn:285

During the day the weather was clear and bright between the snow-squalls, 
affording fine views of the mountains on Ounimak.

282

283

284

285

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.



117

Mount Sheshaldin, a volcano nearly three-thousand feet high, was in 
active operation as we passed. Seen at a distance of a few miles, its cone 
shape clearly outlined against the blue sky; its coating of snow and ice 
glistening in the bright sunlight; its summit, which was slightly darkened 
by falling cinders, and surmounted by huge columns of whitish smoke 
which appeared to come out in great blasts as if explosions were constantly 
taking place within its crater, it presented a grand sight.286

After inspecting Unimak’s shores again, Hooper turned his attention to the southern

Alaska Peninsula and the Sanak Islands. Again, nothing. Hooper concluded,

Having now thoroughly examined the shorelines of the passes, and the 
islands adjacent to the passes through which the whalers go from Behring 
Sea into the Pacific Ocean without finding the slightest indication of a 
wreck; and in view of the constant travel of the natives around these 
shores in their search for game, it may be safely assumed that no wreck 
has occurred there, or at least that no one survived to reach the shore.287

Hooper thought that the earlier debris—including the buckets—came from a whaler’s 

boat, though probably an earlier loss. For he continued,

Strong tide races prevail, and with the wind blowing against the tide the 
sea is tremendous in or near the pass, and the loss of a boat or two in 
passing is no unusual thing. The “Corwin” barely escaped the loss of her 
boats in the Ounalga Pass in 1881.

It is my opinion that the “Amethyst” met with disaster after leaving 
the Arctic Ocean, it occurred in the Pacific Ocean, where she may have 
foundered in one of the terrific gales which are sometimes encountered a 
few degrees south of the Aleutian Islands, during the months of November 
and December.... The weather is [presently] intensely cold, and the ice 
making rapidly and being brought south by the northerly wind, so that it 
would be impossible at this time to extend our cruising beyond where we 
have already been—or even as far.288

286 Ibid. Note that Hooper incorrectly states the height o f Shishaldin— he was off by over two thousand 
feet— even though the approximate true altitude had been recorded since Davidson’s 1867 Coast Survey 
Report.
287 Ibid.
288 Ibid.
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Hooper wrote that throughout the voyage “ice accumulated on the vessel in large 

quantities, at times making her almost unmanageable.”289 The coherent concept that 

emerged in this narrative was of a lonely, hazardous, stormy environment, with a dying 

native population whose remaining settlements were scattered even though 

“concentrated” in the eastern archipelago. And except for the aside on Shishaldin, the 

overall impression that the reader leaves from this account is that the environment is not 

sublime—rather, should be avoided at all cost. As I will show in Chapter V, other factors 

would further isolate the Aleutian Chain.

289 Ibid.
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Chapter V

Conservation and Aesthetics in Alaska: 
the Aleutians Conceived as Periphery

Figure 30: Detail of 1869 Map of the Russian Discoveries, by Colton 289

Contact with the Aleutian Island landscape did not cease with Turner’s work, but Dali’s 

was the last scientific expedition of significance in the nineteenth century, one whose sole 

destination was the entire length of the Chain. After Dali most contact took place no 

further west than Unalaska; cartographers had already out of convenience begun to 

amputate the archipelago from many of their maps of Alaska, as shown in Figure 30.

According to map historian J.B. Harley, this indicates an unequal distribution of 

power. Harley critiqued the common conception of the map as mirror to nature, 

identifying the map instead as a cultural text, as a discourse that is not only ethnocentric,

289 “Map of Alaska, Canada, and Northern Part of the United States,” Image ID# PCA 020-0217, from: 
<http://www.eed.state.ak.us/lam/library/hist/cent/pca020.html#maps>, Colton’s Atlas o f  Russian 
Discoveries, from Alaska State Library, Juneau, <http://www.library.state.ak.us>.

http://www.eed.state.ak.us/lam/library/hist/cent/pca020.html%23maps
http://www.library.state.ak.us
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but poses a danger when it is regarded under the rubric of “science.”290 He called for a

greater consciousness of the purpose behind the production of maps—for maps, he wrote,

are universally used to manipulate. Maps are propaganda:

All maps strive to frame their message in the context of an audience.
All maps state an argument about the world and they are prepositional 
in nature. All maps employ the common devices of rhetoric such as 
invocations of authority (especially in ‘scientific’ maps) and appeals to 
a potential readership through the use of colors, decoration, typography, 
dedications, or written justifications of their method. Rhetoric may be 
concealed but it is always present, for there is no description without 
performance.291

This is not to say that maps-as-representation has never been critiqued; on the 

contrary, distortion has long been an agreed shortcoming of the two-dimensional 

representation of the world, the primary example being the Mercator projection.292 What 

Harley suggested, however, was not merely to recognize that the map was sometimes 

inaccurate due to a lack of cartographic technology. Instead, through his use of 

Foucaultian theory, he advocated that the map be recognized as an expression of power. 

There is an “external and internal power in cartography,” Harley wrote. The external 

power emanates from the state, map-making ordered by political institutions for 

particular purposes, wherein the “map becomes a ‘juridical territory’: it facilitates 

surveillance and control.” But the internal power manifests itself with the cartographer: 

“cartographers manufacture power: they create a spatial panopticon.” And thus, wrote 

Harley, all maps have politics.293

Using Harley and Foucault as a guide, one could likewise analyze maps of Alaska.

In Figure 2, for example, the entire territory including the length of the Chain was 

included; but the purpose of the 1867 map was to communicate basic knowledge of the

290 J.B. Harley, “Deconstructing the Map,” Cartographica 26 (2) Summer 1989: 6. This article is the 
culmination of his work advocating a social theory of cartography. See also Harley, “Cartography, Ethics 
and Social Theory,” Cartographica 27 (2), Summer 1990.
291 Ibid: 11.
292 Geoff King, Mapping Reality: An Exploration o f  Cultural Cartographies, St. Martin’s Press, 1996: 37; 
see also Mark Monmonier, How to Lie with Maps. 2nd ed., Chicago and London: University of Chicago 
Press, 1996.
293 Harley, “Deconstructing”: 12-13.
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territory. And most of the U.S. knowledge of the area came from Russian sources— 

explorers who used the Aleutians as a bridge to North America. This map was also used 

as propaganda—to show Congressmen how vast was the landscape—and thus used to 

imply the riches it might yield. By contrast, in the 1869 map in Figure 47, when the 

purpose was to show all of the “Russian discoveries”—settlements that reached as far 

south as Fort Ross, California—the draftsman severed the western Aleutians from the 

Fox Islands to save space for communicating the other discoveries, ones furthest from the 

motherland. The purpose was to emphasize the extent of Russia’s reach into the 

continental United States. However, it would become a standard cartographic convention 

that the Aleutians would be relegated to a box below the interior, below the southeast 

panhandle, just as it would become convention to place the image of Alaska in a small 

box beside the “lower forty-eight” in maps of the nation. Beside the material explanation 

that the cartographer needed the space on the page, there are many other reasons— 

historical, political reasons—why the western Aleutians became relegated to its box 

separate from the depiction of Alaska. These reasons are the subject of the rest of this 

chapter.

Dali’s 1872-74 stories of Aleutian storms—as well as their corroboration by Turner 

and the Revenue Cutter Service—did not re-center the cartographer’s focus on the 

western part of the Chain. Instead, the storm became a persistent element of the concept 

of the Aleutians, part of the image invoked to justify its marginalization—but it was not 

merely the hazards of the storm that isolated the Aleutian Islands. The presence of the 

storm justified carrying out the exploration of the interior that Senator Sumner initially 

advocated. By century’s end, the Klondike gold rush inspired both the government 

geologist as well as the hopeful prospector to penetrate the unknown blank spaces of 

Alaska; many celebrated its mineral and agricultural potential as much better than the 

desolation of the Chain.

In addition, it was the landscapes of Southeast Alaska that became the primary 

tourist destination; the Aleutians were not only too far for tourist ferries, but were 

shunned in favor of the southeast by the burgeoning wilderness tourism’s most outspoken
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proponent: John Muir. Yet meanwhile the growing conservationist movement—also 

inspired by Muir—strove to protect potential wilderness from development by 

reinforcing their growing isolation. Although such protection would not be legislated for 

the Aleutians until 1914, it is important to recognize that its designation as a wildlife 

refuge did not occur in a vacuum. People like Henry Wood Elliott, a natural historian 

originally dispatched to Alaska with Dali for the Telegraph Survey, strove to protect the 

fur seal population. His work culminated in the 1911 Fur Seal Tribunal, which produced 

an international agreement on how the population would be managed—but in the decades 

surrounding the turn of the century Elliott rivaled Dali as spokesman for Alaska. The 

knowledge of the territory he passed to politicians reverberated through years of 

subsequent land use policy of the region. Thus the type of wilderness that the Aleutians 

harbored in the late nineteenth, early twentieth century was neither a tourist place nor a 

place of bountiful harvest—it was instead conceived of as a scientific wilderness, a place 

to study biology and volcanology—the Chain was conceived as a laboratory.

These trends also reflect that government-sponsored science became equated with 

applied science—the government rarely ever again funded grand surveys such as Dali’s, 

and never again among the Aleutians. To fill their place, however, were private 

institutions and entrepreneurs that reenacted the trope of exploration and discovery— 

institutions such as the National Geographic Society and entrepreneurs like Edward 

Harriman. But even when they “found” Unalaska they used its harbor primarily as a 

gateway, not a destination.

In the following sections I will discuss these next writers of the Aleutian Islands: 

from the writings of the conservationists Henry Wood Elliott and John Muir, to the 

volumes by the Harriman Alaska Expedition, and finally, through the pages of National 

Geographic Magazine.

Henry Wood Elliott and John Muir: Landscape Aesthetics and Alaskan Tourism

The captains of the Revenue Cutter Service, Henry Wood Elliott, and John Muir 

possessed just one similarity—all advocated conservation: the Cutter Service captains
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advocated the protection of the fur seals to benefit the economy; Elliott lobbied for 

protection of the fur seals to benefit the local Aleut economy as well as the monopoly of 

the Alaska Commercial Company294; Muir championed the protection of all wilderness 

areas everywhere. But where the men of the Revenue Cutter Service treated the region as 

a working landscape, rarely appreciating it aesthetically, Henry Wood Elliott and John 

Muir elevated aesthetics as the substance of their professions; where the sailors’ 

experience of transportation caused them to view distance and isolation in a negative 

light, Elliott—and especially Muir—celebrated hardship as necessary for wilderness.

And unlike the men of the Revenue Cutter Service, both Elliott and Muir considered 

themselves (and were treated as) men of science, even though Elliott was more of a 

painter and Muir was more of a political activist. They distinguished themselves by 

using scientific discourse to bolster their credentials and lend authority to their 

arguments.

In this section, I will discuss how the work of these two men represent a great 

divergence within nineteenth century scientific discourse, a divergence between what 

would become modem science and what would become tourist literature. Both Elliott 

and Muir wrote popular accounts whose audience consisted of tourists—whether on-site 

or armchair, government employee or layperson. Unlike Lucien Turner or William 

Healey Dali, who wrote for the growing community of specialists both within and outside 

federal science, Elliott and Muir used their words to educate neither the scientist nor the 

sailor, but the stranger, the “public,” the politician, one who did not work at all within the 

environment, but cultured to value it from afar. Yet what concept of the Aleutian 

environment each man created differed greatly; where Elliott celebrated the aesthetics of 

the Aleutian landscape, Muir was much less impressed. Each of their reactions to the 

environment influenced the progress of Aleutian isolation.

If the descriptions of the Revenue Cutter captains tended to be dry, adopting at times 

the guise of the objective observer in the way they reported their experience and

294 Sherwood, 1992: 48. In particular, Sherwood refers to Elliott’s Report Upon the Condition o f Affairs in 
the Territory o f Alaska, Treasury Department, Washington, 1875.
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knowledge of the environment, the way that Henry Wood Elliott described the region was 

an ocean onto itself.

Elliott experienced his first contact of Alaska, like William Healey Dali, working for

the 1865 Western Union Telegraph Expedition. Both men fostered close ties with the

Smithsonian Institution—even sharing a room in its towers for a brief period of time.295

Elliott was a nineteenth century natural historian—but his specialty were two-

dimensional renderings of specimens. Elliott was called a scientist—but he was an artist;

however, in the nineteenth century the line between the two was blurred. According to

the historian Peter Bowler, Humboldtian science required the artist’s holistic view of the

world. In fact, Bowler continued,

Humboldt met the writer and philosopher J.W. von Goethe, and was clearly 
influenced by the image of wild Nature as a symbol of the sublime. He saw 
the artist's effort to present an overall impression of a landscape as a guide to 
the scientist seeking to understand the natural relationships involved, he was 
also convinced that the landscape and the vegetation exerted a formative 
influence upon the human inhabitants of any area.296

It was the sublime that would inspire Elliott to depict his concept of the Aleutians. 

After the Telegraph Expedition disbanded, on the recommendation of Baird the 

government employed Elliott as assistant Treasury Agent on the Pribilof Islands."97 

Almost immediately he began to draw, paint—and advocate the protection of the 

dwindling fur seal population. His activism led to an appeal to the public’s aesthetic 

sense, represented by his 1886 volume called Our Arctic

Elliott’s “Alaska” was primarily coastal Alaska, despite his work in the Telegraph 

Expedition.299 Interestingly, in this first edition, while the text of the book emphasized

295 Sherwood, 1992: 39. Sherwood wrote that “Whether Elliott’s intellectual company was congenial to 
Dali is not recorded.”
296 Bowler: 206.
297 Sherwood, 1992: 46.
298 Henry Wood Elliott, Our Arctic Province: Alaska and the Seal , New York, Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1886.
299 Sherwood notes that during the Telegraph Expedition Elliott was not at all productive as a scientist, but 
“preferred the greater emoluments” as a telegraph operator nowhere near Nulato— a sore point with Dali. 
See Sherwood, 1992: 23,25, 46.
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the Pribilof Islands over the rest of his Alaska, the cover images are artifacts exclusively 

from the cultures of Southeast Alaska, such as a Tlingit house, paddle, and totem pole. In 

fact, Elliott structured the volume as if the reader traveled from San Francisco northward, 

first describing the environment of Southeast Alaska, then moving westward along the 

coast.

He began his chapter on “The Great Aleutian Chain” with a narrative of a clearing 

storm that had raged for three days—revealing Unimak Island “in the early dawning of a 

clear June day.”300 The image is reminiscent of the dramatic scenes typically painted by a 

member of the Hudson River School, Thomas Cole, who blasted his foreground trees and 

showed chaotic Nature retreating in the face of an advancing civilization.

Elliott then located the Chain with a bridge image, an arm “for Asia from America.”

And Unimak itself, he wrote,

presents to our delighted gaze a sweep of richly-colored, rolling uplands, 
which either slope down gently to the coast at intervals, or else terminate 
in chocolate-brown and reddish cliffs abruptly stopped to face the sea 
breaking at their feet. Very high ridges, with summits entirely bare of 
vegetation, traverse the center of the island from east to west, while the 
towering snowy cone of Shishaldin and the lower, yet lofty, head of 
Pogromnia—two volcanoes—rear themselves over all in turn.301

Elliott included a drawing of Shishaldin, and said that it was “the most beautiful peak of

vast altitude known upon the North American continent;”

it rears its perfectly symmetrical apex over eight thousand feet in sheer 
height above those breakers which thunder and incessantly roll against its 
flanks... A steamy jet of vapor curls up lazily from its extreme summit....
No foothills, that crowd up against and dwarf the presence of most high 
mountains, embarrass your view of Shishaldin; from every point of the 
compass it presents the same perfect cone-shape; rising directly from the 
water and lowlands of Oonimak, it holds and continues long to charm 
your senses with its rare magnificence; the distance of our vessel, ten or 
twelve miles away, serves to soften down its lines of numerous seared 
and blackened paths of prehistoric lava overflow, so that they now softly

JUU Elliott: 145.
301 Ibid: 146.
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blend their purplish tones into those of the rich-hued mantle of golden- 
green mosses and sphagnum which cover the rolling lower lands.302

These are definitely the words of a painter concerned with the describing in infinite 

detail the relationship of colors upon the canvas. These are Romantic words because they 

created a picture of mediated terror—the sublime, according to the critic Samuel Monk, 

was supposed to evoke “raw” emotions, but the transformation it was supposed to induce 

was internal, not physical, and certainly not producing death. The sublime was implicitly 

a mediated experience—because real pain, according to Edmund Burke, was both 

unnecessary and detracted from the pleasure of the sublime.303 The experience of the 

sublime for most people was thus reliant upon the illusion of terror, and the physical 

distance was maintained through the images of artists, poets, and writers. Thus the 

aesthetic of the sublime popularized polar literature and art—images of distant places 

manufactured for the stranger.

For most of the actual tourism of the late nineteenth century focused upon areas 

which today might seem quite tame, civilized, and even industrial. According to 

historian John Sears, the most popular “sacred places” included industrial elements 

depicted in picturesque renderings of Hudson River Valley scenes—many of which 

contained elements of the built environment, such as dams.304 “Most Americans,” wrote 

Sears, “ .. .perceived no conflict between nature and industrial civilization.” He 

continued,

One measure of their acceptance of industrialization is the way machines, 
mills, and other products of the new age are represented in popular de
pictions of American scenery. Steamboats and railroads, for example, 
appear entirely at home in the scenes represented in the engravings of 
Nathaniel P. Willis’s American Scenery  (1840). A train crosses a graceful 
aquaductlike bridge, a canal boat is towed along a peaceful, moonlit canal.
No clearly identifiable mills are present in that early book, but cotton mills,

303 “When danger or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight, and are simply terrible; 
but at certain distances, and with certain modifications, they may be...” Burke: I, 7. In Monk: 32.
304 John Sears, Sacred Places: American Tourist Attractions in the Nineteenth Century, Boston, University 
of Massachusetts Press, 1999 (reprint).
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flour mills, and powder mills appear as prominent objects in Picturesque 
America (1872-1874).... Picturesque America, in fact, depicts a highly 
industrialized American landscape. Its repertory...includes foundries 
illuminating the night in Poughkeepsie and a forest of grain elevators at 
Buffalo as well as wooded cliffs, gnarled trees, and moonlit streams.305

The historian Leo Marx contended that such a display of technology was integral to the 

emerging American pastoral ideal. “To look at a steamboat,” he wrote, “is to see the 

sublime progress of the race.”306

The division between industrial tourism and nature tourism, although blurred, 

nonetheless indicated a division of class. Sears wrote that a minority of the public 

contested Niagara Falls’ industrialization because it represented a difference in taste 

between the upper middle and lower classes of tourists—and led to its redesign for the 

upper middle class tourist by the famed landscape architect Frederick Law Olmstead.307 

Ironically, ever since, according to Anne Spim, Niagara “has long been.. .the epitome for 

the sublime, offering the experience of a powerful natural feature of superhuman scale 

that inspires awe and fear”—despite its long history of human manipulation, Niagara 

epitomized the conception of sublime “wilderness.”308

In the late nineteenth century Olmsted also headed the design of Central Park, the 

Boston Fens—and even Yosemite. Yet rather than embodying sublime “wilderness” 

landscapes, these “natural” spaces reflected the aesthetics of the picturesque. Spim wrote 

that “Olmsted represented a middle ground—which eroded in the twentieth century— 

between John Muir’s idea of nature as ‘temple’ and Gifford Pinchot’s idea of nature as 

‘workshop’.... Olmsted could reconcile reverence and use, and he did this through art.”309 

Like the aesthetic of the sublime, the picturesque, according to Roderick Nash, also 

inspired an appreciation for ruggedness, though the environment accepted as picturesque

305 Ibid: 189.
306 Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America, New York, 
Oxford University Press, 1967: 197. Emphasis original.
307 Ibid: 184-189.
OQO

Anne Whiston Spim, “Constructing Nature: The Legacy of Frederick Law Olmsted,” in William 
Cronon, ed., Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, New York, W.W. Norton & 
Company, Inc., 1996: 95.
309 Ibid: 112.
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was perhaps a notch or two away from what would become the idea of pure “wilderness.” 

For the picturesque, in addition to inspiring an appreciation for chaotic nature, also 

incorporated and adapted “the Classical conception of ordered, proportioned beauty.”310 

The picturesque differed from the sublime in another respect: picturesque 

destinations largely were located close to “home”—reflecting a pre-automobile culture 

who developed patterns of weekend tourism. Only the rich could afford to take the 

months-long ventures to places necessitating the use of ships—only the rich and the 

funded scientist. Thus the most isolated, wild places for most Victorians were 

destinations west, but because of the recent completion of the transcontinental railway the 

most isolated regions remained in the north. Truly isolated, wild places were 

encountered only through the pages of tourist literature and through the canvases of 

painters such as Albert Bierstadt and Thomas Moran.

Elements of the picturesque thus show up in the appreciation of the Aleutians. 

Admirers such as Elliott praised even the primordial Shishaldin for its symmetrical

structure, belying the aesthetic of 

harmonious, orderly nature. Elliott was 

perhaps the most ebullient in his praise, but 

this particular quality had not escaped the 

pens of the captains of the Revenue Cutter 

Service, Turner, Davidson, Sumner, or even 

Dali—at least a youthful Dali. But 

Shishaldin was on the farthest east Aleutian island—westward the landscape was rougher 

and raw. It was, by this definition, a wilderness.

For in Our Arctic Province, Elliott emphasized the chaotic quality of nature, and 

depicted the Aleutians as a primordial landscape dominated by its volcanoes. Past 

Shishaldin were the Krenitzen Islands, seen just before Elliott’s ship entered Unimak

Nash: 46.
' i l l

Photo of Shishaldin, NOAA Image ID# theb0319, Historic Coast & Geodetic Survey Collection, 
<http://www.photohb.noaa.gov/historic.c&gs/theb0319.htm>, from NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.

http://www.photohb.noaa.gov/historic.c&gs/theb0319.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov


129

Pass. He wrote that they were “a succession of the wildest and most irregular peaks and 

bluffs, everywhere seeming to jut up and fall into the sea, without a gentle slope for a 

human landing.”312 As the ship entered the pass, he wrote that one could view “the 

rougher and less attractive volcano of Pogromnia.”

It shows ample evidence of its origin by the streams of blackened frost- 
riven basalt and breccia which are ribbed upon its rugged sides [columnar 
basalt], great masses of eruptive rock and pumice lie here and there 
scattered all over the broad-stubbed head of the mountain; tons and tons 
of this material have rolled from thence in lavish profusion and disorder, 
clear down for miles to the very waters of the sea and straits, strewing that 
entire route with huge debris.313

In this passage, Elliott not only located the landscape as lying beyond the tamely 

picturesque, but he used the language of geologic processes to make his description 

credible. Yet he also relegated any “hard” science to his footnotes, whether it was to 

remark upon the life cycle of lichens or to give the taxonomy for a particular species.314 

For Elliott’s main goal was to describe the Aleutian “panorama:”

The scene is one of rare beauty. The water is blue and dancing until it 
strikes in heavy waves upon the rocky curbing of the islands, dashing up 
clouds of spray in white, fleecy masses against the dark-brown and red
dish cliff-walls rising over all. The slopes and the summits of everything 
on land, save the very highest peaks, are clothed in an indescribably rich 
green and golden carpet of circumpolar sphagnum; exquisitely-colored 
lichens adom the stony sea-bluffs and precipices inland. Every minute 
of the ship’s progress in a free, fair wind shifts the fascinating scene—a 
new peak, another bold headland, a narrow pass, unfolds now between 
two islets that just before apparently were solid and as united as one island 
could be; a steamy jet of hot-spring vapor rises from a deeper, richer mass 
of green and gold than that surrounding it, and a dark-brownish column of 
smoke that issues from a lofty, cloud-encircled summit in the distance is 
the burning crater of Akootan.315

Elliott: 147.
313 Ibid: 146.
314 Ibid: 149. For example, footnoted Latin names occur on pages 150,169,180, and 182.
315 Ibid: 148-149.
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It was as if Elliott were on the deck of a Princess Cruise, unconcerned with the 

difficulties navigating such a complexly shifting maritime landscape. He even 

romanticized the fog, writing that it merely enhanced the mystery—for even if one visited 

the landscape numerous times, each time might reveal a different set of headlands and 

points. Elliott wrote of the fog as if it were a theater’s curtain: “Fog, fog, fog 

everywhere, rising and descending with the force of wind-currents that bear it—now 

veiling, now revealing the startling and impressive beauties of this vast sea-girt 

chain...”316

These introductory remarks were Elliott’s observations of the eastern Aleutians, not 

the entire Chain—yet he remarked numerous times that any observations made at 

Unalaska would apply to the rest of the archipelago, suggesting that expending the time 

and resources to go west would be pointless.317 And without even going west, the 

landscape that Elliott described was a place largely wnpopulated. Even though Unalaska 

was the center of the Aleut population and the gateway for travel in the Bering Sea, 

Elliott’s description of it was relatively devoid of the human; he suggested that the 

famous poem quoted by Senator Charles Sumner should locate the howling wolves not 

on Unalaska’s shore, but on Akun’s—the next island to the west—only hinting that 

Unalaska might not be as desolate as other harbors.318

But Elliott wrote about Unalaska in the most explicitly scientific language thus far, 

addressing the currents, the fog, and the benefits to climbing the summit of the mountains 

around Illiuliuk. Yet all these descriptions merely implied the human—the fact that there 

was a community at Unalaska was not explicit. He described the view from one summit 

containing two “schooners and a steamer [which] lie motionless upon the glassy bay, like 

so many microscopic water insects.”319 He used the image of the summit view to place 

the reader in the position of objective observer looking through a scope at the world

Ibid: 150.
317 For example, p. 157-158.
318 Ibid: 156.
319 ru;^i. 1
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below—Elliot led them to see not a community, but preserved specimens. It was a scene

both fit for a laboratory and for a painting.

Despite the absence of humans in his description thus far, Elliott, in both his public

and personal life, was very interested in the Aleut people. While stationed on the Pribilof

Islands he married a Russian-Aleut—causing quite a stir in Washington society.320 Yet it

was not until twenty pages into the Aleutian narrative that Elliott finally devoted large

sections of the text to the modem Aleut. These people—he wrote that they were an

intermediary race between Japanese and Eskimo—were “the most interesting and

praiseworthy inhabitants of Alaska.... [T]hey come closer, far nearer to us in good

fellowship and human sympathy.”321 Elliott praised the Aleut people not just because he

could count them among his in-laws; the trope of the “Wild Man” was an integral part of

any Romantic musing on wild landscapes. For the more primitive the being, the

happier—Nash wrote that the primitivists

idealized either contemporary cultures nearer to savagery or a previous 
age in which they believed all men led a simpler and better existence....
Captured in his wilderness.. .and brought back to civilization, the Wild 
Man supposedly made a better knight than ordinary persons. Contact 
with the wilds was believed to give him exceptional strength, ferocity, 
and hardiness combined with innocence and an innate nobility.322

Historian Hayden White described the Wild Man as a sign that corresponded to the 

human who is free of civilized society, the archetypal noble savage. The sign was 

invoked by Western society for centuries, and had undergone many transformations, 

“from an object of loathing and fear (and only secret envy) into an object of open envy 

and even admiration.”323

In the late nineteenth century, the idea of the noble savage intersected on many levels 

with the science and art of Victorian America. In the museum, the “savage” was

320 For example, Hilgard wrote Dali, “That crazy loon Henry Elliott was here some weeks since, but did not 
bring his Alaskan wife. ‘Tis surmised that his mother will not let him show her and is trying to lick her into 
shape...” Letter from Hilgard to Dali, December 14, 1873, Box 4, Dali Papers.
321 Ibid: 173,176.
322 Nash: 47-48.
323 Hayden White, “The Forms of Wildness: Archaeology of an Idea,” in White’s Tropics o f Discourse: 
Essays in Cultural Criticism, Baltimore, Maryland, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978: 167.
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compared with the modem to imply the progress of the human race. Douglas Cole wrote 

that the National Museum of the Smithsonian had by 1873 arranged their native 

collections by type rather than by culture to impress upon the viewer “the history of 

human progress from savagery to civilization.”324 Evolutionary fever had inspired natural 

historians and early anthropologists to place native groups and the other races of the 

world on some sort of scale—but also these scientists realized that they should leam all 

they could about the primitive cultures before contact with Euro-Americans caused their 

ultimate corruption by civilization.

For simultaneously was that idea of the Wild Man as the most pure being; Dali 

himself had adopted an Aleut boy from Unalaska and sent him to Ann Arbor, Michigan, 

for proper schooling.325 Twenty years after Dali’s attempt to bring the “savage” to 

society, Franz Boas collected and displayed fifteen adults and two children of Northwest 

Coast tribes for Chicago’s 1893 Columbian World’s Fair—a small group amongst the 

hundreds of other individuals representing the world’s various racial groups, such as 

Eskimo, Egyptian, and Chinese individuals.326

Elliott similarly recorded and displayed the dwindling Aleut population in his 

drawings; he identified himself as a scientist, and recorded the lives of the Aleut even 

though he married one. Thus it was with great—perhaps unintentional—irony that Elliott 

portrayed through his drawings the Aleut people primarily in their role in the harvesting 

of other endangered species: the fur seal, the sea lion, sea otter, and the whale (Figures 

32, 33, 34, 35).

Cole: 112.
325 Dali wrote, “The boy is to work for his living, but is to have at the same chance for a good common 
school education. He is exceedingly bright, willing, and intelligent and I have strong hopes that the course 
I have taken will enable him to make a man of himself.” Letter ffom William Healey Dali to Caroline Dali, 
November 10th, 1872, letter press book pages 272-274, Box 4, Dali Papers. The boy, George Tsaroff, died 
in 1880, a date given on the reverse of a photograph taken of him, SA photo #1154, Folder 43, Box 6, RU 
95, Smithsonian Archives.
326 Cole: 126,128.
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Figure 32: Aleuts clubbing fur seals on the Pribilof Islands 327

T H E  3EA-L.ION H U N T  ON PR1BYLOV ISLA N D S

Figure 33: Aleuts employed in the sea lion hunt on the Pribilof Islands 328

327 Henry Elliott, “The Fur-Seal Industry of the Pribylov Islands, Alaska,” NOAA Image ID# figb0226, 
Historic NMFS Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0226.htm>, from NOAA 
Photo Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0226.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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Figure 34: Aleuts in bidarkas hunting sea otter329

328 Henry Elliott, “The Sea-Lion Hunt on Pribylov Islands,” NOAA Image ID# figb0232, Historic NMFS 
Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0232.htm>, from NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.
329 Henry Elliott, “The Sea-Otter Fishery of Alaska,” NOAA Image ID# figb0235, Historic NMFS 
Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0235.htm>, from NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0232.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0235.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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Figure 35: Aleuts hunting whales off Akun Island in the Aleutians 330

THB FUR-SEAL INDUSTRY OF T H E  PRIDYLOV IS L A N D , ALASKA.

Figure 36: ‘‘Native Sealer,” and “His Wife and Child” of the Pribilof Islands 331

330 Henry Elliott, “The Whale Fishery,” NOAA Image ID# figb0203, Historic NMFS Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0203.htm>, ffom NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0203.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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Like an ethnographer, Elliott faithfully depicted the Aleut people within the 

environment they worked. In Figures 34, 35, and 36, for example, Elliott showed Aleut 

hunters dressed in their traditional seal-gut parkas. But other elements are common to 

many of these drawings: Elliott 

both showed plentiful prey, as well 

as commonly placed modem frame 

homes with raised flags, indicating 

it was an American settlement.

Elliott, it is to be remembered, was 

employed by the Alaska 

Commercial Company, and 

depicted their monopoly 

always in a favorable light.333 

Therefore, while it was important to Elliott to depict the Aleut in a scientifically exact 

way, it was also in his interest to depict the legal harvest of the seal and sea otter as 

productive, yet not exploiting the resource, as shown in Figures 32, 33, and 39. The 

Aleuts themselves are thus shown as noble workers living in modem homes, loyal to the 

United States. Other drawings showed the traditional Aleut barabara—or subterranean 

home—but only as a stage that gave way to the popularity of the above-ground timber 

home, an American flag waving in the background, as shown in the bottom two frames of 

Figure 37. This was not a falsified transition that the Aleut culture endured, but its 

depiction by Elliott emphasized the promise inherent in the trope of progress.

The landscapes in many of these detailed drawings are of the Pribilof Islands—the 

Russians had at contact enslaved a portion of the Aleut population and relocated them

331 Henry Elliott, “The Fur-Seal Industry of the Pribylov Islands, Alaska,” NOAA Image ID# figb0221, 
Historic NMFS Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/ligb0221 ,htm>, from NOAA 
Photo Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.
332 Henry Elliott, “The Sea-Lion Hunt on Pribylov Islands, Alaska,” NOAA Image ID# figb0234, Historic 
NMFS Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0234.htm>, from NOAA Photo 
Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.
333 Sherwood, 1992: 48. Sherwood also called Elliott “a friend of the Company”: p. 46.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/ligb0221%20,htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0234.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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close to the rookeries. But not only was the landscape of the Pribilofs similar to that of 

the Chain, Elliott did not neglect showing the Aleuts in the Aleutians proper; Figure 35 is 

of whale hunting off Akun, while Figure 

38 is of the cod fishery off Sanak.

The landscapes in all of these 

drawings contain elements of the 

Romantic. In Figure 34, for example, 

clouds ring one mountain in the 

background; in Figure 38, Elliott drew the 

vapors of a volcano. In Figure 39, he 

created a composition similar to other Romantic paintings of the era, placing a small 

person (and the viewer) atop a cliff, to gaze across the vast, expansive landscape—in this 

case, a vast landscape of fur seals.

TH E PU*~SftAt« IH D U STPY  OP TH E  PftTRYLOV ISLANDS ALASKA.

Figure 39: Person gazing upon a vast landscape of fur seals 335

334 Henry Elliott, “The Cod Fishery of Alaska,” NOAA Image ID# figb0037, Historic NMFS Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0037.htm>, from NOAA Photo Collection, 
<http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0037.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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Art had always been foremost in Elliott’s mind—over pursuing a career in government

service as well as a career as a scientist. Elliott created these drawings from Figure 32 to

39 in his first years on the Pribilof Islands as an assistant Treasury Agent. He had written

to Baird in 1872 that he was thinking of resigning to pursue his artistic calling, for

already after one year in the Pribilofs he had completed over a hundred watercolor

paintings. Sherwood quoted Elliott bragging that

these paintings are not only works of Art viewed alone as pictures... [but 
are also scientifically accurate;] they will I am sure give me an enviable 
name among Artists and win the hearty approbation and interest of men 
who loom up in the intellectual world.336

It was perhaps his identity as a scientist—more than his work as a scientist—that 

allowed Elliott his success as an expert on the fur seal industry and Alaska, an expertise 

frequently contested by Dali. Sherwood wrote extensively of the very public debates 

between Elliott and Dali regarding the correct conception of the territory—a debate 

which confused the public, who saw that both men claimed to be of the Smithsonian 

Institution.337 Dali anonymously reviewed Elliott’s 1875 book, Report Upon the 

Condition o f Affairs in the Territory o f  Alaska, and wrote that “Mr. Elliott’s ocular 

observation has not extended over more than one and a half per cent of the whole 

Territory....[H]is actual residence has been confined to two little barren islands 

containing an area not over 150 square miles.” Elliott’s book, however, led readers to 

believe that his experience in Alaska was much more extensive.338 Yet Sherwood wrote 

that the book was successful—as was Elliott’s recognition of authority on Alaskan 

affairs. His “influence was pervasive,” wrote Sherwood, “ less because he claimed the 

respect due science than because he spoke unequivocally with a most unscientific lack of

335 Heniy Elliott, “The Fur-Seal Industry of the Pribylov Islands, Alaska,” NOAA Image ID# figb0223, 
Historic NMFS Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0223.htm>, from NOAA 
Photo Collection, <http://www.photolib.noaa.gov>.
336 Letter from Elliott to Baird, May 1872, SI Archives, quoted from Sherwood, 1992: 47.
337 Sherwood, 1992: 50.
338 William Healey Dali, Nation, Volume 21, September 2,1875, p. 154,155, quoted in Sherwood, 1992:
49. Sherwood wrote that Dali had been stung particularly because of Elliott’s unethical inclusion o f a letter 
by Dali that Elliott critiqued in the book without Dali’s knowledge.

http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/historic/nmfs/figb0223.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov
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caution, and because he said what the Congress preferred to believe.”339 Elliott had even 

been accused of being a paid lobbyist for the Alaska Commercial Company, though the 

charge has never been proved.340

Ironically, many claim that Elliott’s loyalty to the Company’s cause—paid or no— 

had eventually resulted in the protection of the fur seal population. Though the 

international Bering Sea Tribunal agreement on the fur seal harvest was not signed until 

1911, in the late nineteenth century Elliott played a great role “as one of America’s first 

active conservationists.”341

Conservation of that other endangered population, the Aleuts, was more problematic. 

Although Elliott had depicted the Aleut culture as virtually unaffected by either Russian 

or American occupation of Alaska, it greatly suffered with contact. The transition from 

life in their barabaras to an existence in modem stick-built homes, as productive members 

of society, was also much more dysfunctional than Elliott had depicted. The Aleut 

population had been wracked by disease, such as one epidemic recorded by Revenue 

Cutter Service captain Hooper in 1881, in which seventeen people of Iliuliuk and Biorka 

had died while fifty-three remained sick from typhoid pneumonia.342 In fact, throughout 

the Cutter Service correspondence the image of the Aleut reflects their suffering. The 

crew of the Cutter Service attempted to prevent the trade of goods such as brown sugar,

Sherwood, 1992: 50.
340 Sherwood, 1992: 51. Though Dali never claimed this, the press did, as well as later writer such as 
Ernest Gruening in his book State o f  Alaska. But Sherwood notes that “I could not confirm the admission 
in the time I allotted to the issue. The Company may have bought Elliott’s outfit when he left Alaska in
1875, a not untoward practice.... Neither is it unreasonable to suppose that Company officials urged the 
publication of his work by the government. But the allegation that he was personally paid by the Company 
remains to be proved.”
341 John W. Carnahan, ed., Biographical Sketches o f  Authors on Russian America and Alaska, by Henry 
Elliott, Occasional Paper #2, Anchorage History and Fine Arts Museum, Municipality of Anchorage, 1976: 
3. See also Kesler Woodward, “Alaskan Art and the Sense o f Wonder,” lecture published on Arctic 
Circle web site, University o f Connecticut,
<http://borealis.lib.uconn.edu/ArcticCircle/Museum/Lecturehall/Woodwardlecture/>.; Sherwood cites an 
earlier source (p. 137) which bestowed upon Elliott a similar role: C.S. Campbell, “The Anglo-American 
Crisis in the Bering Sea, 1890-1891,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review, Volume 48,1961, 393-414.
342 Letter ffom Captain Hooper to Secretary of the Treasury, May 20,1881, Roll 1, M641, RG 26, NARA.

http://borealis.lib.uconn.edu/ArcticCircle/Museum/Lecturehall/Woodwardlecture/
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which could be brewed into “quass,” or kvass, an alcoholic drink Aleuts learned to brew

from the Russians, which when available resulted in mass binges.343 One officer wrote,

At Attou and Atka we found the natives quiet and peaceful, but learned 
from the Agents of the ACCo. and W.F.T. Co. and the priests that they 
were much addicted to drunkenness and that quass brewing and drinking 
is almost universal among them. I must again reiterate the statement that 
if some stringent and repressive measures are not soon adapted by the 
Department this people will be reduced to a community of miserable 
paupers entirely dependent on the government for support.344

It was just this quality of civilization that John Muir did not like about the Aleutian 

Islands. When he visited Unalaska in 1881, he called the alcohol problem more serious 

among Aleuts than among Tlingits in the southeast, which he wrote rendered “the misery 

of the Aleuts complete.”345 After a binge, he wrote, they “go at once into hoggish 

dissipation, hair-pulling, wife-beating, etc. In a few years their health becomes impaired, 

they become less successful in hunting, their children are neglected and die, and they go 

to ruin generally.”346 Muir was also not enthusiastic about the traditional Aleut dwelling, 

the barabara; coming from a man who would later write that being out in the wilderness 

was like coming home, his distaste for the Aleut dwelling might on one level be 

somewhat surprising. He wrote that about half of the homes were still made of damp 

sod:

The smells are horrible to clean nostrils, and the air is foul and dead 
beyond endurance. Some of the bedrooms are not much larger than 
coffins. The floors are below the surface of the ground two or three 
feet, and the doors are at the end away from the direction of the pre
vailing wind. There are one or two small windows of glass or bladder 
.... In most of the huts that I entered I found a Yankee clock, a few 
pictures, and ordinary cheap crockery and furniture.... All such bits of 
furniture and finery of foreign manufacture contrast meanly with their

Letter from Healy to Secretary o f the Treasury, August 30,1881, Roll 1, M641, RG 26, NARA.
344 Letter from Healy to Secretary o f the Treasury, September 26, 1881, Roll 1, M641, RG 26, NARA.
345 John Muir, The Cruise o f  the Corwin: Journal o f  the Arctic Expedition o f  1881 in search o f  De Long 
and the Jeannette, edited by William Frederic Bade, Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 
1917: 14,15. This volume, the editor wrote, was taken from Muir’s letters published at the time in the San 
Francisco Evening Bulletin. See page xxvi.
346 Muir: 15.
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own old-fashioned kind. Altogether, in dress and home hear, they are 
so meanly mixed, savage and civilized, that they make a most pathetic 
impression. The moisture rained down upon them every other day.. .347

Muir had been able to visit Unalaska in 1881 as a

guest of Captain Hooper on the Revenue Cutter Service

ship the Corwin, its crew charged with searching for the

lost American Arctic expedition led by Charles DeLong

on the Jeannette. Muir wrote to his mother that he had

“been interested for a long time in the glaciation of the

Pacific Coast,” and that he “must make a trip of this

sort to the Far North”—this was the perfect

opportunity.348 Thus it was Muir, the typical nineteenth

century natural historian, the glaciologist, that desired

to venture north; in the introduction to The Cruise o f the

Corwin, the editor, William Frederic Bade, wrote that

“Muir appreciated the possibilities of science and

adventure in the exploration of this unknown Arctic land.”350 Muir’s experience—and

depiction—of the journey exemplified the potent cocktail of science, adventure, and polar

exploration. For example, although in the letter to his mother Muir had referred to

Wrangell Island as the “Far North,” to his wife he complained that almost ever since they

had left San Francisco he felt cold:

How cold it is this morning! How it blows and snows! It is not “the 
wolfs long howl on Unalaska’s shore,” as Campbell has it, but the 
wind’s long howl. A more sustained, prolonged, screeching, raving 
howl I never before heard.... After breakfast we were within two miles 
of the shore. Huge snow-peaks, grandly ice-sculptured, loomed far into 
the stormy sky for a few moments in tolerably clear relief; then the

347 Ibid: 13-14.
348 Letter from Muir in Unalaska to his mother, quoted from William Frederic Bade, introduction to Muir, 
Cruise o f  the Corwin, 1917: xiii,
349 Illustration from Henry Gannett, “The General Geography of Alaska,” National Geographic Magazine, 
May 1901: 188.
350 Bade: xv.
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onrush of snowflakes, sweeping out into the dark levels of the sea, would 
hide it all and fill our eyes, while we puckered our brows and tried to gaze 
into the face of it all... I tried an hour ago to make a sketch of the moun
tains along the shore for you, to be sent with this letter, but my fingers got 
too cold to hold the pencil, and the snow filled my eyes, and so dimmed the 
outlines of the rocks that I could not trace them.

.... We will procure furs as we proceed north, so as to be ready in case 
we should be compelled to winter in the Arctic regions. It is remarkably cold 
even here, and dark and blue and forbidding every way, though it is fine 
weather for health.351

The date of this letter was May 16—springtime. Muir wrote that the average temperature

was about thirty-five degrees— above zero, though the “blustering squalls of snow and

hail [were] suggestive of much higher latitudes than this.”352 Having traveled so far

already, it was easy to exaggerate the conditions at Unalaska or other Alaskan

destinations to make any account read like polar literature. In fact Muir’s published work

on this initial contact with Unalaska emphasized the region’s wilderness qualities. He

wrote of their journey through Akutan Pass,

Never before have I seen the sea in so hearty and exhilarating a motion.
It was all one white, howling, rampant, runaway mass of foam from side 
to side. We feared getting our decks swept. Caught, therefore, as we 
were between the tide and the gale, we turned to seek shelter and wait
better times The storm sounding on over the mountains made fine
music while we lay safely at anchor, and we enjoyed it all the more be
cause we were in a wild, nameless place that we had ourselves discovered.353

On the contrary, this route had seen innumerable ships for well over a dozen years. Muir 

recognized this fact even though he wrote of the place as if it were a wilderness to be 

discovered, acknowledging that Unalaska, by “virtue of its geographical position it is 

likely to remain for a long time the business center of western Alaska.”354 The Cutter’s 

sojourn at Unalaska allowed Muir to explore this island whose weather did wonders for 

one’s health; not surprisingly, he waxed poetic much like Elliott would five years hence.

351 Ibid: xxv.
352 Muir: 3.
353 n  - , .  ,
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Early in the forenoon the clouds had lifted and the sun had come out, 
revealing a host of noble mountains, grandly sculptured and composed, 
and robed in spotless white, some of the highest adorned with streamers 
of mealy snow wavering in the wind—a truly glorious spectacle. To 
me the features of greatest interest in this imposing show were the 
glacial advertisements everywhere displayed in clear, telling characters 
—the trends of the numerous inlets and canons pointing back into the 
ancient ice-fountains among the peaks, the sculpture of the peaks them
selves and their general outlines, and the shorn faces of the cliffs fronting 
the sea. No clearer and more unmistakable glacial inscriptions are to be 
found upon any portion of the mountain ranges of the Pacific Coast.355

Muir supposed that glaciation was the primary force that shaped the islands and their 

mountains, even though volcanic action was most obvious—suggesting that before the 

glacial period the whole Alaskan Peninsula stretched out as far as Attu, only to be ground 

and eroded into the “majestic crescent of islands,” the “imperfect dam” across the Bering 

Sea.356

Muir found Unalaska a sublime wilderness despite the corruption of its savages, and 

wrote with a Romantic flourish of its flora and fauna:

To the traveler from the south, approaching any portion of the chain during 
the winter or spring months, the view presented is exceedingly desolate 
and forbidding. The snow comes down to the water’s edge, the solid 
winter-white being interrupted only by black outstanding bluffs with faces 
too sheer for snow to lie upon, and by the backs of clustering rocks and 
long rugged reefs beaten and overswept by heavy breakers rolling in from 
the Pacific Ocean or Bering Sea, while for ten or eleven months in the year 
all the mountains are wrapped in gloomy, ragged storm-clouds.

Nevertheless, there is no lack of warm, eager life even here. The 
stormy shores swarm with fishes—cod, halibut, herring, salmon trout, etc.; 
also with whales, seals, and many species of water birds, while the sea-otter, 
the most valuable of the fur-bearing animals, finds its favorite home about 
the outlying wave-washed reefs.357

355 Ibid: 6-7.
356 Ibid: 8, 8-9, 7, 5.
357 Ibid: 9-10.
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Muir did not, however, mention the foxes, which had been introduced by the Russians 

looking to bolster their fur industry; foxes proliferated on many Aleutian islands, feeding 

on (and subsequently endangering) many bird populations.358 But Muir celebrated all 

other species on his re-discovery of Unalaska Island, climbing two thousand feet above 

the settlement to record the vegetation he found there. Yet since it was early spring, most 

of his report, like Davidson’s before him, he conjured from the imagination, briefly 

reminding the reader that at “a height of four or five hundred feet, however, winter still 

holds sway, with scarce a memory of the rich and beautiful bloom of the summer time.” 

But, he continued, “How beautiful these mountains must be when all are in bloom, with 

the bland summer sunshine on them, the butterflies and bees among them, and the deep 

glacial fiords calm and full of reflections!”359

Interestingly, after recounting his adventures in the true Arctic regions in the 

subsequent chapters, Muir closes his account of his journey with the image of Mount 

Makushin on Unalaska, a summit which he incorrectly stated was over nine thousand feet 

high:

The extreme summit of Makushin was wrapped in white clouds, and from 
beneath these the glaciers were seen descending impressively into the sun
shine to within a thousand or fifteen hundred feet of sea-level. This fine 
mountain, glittering in its showy mail of snow and ice, together with a 
hundred other peaks dipping into the blue sky, and every one of them 
telling the work of ice or fire in their forms and sculpture—these, and the 
sparkling sea, and long inreaching fiords, are a noble picture to add to the 
thousand others which have enriched our lives this summer in the great 
Northland.360

Muir’s prose was very similar to Elliott’s because both had written for the same 

audience: the armchair tourist. But Muir also published some of his observations as 

science—though the narrative was not all that different than his text for The Cruise o f the 

Corwin. Some of the sentences he repeated verbatim; however, he did admit in the

358Thus by the late 1990’s the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service have eradicated most of the foxes in the 
Aleutians.
359 Ibid: 10, 11.
360 Ibid: 230.
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“Botanical Notes” that the winter or early spring environment of Unalaska creates a 

“view...severely desolate and forbidding.”361

Most significantly—at least in relation to the isolation of the Aleutian Chain— 

Muir’s later Travels in Alaska and his numerous other works about Southeast Alaska 

would far supercede the popularity of The Cruise o f  the Corwin. Muir’s personal Alaska 

in fact centered itself around Glacier Bay, ever since his first trip there in 1879. After all, 

instead of merely supposing evidence of their once-grandiose past, it was much easier to 

maintain the identity of the virile glaciologist when Muir could write about actually 

scaling glacial walls and bounding across crevasses. And as the 1880’s gave way to the 

1890’s, the beginnings of Alaskan tourism also located Glacier Bay at its center.

Roderick Nash wrote that it was in Alaska—meaning Southeast Alaska—that Muir most 

identified wilderness with purity and divinity. “The idea,” wrote Nash, “became a staple 

in subsequent tourists’ accounts. Other places might have wilderness, but Alaska was 

real wilderness. Certainly there was nothing in Muir’s previous experience to match 

what he found in the North.”362

Nash also attributed the rise in Alaskan tourism to Muir—tourism which took the 

form of cruises along the Inside Passage of Southeast Alaska. By 1883 there were 

regular tourist cruises to Glacier Bay363; Nash wrote that in “1890 five thousand people 

made the thirty-day, round trip from San Francisco. Glacier Bay was the highlight. 

Several hundred tourists poured out of the posh ships for a few hours on the moving river 

of ice.”364 The pattern was similar to that experienced in the western region of the lower 

forty-eight; according to Nash, not long after John Wesley Powell completed his raft trip

361 John Muir, “Botanical Notes,” Appendix of Muir’s The Cruise o f  the 260. The “Botanical
Notes” had, however, been published earlier as well, in Senate Executive Document No. 2 04 ,48th 
Congress, 1884.
362 Nash: 280. Emphasis original.
363 Eliza Scidmore, “Discovery o f Glacier Bay, Alaska,” National Geographic Magazine, Volume 7, April 
1896: 144; Sherwood, 1992: 75.
364 Nash: 281-282. However, tourism to Glacier Bay stopped when an earthquake clotted the bay with ice 
for the next twenty-five years. Nash wrote that the burgeoning tourism industry was then sent to the 
interior: p. 283.
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of the Colorado River, similar adventure trips followed, even if less tame.36' Both Powell 

and Muir initially explored the Colorado River and Glacier Bay in the name of “science,” 

but they towed a thin line; both were certainly journeys of adventure worthy of later 

imitators searching for a Romantic thrill. Unalaska and the rest of the Aleutian Islands 

was not only a trip too far for the tourist who was already spending a month to get to 

Glacier Bay, but the tourist market was just not large enough at the time and the 

infrastructure not in place to host an extensive Alaskan tourist industry. Besides, the 

American west only just became accessible by rail.

Yet tourists would continue to be inspired by the works written for them—by Muir 

and Elliott, men who had used their authority as scientists to convey extensive 

environmental knowledge about Alaska, even though their experiences of the territory 

were limited to quite short ranges. While government scientists continued to ply 

Alaska’s interior, its shores would harbor the first wave of tourists—rich men and women 

who, inspired by accounts of polar exploration, envisioned a grand journey of their own 

northward. For as historians William Goetzman and Kay Sloan wrote, throughout the 

1890’s

the nation’s upper class had journeyed in ever-increasing numbers on 
fashionable sight-seeing tours to Alaska. An Alaskan cruise had become 
a badge of status, and the most up-to-date households proudly displayed 
souvenirs acquired on tours such as those sponsored by the Pacific Coast 
Steamship Company. Railroads thrived on such tourism, shuttling East 
Coast sightseers across the West’s vast expanses to scenic parks and 
vacation spots.366

For example, Eliza Scidmore, officer of the National Geographic Society, published 

her volume on Alaskan tourism in 1893. Reprinted in 1896 and 97, Appleton Guide- 

Book to Alaska and the Northwest Coast was, like Elliott’s book, organized as if one 

were on a cruise, devoting a large section on the Aleutian Islands. She begins her 

(sometimes inaccurate) account with the image of a bridge:

365 Ibid: 331. Nash indicated that what we know today as “adventure tourism” was not the typical weekend 
activity of Victorians; regular rafting trips down the Colorado did not become popular until well after 1960.
366 William Goetzmann and Kay Sloan, Looking Far North: The Harriman Expedition to Alaska, 1899,
New Jersey, Princeton University Press, 1982; 6.
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The seventy islands of the Aleutian chain lie like natural stepping- 
stones from the point of the Aliaska Peninsula for 1,000 miles toward 
the Kamchatka shore, and Attou, the last in line, lies beyond the one 
hundred and eightieth meridian and within the Eastern hemisphere.
They are of volcanic origin, and many craters still smoke along the 
chain. Only one island, Unalaska, contains a white settlement; and 
only one island, Amchitka, is seen from any established route of com
merce. The Canadian Pacific steamships often sight the low, green 
shores or see the reflected glow of the volcano on Amchitka on their 
course from Vancouver to Yokohama. They are natural stations for 
the proposed trans-Pacific cable route from British Columbia to the 
terminus of the Siberian Great Northern telegraph lines.367

Present in Scidmore’s narrative are both Romantic images as well as images of the

industrial picturesque. Like Elliott, she lauds the refined beauty of Shishaldin; but she

also gives practical advice on the frequency of ships to and from Unalaska, ships for the

mail and carrying the law as well as ships for commerce.368 Scidmore also suggested

excursions from Unalaska, mentioning another popular account of the Chain, an account

by a woman who, like Muir, was able to secure passage aboard a Cutter Service ship.

Mrs. Shepard's 'Cruise of the Rush' shows how agreeably time may be 
passed on this northern isle, and suggests minor excursions to the mini
ature forest, the waterfall, and the cave near Dutch Harbour. The wealth 
of wild flowers carpeting all the hillsides is the delight of every visitor, 
and none weary of the beautiful harbour and the landscape wealth around.
Those travelling by the Sitka steamer will find themselves the guests of 
the N.A. C. Co. [North American Commercial Company] at their Dutch 
Harbour establishment, and every arrangement is made for those 
wishing to hunt, fish, botanize, or climb.369

Scidmore gave even more detailed advice on visiting Bogoslov Island:

Bogoslov volcano, with its sea-lion rookeries, is the great point of 
attraction, and a day's excursion to this island of St. John the Theologian 
is included in the tour from Sitka by the N.A.C. Co.'s vessel. It lies in

367 Eliza Ruhamah Scidmore, Appleton's Guide-Book to Alaska and the Northwest Coast, New York,
Appleton and Company, 1897 (reprint): 141. Emphasis original.
368 Ibid: 142,143.
369 Ibid: 143.
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Bering Sea some 40 miles W. of Unalaska harbour, and rose from the 
waters in 1796 after a day of rumbling, thunder, and violent explosions, 
accompanied by much sulphurous gas and dense smoke. The rocky 
mass grew after a similar demonstration in 1805.... The upper parts of 
these peaks have been too hot for one to climb, and the intense heat and 
steam are rotting away the rocks, that drop continually. Sea-lions swarm 
on the rocks and ledges along shore, and myriads of birds have their nests 
on the warm rocks. A landing is usually made and opportunity given for 
all to gather specimens and souvenirs of the visit, cook eggs over the 
steam-jets, and put the volcano to other practical uses.370

Besides Isabel Shepard’s book, The Cruise o f the 'Rush, ’ Scidmore wrote her 

narrative based on the most popular and authoritative sources on Alaska: Davidson's 

Coast Survey, Dali's 1870 Alaska and Its Resources, Elliott's Our Arctic Province, Ivan 

Petroff s Population and Resources o f  Alaska (produced for the 1890 Census), Hubert 

Howe Bancroft's History o f  Alaska (largely a history of Russian America, and largely 

written by Ivan Petroff 371), Sheldon Jackson's Alaska, and U.S. Geological Survey 

scientist Israel Russell's account of his Mount St. Elias expedition, published in National 

Geographic Magazine. But besides reflecting the authority of these sources in its 

genealogy, Scidmore’s Guide-Book also reflected the state of Aleutian isolation for 

Victorian Americans.

The Aleutian Islands became prized for their distance; but because of their isolation 

they became sites for sojourns, rather than destinations in themselves. It was the “Far 

North” that was prized—prized not for settlement, but as a place on the edge of the map. 

As historian John Sears noted, the furthest, most desolate places developed into tourist 

sites for the wealthiest Americans; and barely any family in the late nineteenth century 

was more wealthy than the Harrimans. The railroad baron Edward Harriman and his 

family would in 1899 make such a journey north. His entourage, however, would include 

not only his family, but the most prominent men of science: both generations of 

scientists, natural historians as well as specialists, made up his party. The culmination of

11 Ibid: 143-144.
371 Sherwood 1992; 57. Sherwood devoted a whole chapter on the “enigmatic” Petroff.



149

nineteenth century Alaskan exploration, it was—significantly—difficult to determine 

whether the journey’s purpose was in fact scientific discovery, or a pleasure cruise.

Science or Tour?: The Harriman Alaska Expedition

The Harriman Alaska Expedition, like the imagined audience of Scidmore’s narrative, 

reflected the prevalent conflict between preservation and utility that would characterize 

twentieth century debates surrounding Nature. The expedition also exemplified the 

change in the identity of the scientist by enlisting both generations: natural historians and 

specialists, both “pure” and applied. It was organized in just one month by the head of 

the United States Biological Survey at the request of its benefactor; Edward Harriman 

offered to fund a grand scientific tour of the southern Alaskan coast, and Dr. C. Hart 

Merriam responded by recruiting his own ‘dream’ team. According to historians William 

Goetzmann and Kay Sloan, it was a team Merriam culled from the “inner circles of

Washington’s Cosmos Club.... 

Since its founding in 1878, the 

club had been a gathering place 

for the nation’s top men of 

science;” Merriam first called 

William Healey Dali, and next 

Grove Karl Gilbert, U.S.G.S. 

geologist—men who had 

“often shared cigars and brandy 

in [the Club’s] plush rooms.”372 

Besides Dali, others of the “old 

guard,” natural historians in 

the H.A.E. (as members called themselves) included John Muir and John Burroughs. 

Burroughs, wrote Goetzmann and Sloan,

372 Goetzman and Sloan: 9.
373 Edward Curtis photograph, “Harriman Expedition,” acc. #RBD201.105N, Alaska and Polar Regions 
Archives, Rasmuson Library, University of Alaska Fairbanks.
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agreed to serve as the expedition’s historian, [and] he lent a sentimental 
appreciation of nature to the fact-finding mission of the scientists.
Burroughs’ many nature books had struck a receptive chord in the 
American public, and in 1899 he was a popular national figure... even 
the rugged Theodore Roosevelt listed Burroughs’ gentile works as 
among his favorites.374

Many of the specialists recruited for the H.A.E. were men who had much experience 

as explorers. Merriam knew the geographer Henry Gannett from their service in the 1871 

Hayden expedition to Yellowstone; Gannett had subsequently helped to found the 

Cosmos Club, and was Chief Geographer of the U.S.G.S. Merriam also had explored 

Death Valley in 1891 with fellow Club member Frederick V. Coville, of the U.S.D.A. 

Also on that 1891 survey was Albert K. Fisher, who was presently Merriam’s assistant at 

the U.S. Biological Survey. Robert Ridgeway, the Curator of Ornithology at the 

Smithsonian—and mentor of Lucien Turner of the U.S. Signal Service—had been a 

member of Clarence King’s Fortieth Parallel Survey; in their younger days both he and 

Merriam had lived in the Smithsonian’s towers. Merriam also knew George Bird 

Grinnell, the editor of Forest and Stream, from an 1897 trip to the top of Mount Rainier, 

in Washington, and Merriam knew that Grinnell would greatly appreciate the opportunity 

to study Arctic peoples. And besides Dali and Muir, William H. Brewer, professor of 

botany at Yale University, could offer experience with Arctic exploration, having 

traveled to Greenland as well as on many geological surveys of the California Sierras in 

the 1860’s.375

Other specialists included the Dean of the Forestry School at Cornell, Bernhard E. 

Femow, the mining engineer W.B. Devereux, and the mineralogist Benjamin K.

Emerson. William Trelease was the Director for the Missouri Botanical Garden; the poet 

Charles Keeler was Director of the Museum of the California Academy of Sciences in 

San Francisco; the zoology professor at University of California Berkeley, William E.

374 Goetzman and Sloan: 10.
375 Ibid: 9-12; Gilbert Grosvenor, “The Harriman Alaska Expedition in Cooperation With the Washington 
Academy of Sciences,” National Geographic Magazine, June 1899: 226-227.
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Ritter, was President of the California Academy of Sciences. Wesley R. Coe collected 

nine foot worms; the Harvard mineralogist Charles Palache, Merriam’s protege and one 

of the first seismologists, postponed his wedding to go on the expedition.376

But the men who made up the scientific team can be divided not only into subgroups 

of natural historians and specialists, but like other expeditions in the American west, had 

a group of artists as well. Louis Agassiz Fuertes, a 25-year old bird artist on his first 

expedition, would be A.K. Fisher’s assistant; Harriman also invited the popular landscape 

painter Robert Swain Gifford. Joining the team of artists was Frederick S. Dellenbaugh, 

a veteran of Powell’s 1871-1872 journey of the Colorado River and instrumental in 

creating one of its earliest maps. Finally Merriam, with the assistance of Grinnell, 

selected the photographer Edward Curtis, then an unknown artist from Seattle.377

It was indeed a ‘dream’ team, representing a cross section of the best men of 

American science; according to Goetzmann and Sloan, “Harriman found that it included 

twenty-three of the country’s top scientists representing twelve fields, three artists, two 

photographers, two physicians, two taxidermists, and one chaplain.”378

It was to be a grand Alaskan expedition, its members and crew totaling 126 

individuals. Yet its significance to science was dubious, despite its ‘dream’ team; for 

instance, unlike all previous scientific expeditions, Edward Harriman brought his whole 

family, ten in all—indicating the role that leisure was to take in the journey.379 But an 

attitude of leisure was not necessarily excluded from the “official” members’ experience; 

Goetzmann and Sloan wrote that Charles Keeler “was largely at a loss as to what he was 

supposed to do, so like Muir, Burroughs, and Louis Agassiz Fuertes, he simply enjoyed 

the birds and flowers and the spectacular mountain scenery.”380 And as evidenced by the 

age of many members (Figure 41)—Dali 54, Gifford in his late fifties, Muir 61, Brewer 

71—the Harriman Alaska Expedition was not designed to be a particularly rigorous trek.

376 Goetzmann and Sloan: 9-12.
377 Ibid.
378 Ibid: 14.
379 John Burroughs, John Muir, and George Bird Grinnell, eds., Harriman Alaska Expedition: Narrative, 
Glaciers, Natives, Volume I, Washington, D.C. Smithsonian Institution, 1910 (reprint o f 1902 original): 
xxxiii.
380 Goetzmann and Sloan: xv.
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Many of the elder statesmen spent their days primarily aboard ship—or even, in 

Burroughs’ case, in his cabin with seasickness381—rather than playing the hero-explorer.

And Harriman practically rebuilt the ship, the George W. Elder (Figure 42), having it 

“specially provided with new triple-expansion engines and new boilers, and equipped

-2 0 0

Figure 42: The George W. Elder in Southeast Alaska

throughout with modem conveniences and every appliance that will contribute to 

scientific work on board.”383 Another words, it was a very far cry from Dali’s old 

nemesis, the Humboldt. Goetzmann and Sloan wrote that the Elder “was a kind of 

Camelot afloat on Alaskan seas,” the scientists calling their ship “a floating university,” 

where they scheduled lecture series and composed a scrapbook of drawings and poetry of 

their trip—rather than coming away with scrapes and bruises, soreness and broken bones, 

the members of the expedition left with mementos of their “adventures” aboard their 

Harvard and their Yale.384

451 Ibid: 33.
382 Charles Merriam, “The ‘George W. Elder’ Near Wellesley Glacier,” in Burroughs et al., Vol. I: 122.
383 Grosvenor: 225.
384 Goetzmann and Sloan: xv-xvi.
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Even Harriman himself, while celebrating and celebrated for his “generosity and 

interest in science,” originally designed the trip less to research and more to recreate as 

well as to mix business with his pleasure. First, he greatly desired to return with one 

trophy in particular: that of the famed Kodiak bear.385 Second, as a capitalist among the 

first generation of industrial age philanthropists—philanthropists such as the Rockefellers 

and the Camegies—other rumors surfaced regarding his motives. Goetzmann and Sloan 

wrote,

In part due to the secrecy he maintained, and in part due to his own fast- 
rising reputation as an empire builder, Harriman’s spectacular ‘vacation’ 
portended something more than a holiday to the celebrity-watchers and 
financiers of the late Gilded Age. No philanthropist, or government 
bureau for that matter, up to this time had ever assembled such a group 
of scientific experts and set them on such a mission. Surely pure know
ledge was not the objective. Rather, it must be something of a practical 
nature, something large, grand in scope or vision, as befitted the age that 
had produced the Suez Canal, the Eiffel Tower, the transcontinental 
railroad, towering skyscrapers...the telephone...Brooklyn’s stupendous 
swinging bridge, Panama’s Canal [still] in progress—and the...World 
Colombian Exposition in Chicago, which only fifty years before had 
been a rude frontier town like Juneau or Skagway. Perhaps a merger of 
all western railroads was in the works.... Maybe Harriman intended to 
purchase Alaska itself and then build his railroad around the world. The 
idea seemed preposterous, yet nothing was impossible in the era of 
sophisticated finance and high technology, both of which E. H. Harriman 
epitomized.386

Goetzmann and Sloan argued that such grandiose vision was not uncharacteristic of the 

times. They also suggested that Harriman must have been aware that within two years 

the Trans-Siberian Railway would be complete. Finally, they argued, such motives could 

hardly be contested when Harriman traveled to Japan in the early twentieth century to 

plan just such an around-the-world railroad line.387

385 Grosvenor: 225, 226; see also Edward H. Harriman, “Preface,” Burroughs, et al, eds., Harriman Alaska 
Expedition, Volume I: xxi.
38 Goetzmann and Sloan: 15.
387 Ibid: 127.
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It was this combination of capitalism and tourism that determined not only the route, 

not only the science practiced, but how the members of the expedition conceived the 

landscape—and how that conception became reflected in its legacy, thirteen volumes 

published by the Smithsonian Institution. Unlike previous voyages discussed, it was in 

the Harriman Alaska Expedition that clear fractures could be seen within the Victorian 

scientific worldview—it was no longer as seamless a line between Romance and 

objectivity, adventure and research, art and politics. Like a struck crystal, environmental 

knowledge would begin here to cleave into distinct ways of seeing: “pure” science, 

applied science, politics, art, and tourism. Such a fracturing was not only demonstrated 

by the very makeup of the party, but also by the structure of the expedition’s product, the 

Harriman Alaska Series published by the Smithsonian. Showing how the Harriman 

Alaska Expedition depicted the Aleutian Islands will therefore perform a double duty—it 

will tell this story about the composition of early twentieth century environmental 

knowledge, as well as tell the story of Alaskan development through Aleutian isolation.

Originally the expedition’s terminus was to be Unalaska388; but the Harriman family 

desired to push further northward, into the 

Bering Strait to land at both the Seward 

Peninsula and Siberia—a destination that 

Goetzmann and Sloan contended is consistent 

with the motives of Harriman the capitalist in 

addition to Harriman the tourist389 (Figure 43).

By 1899, Unalaska had become and even 

busier port; it was a stop along one of the 

more popular routes to the gold fields in the 

Klondike—and hopeful prospectors had also

388 Grosvenor: 226.
389 Goetzmann and Sloan: 127.
390 Image from Henry Gannett, “The Harriman Alaska Expedition,” National Geographic Magazine, 
December 1899: 507.
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begun the newest rush to Nome. With such an increased focus on northern and interior 

Alaska and the Yukon, the resources of the western Aleutians—even the eastern 

Aleutians and Alaska Peninsula—lessened in importance. Unalaska served as a gateway 

more than ever, but hardly for any travel within its own region.

In fact, the only times that 

the Aleutian Islands made an 

appearance in the first two 

volumes of the Harriman Alaska 

Series was through the images 

that already had currency in the 

popular consciousness: 

Shishaldin, the Shumagins, 

Dutch Harbor, “Unalaska 

Hillsides,” fish drying at 

Chemofski village (Figure 44), 

and the wonders of Bogoslov 

Volcano (Figure 45). Out of all 

of these images, Bogoslov 

received the largest amount of 

text; Harriman had led a party of 

eight there, as a side trip from 

Unalaska, and while Fisher 

collected thirty murres, Merriam 

collected two baby sea lions—all

Figure 44: Fish drying at Chemofski:

Figure 45: West side of Bogoslof 392

391 U.S. Fish Commission, “Salmon Drying at Chemofski Village, Aleutian Islands,” in Burroughs et al., 
Vol. II: 348.
392 U.S. Fish Commission, “West Side Bogoslof Volcano, August 11, 1891,” in Burroughs et al., Vol. II: 
312.
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to the apparent disgust of Muir.393 Merriam wrote a whole chapter in Volume II on

Bogoslov’s morphing qualities, called “Bogoslof, Our Newest Volcano”—also the

subject of a previous article in National Geographic?94

After Bogoslov, the party ventured to the Pribilof Islands, then finally headed back to

Unalaska. It appeared that the party had a leisurely time, despite Burrough’s sea

sickness; Goetzmann and Sloan wrote,

Under murky, overcast skies and through rough seas that left a miserable 
Burroughs confined to his bed, the Elder cut a long path down the Bering 
Sea back to Unalaska while its passengers entertained themselves spotting 
whales from the deck or admiring each other’s photographs, which Curtis 
developed daily. Poetry and humorous verses often adorned the bulletin 
board of the lecture hall, providing reading matter that commented on the 
writers’ companions or on a day’s experience, and passerby stopped to 
amuse themselves at the creative attempts of their fellow passengers.395

About the Aleutian portion of the trip, Merriam wrote in his diary that he “felt more 

deeply than ever how little the magnificent mountains of the Alaska Peninsula and 

Aleutian Islands are known and how few people really have any true idea of their 

grandeur.”396 The Aleutians were not the typical tourist destination; as historian John 

Sears indicated, distance implied class—while the H.A.E. performed as both tourists and 

researchers in the Aleutian environment, the most “touristic” landscape depicted in the 

first two volumes—volumes designed largely for public consumption, including both 

articles on natural history and poetry—were of Southeast Alaska. And this would only 

be followed by Volume III, on “Glaciers and Glaciation.”

The image of Alaska itself, like the image manufactured by most tourist literature, 

was of the dramatic southeastern glaciers and Tlingit culture. Out of over 330 drawings, 

paintings, and photographs published in the first two volumes, over 200 were of southeast 

and southcentral Alaska. In fact, Keeler wrote a poem about Alaska which became 

representative of the whole expedition—appearing on the page previous to the beginning

393 Goetzmann and Sloan: 134.
394 J.S. Diller, “Our Youngest Volcano,” National Geographic Magazine, July 10,1893: 93-96.
■2QC

Goetzmann and Sloan: 150.
396 This quote from Merriam’s diary is from: Goetzmann and Sloan: 130.
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of Burrough’s narrative of the journey in Volume I, “Alaska” was about the sublime 

southern coast:

Fiords of the far west shore, where peaks sublime
Are cloudward thrust ’neath folds of glistening snow,
With hoar and frigid streams that tideward flow,

Sculpturing their cliffs and crags which mount and climb 
Full in the sight of heaven—grim heirs of time,

Stem children of eternity, that grow 
Austere and terrible ’mid storms that blow 

Their lusty trumpets in the tempest’s prime.
What joy is this to float upon thy tide,
So blue, so beautiful, to gently glide

’Mid islets forested, past shores that stand,
Dark portals opening to enchantment’s land,

Where all is but a dream, soon to be 
Lost in the purple mist of memory.397

The H.A.E. was only partially manufacturing this popular interest in the southeast. 

According to historian Douglas Cole, it was Spencer Fullerton Baird of the Smithsonian 

that emphasized the collection of Tlingit and Haida curios and artifacts. Cole suggested 

that trade in these curios became an integral part of the native economy, and the line 

between artifact and souvenir blurred.398 By contrast, Aleut baskets could take years to 

make—their expensiveness prevented them from becoming the celebrated commodities, 

the souvenirs, of the southeast.

The isolation of the Aleutians, however—as well as the story of the cleaving of 

environmental knowledge—is perhaps most is perhaps most evident if one looks at the 

works published by the new popular geographic periodical: National Geographic 

Magazine.

397 Charles Keeler, “Alaska,” in Burroughs et al, eds.: xxxviii.
398 Cole: 3.
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The Pop Science of National Geographic

The National Geographic Society was created in 1888 by members of the prestigious 

Cosmos Club; founders included the field scientists William Healey Dali, Marcus Baker, 

and John Wesley Powell, as well as the famed laboratory scientists of the day, such as 

Alexander Graham Bell. The goal of the National Geographic Society, like that of the 

Smithsonian Institution, was egalitarian in nature: to disseminate geographical knowledge 

about the world. According to anthropologists Catherine Lutz and Jane Collins, the 

Geographic purposefully and strategically designed its existence to create a public image 

as between highbrow and middle class culture—an image which had allowed them to go 

on for about a century without being the subject of a single academic critique.399

The Society’s staff historian C.D.B. Bryan wrote that Gilbert Grosvenor, the

magazine’s editor for 66 years, strove for this special status; elements that contributed to

its image included the expensive binding and inclusion of a profuse number of

illustrations, and later photographs.400 Lutz and Collins wrote that it was also the purpose

and the people behind the pages of the periodical which contributed to its status:

National Geographic is produced by a group whose identity is in neither 
art nor profit, although it is obviously concerned with both in some sense.
The educational thrust of the institution makes it straddle [this] significant 
boundary.. 401

At first, however, the magazine envisioned its audience as solely the erudite 

scientist; Bryan wrote that in its first volumes, numerous dry, technical articles bored its 

readership, and many had let their subscriptions wane without renewal. The magazine 

was in serious financial trouble, until Gilbert Grosvenor, Alexander Graham Bell’s son- 

in-law, took over editorship; he guided the periodical to a new audience by coaxing his 

writers to move away from using elitist jargon and toward a journalistic style written in

399 Catherine Lutz and Jane Collins, Reading National Geographic, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 
1993:7-8.
400 C.D.B. Bryan, The National Geographic Society: 100 Years o f  Adventure and Discovery, Washington, 
D.C., National Geographic Society, 1985: 39.
401 Lutz and Collins: 8.
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the first person, a trend beginning to become evident by 1905.402 Space in the magazine 

was at first divided between technical articles and administrative reports and 

announcements, by 1896 authors began to write some of its articles in a journalistic style. 

This trend is also noticed if one looks at the topics of articles; where scientific journeys 

and surveys decrease by 1905, “touristic” journeys increase. And where both 

administrative reports and geographical phenomena decrease, descriptive geographies of 

places increase. These trends encouraged narratives with plots of adventure and mystery 

and wonder about the world.

Lutz and Collins contend that this image of accessibility was essential in securing the 

magazine’s “cultural legitimacy.” But also, they continued, throughout “its long history, 

[it] has strategically deployed realist codes and has fashioned claimed to objectivity in 

order to secure its position as both ‘scientific’ and ‘popular.’”403

These factors all contributed to the image of Alaska and the Aleutian Islands that the 

Geographic would publish for its thousands of readers. Interestingly, many of its articles 

in its first fifteen years, from 1888 to 1903, revolved around the new territory. Compared 

with the percentage of articles which covered both the Polar regions and the United 

States, there is a significant percentage of articles regarding Alaska. The majority of 

Alaskan and Polar articles covered the Klondike gold rush, or attempts at the North 

Pole—the Aleutian Islands being marginal to both these pursuits.

As shown in the pages of National Geograph, the Klondike gold rush of 1897 

drastically changed the core’s perception of the north. Gold thickened the lenses of 

Americans’ telescopes as they looked northward—the territories of Alaska and the 

Yukon seemed so much closer that thousands of people decided to drop their present 

responsibilities and head to the gold fields. The distances and ruggedness of trails were 

distorted in advertisements to lure the prospective prospector—especially those 

individuals who previously had little experience with outdoor adventures—into dodging 

the swindlers of Skagway, hiking Chilkoot Pass with a ton of supplies, and running rapids

Lutz and Collins: 7,15.
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with home-made boats.404 These adventures were not science-driven, but resource- 

driven.

The Klondike gold rush drew attention away from the Aleutians not only because of 

the romance of the prospector, but because it had internationally political consequences. 

It instigated the boundary dispute with Canada—a conflict which demonstrated the role 

of economics on the interpretation of the map. Before 1897 the exact determination of 

the southeast Alaskan-Canadian boundary was inconsequential to the adjacent nations; 

the gold rush, however, caused Canada to insist that the bustling settlements of Skagway 

and Dyea—gateways to the Klondike—were inside Canadian territory, causing the 

British Prime Minister to call the Lynn Canal “disputed territory.”405

The drawing of the map would determine far more than a boundary; the Alaska 

Boundary Tribunal ruled in favor of the Untied States in 1903—and the map represented 

a power struggle between nations. There was no such drama in the Aleutians. As the 

articles in National Geographic showed, the drama occurred at this boundary, in Panama, 

in the newly-acquired Philippine Islands, and near the Pole. Since science, politics, 

colonialism, and tourism led the popular consciousness to other frontiers, by the early 

twentieth century Aleutian isolation had reached—not its apex—but its abyss.

The Geography of Isolation

Because Victorian science conflated Romanticism with objective discourse, the scientist 

created a conception of the Aleutian Islands that the public widely consumed; perhaps in 

this era more than any other, the authority of burgeoning modem science allowed 

subjectivity and artistry to inform public knowledge of a place. Science’s popularity in 

America at this time allows the academic to trace the path of environmental 

understanding from the producer to the consumer, and I found that following this path 

was very rewarding.

404 Pierre Berton, The Klondike Fever: The Life and Death o f  the Last Great Gold Rush, New York, Knopf, 
1959.
405 Norman Penlington, The Alaska Boundary Dispute: A Critical Reappraisal, Toronto, McGraw-Hill 
Ryerson, Ltd., 1972: 37.
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I wrote this thesis with a number of goals in mind. First, I wanted to demonstrate 

how a history of isolation can significantly inform this genealogy of environmental 

knowledge, as well as the history of science and development. Second, I wanted to show 

how the history of science had in turn affected the progress of Aleutian isolation. 

However, the third point I wished to make was to show how that very physical, 

subjective experience of the Aleutian environment had a role in shaping the perceptions 

of the Victorian scientist. My intent was not to show that one of these points weighed 

heavier than another—but to narrate their interrelation.

Most importantly, I wanted to show how perceptions of place are informed by the 

intersection of physical geography and fantasy and how people conceive of these 

landscapes are reflections of their own identities. The knowledge that nineteenth century 

American scientists produced for both public and government would influence accounts 

of the region through the following century, reverberating in land-use policy as well as 

the position of the Aleutians at the margins of the map.

The Chain became notorious for its storms, inspiring memoirs with titles such as

Birthplace o f the Winds, Icy Hell, Son o f  the Smoky Sea, and Gore Vidal’s first novel,

Williwaw War.406 But storm conditions are in fact far from continuous. One journalist

recently remembered,

I was in Atka for a whole month, and was doing a story for National 
Geographic, and I hadn’t seen bad weather. And so I prayed madly,
“Dear God, send a storm.” And had no idea what I was asking for.
And the next day, there was a whopper came in and I thought, “Isn’t 
this grand.” And I walked a mile to the beach with the wind at my 
back. And stayed about four hours and took pictures. And when I 
came home I discovered that I couldn’t walk against the wind. I came 
home on my hands and knees with my Nikon camera in my teeth.407

406 T.P. Bank, Birthplace o f  the Winds, New York, Crowell, 1956; Will Hudson, Icy Hell, London, 
Constable & Co., Ltd, 1937; Simeon Oliver, Son o f  the Smoky Sea, New York, Julian Messner, Inc., 1941; 
Gore Vidal, Williwaw, New York, E.P. Dutton & Co., 1946.
407 Lael Morgan, KUAC Chinook Profiles 810812-Aleutians, Oral History 85-179, Alaska and Polar 
Regions Archives, Rasmuson Library, University of Alaska Fairbanks. Morgan had more history with the 
Aleutians beyond the month she described here— including previous experience with Aleutian storms—  
which makes her prayer for the storm during the research for that article more intriguing.
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That storm moved a cast iron stove nine feet when it tore up the journalist’s camp. 

The quote is useful because it illustrates the production of perception: the journalist knew 

of the potential ferocity of Aleutian storms—in fact she looked forward to being able to 

report upon one, and became concerned when the storm did not materialize immediately. 

Why? Because she felt that she could not write an article on the Aleutians for National 

Geographic without re-affirming the existence of its nasty weather. The resultant 

article’s first two paragraphs reads:

We boarded at Adak in a pink-etched dawn. Sea otters drifted by 
our small tug on their backs, breakfasting leisurely on crabs tabled 
on their chests. A killer whale cruised the placid harbor, apparently 
without malice.

My Aleut friends and I stowed our duffle with care; though the 
September breeze was faint, the weather in Alaska’s Aleutian Islands 
can be as wild as any in the world. True to form, the wind and seas 
picked up as we skirted the jagged volcanic islands.408

It is this relationship between conception and perception that I hoped to have 

communicated. Aleutian isolation—and the isolation of other regions—comes not only 

from its physical nature, but from Western culture’s ideas of Nature and how those ideas 

surface in its art, in its literature, and in its science.

408 Lael Morgan, “Atka, Rugged Home of My Aleut Friends,” National Geographic, October 1974: 572.
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