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Introduction

The lives of eight geographers are considered in this latest volume of Geographers Biobibliographical Studies, the thirty-fourth in the series. In order of appearance, there are essays on: Pierre Birot, a Frenchman, and James Alfred Steers, an Englishman, both geomorphologists of note; Hugh Prince, a British historical geographer; Maurice Zimmerman, a French colonial geographer; Pyotr Kozlov, a Russian explorer-naturalist of Central Asia and Tibet; Oskar Spate, British-born but long-time Australian resident and scholar of India, Pakistan and the Pacific world; Stephen Visher, an American regionalist and eugenicist; and finally, Neil Smith, a Scots-born long-time American resident, and one of the world’s leading Marxist geographers and urban theorists. Scholarly studies, professional opportunities, personal advancement and an adventurous spirit all served variously to spur on these eight men. In two biographical trajectories (Spate and Smith) travel for study led to permanent resettlement on a different continent. In the case of Pyotr Kozlov, a lifelong, and seemingly incurable, case of wanderlust drove him to venture repeatedly across Asia’s continental interior. For Steers, Prince and Visher, long-term commitment to field-sites or regional archives within reach of home resulted in local geographies patterned by customary movement and data collection. Also represented here is the sort of practitioner content not to venture very far at all. Maurice Zimmerman might have written knowledgeably about the Polar Regions and France’s dispersed colonies, but his were worldly bulletins produced from the comfort of the geographer’s proverbial armchair.

All of the essay subjects in this volume lived during the modern era, that is, their death post-dated 1950; and in three instances, occurred after the turn of the millennium. Given these were lives led in greatest part during the twentieth century, at first blush it may seem unremarkable to note that they were touched in one way or another by the experience of militarism and a world at war. This experience in common masks differing stories of personal involvement, ranging from a decorated military career to national service to politicized opposition. Alfred Steers and Hugh Prince are representative of those generations of Britons who found university studies interrupted or impacted upon by war. Steers did his national service in World War I, as duty demanded. Rising to the rank of second lieutenant in the Officer Training Corps (a part of the British Army Reserve) he provided officer training to British university students on the Home Front. Prince began attending classes at University College London in the immediate aftermath of World War II. He encountered some academic staff struggling to cope, others seeking to communicate geographical lessons from the conflict. Less than a year into his studies, Prince was called up for basic training in Northern Ireland. By temperament best suited to army administration, he was posted to the British Occupation Zone in Germany. Both Steers and Prince made a return to university life as soon as possible following demobilization. Situation and circumstance were comparable for Maurice Zimmerman, only on the opposite side of the English Channel. He suspended his university education to join up with the 69th French infantry regiment and serve in the Great War. Pyotr Kozlov was posted on the Eastern Front, where he was Russian military commandant of the city of Tarnov, and, later, of Yassy and Ternopol. Pierre Birot’s wartime experience was limited largely to imprisonment, and surviving its privations. The outbreak of war in Europe in 1939 occurred early in Birot’s academic career. Having volunteered to serve, he was taken prisoner by German forces in the Ardennes soon after their invasion of France in May 1940. Thereafter, he was transported to a detention camp in East Prussia. While the harsh conditions that he was forced to endure were the root cause of health complications later in life, confinement did present small consolations for Birot. With fellow academic-servicemen he delivered lectures in an effort to keep fellow prisoners profitably occupied. Birot, in turn, found his own morale boosted by geographical conversation. One such prison-camp discussion was later credited (by countryman and companion André Journaux) as the originating point for what eventually became a doctoral study on the Saône plain and its mountainous borders. Oskar Spate’s personal experiences demonstrate perfectly the global reach of World War II. Having left England to take up a lecturing post at the University of Rangoon in 1937, Spate was conscripted into the Burmese Volunteer Force upon the outbreak of hostilities. While manning an anti-aircraft gun during a Japanese air raid on Rangoon airport he was seriously wounded. Following recovery in military hospital, Spate was evacuated to India. Stationed in Bombay, he joined the rank-and-file of back-office staff as a Military Press Censor. Later recognition of his specialist disciplinary expertise led to an appointment in the Inter-Service Topographical Department of the Headquarters of South East Asia Command.

Much of Pyotr Kozlov’s military experience was of an earlier era and a different empire. In pre-revolutionary Russia, geographical expeditions into the border zones along the imperial frontier enjoyed the patronage of the Tsarist regime and its armed forces. The territories of Central Asia were, then as now, hotly contested, and a focus for Anglo-Russian geopolitical rivalries that would come to prominence in the public imagination as ‘The Great Game’. Kozlov was bred into Russia’s martial culture of exploration from his early years. He attended the infantry military college in St Petersburg in the 1880s, graduating as a sub-lieutenant and taking an attachment to the 1st Ekaterinoslav grenadiers in Moscow. Kozlov was trained in field craft, survey and science among expeditionary parties led and staffed by men recruited from army regiments. Keeping such company would appear to have developed qualities associated with the “military-spirit”: discipline, camaraderie, courage and self-sacrifice. While Kozlov was entirely accepting of the strategic value that topographical survey and mapping served in intelligence gathering, his true passions were the collection of facts about natural history and the salvage of archaeological artefacts.

The assimilation of expeditionary endeavours into state-sanctioned and institutionalized projects of empire building has, of course, been variously considered in critical studies of geography’s disciplinary history (see, for example, Hudson 1977; Driver 2000; Butlin 2009). More recent manifestations of the complex relation between state power and discipline or subject have seen the issues as ones of intellectual and political resistance. For Neil Smith, the ideology of a War on Terror, announced in the immediate aftermath of 11 September 2001, spoke darkly of a new imperium for the twenty-first century. In forceful critiques of old wars waged anew in Iraq and Afghanistan, Smith positioned colonial occupation as the latest version of Pax Americana, and the policy promise of ‘endless war’ as a hopelessly divisive prospect. This anti-war activism reflected a long-standing scholarly interest in what Smith labelled ‘American globalism’; a political philosophy interrogated at length in his notable biographical study of Isaiah Bowman, geographer and presidential advisor to Woodrow Wilson and Franklin D. Roosevelt.

In each instance reported then, these geographers complicate the heroic idea of ‘men of war’. The views they held or the nature of their involvement were sufficiently nuanced – and sometimes the period of wartime service too short-lived – to allow for that label ever fully to define the man. But nor should it be asserted that warfare (or militarism) had little consequence or influence in these men’s lives and ideas. It is not an experience easily forgotten in peacetime.

Within the historical sociology of academia, when the prevalence of a male-oriented culture is acknowledged at all, it has generally tended to be understood according to internal structures and conditions, rather than worldly contexts, existing beyond the so-called ivory tower. Doctoral degree studies can be interpreted in precisely these terms, where the durational and dependent nature of the supervisory arrangement between academic-mentor and student fosters a relation akin to one of father-and-son; the good shepherd and his flock is the other parallel commonly drawn. Post-doctoral career paths are recounted in terms of patronage and loyalty. Stories of individual self-formation stand on the shoulders of giants. That patrilineal narrative – and it is a strongly patrilineal one – is a repeated motif in the essays in this volume. Alfred Steers shaped the fellowship of his cherished Cambridge College (St Catharine’s) after his own geographical tastes, as he did of the staff appointed to the Department of Geography he served as Head for over a decade and a half. The manner in which Steers’ graduate student David Stoddart was recruited to a university lectureship illustrates the point well enough: ‘I was in Belize in 1962 when I had a postcard from Alfred in a hotel on the Isle of Wight. “My dear David, would you like a job in Cambridge? Yours ever, Alfred.”’ For his part, long after becoming an acknowledged geomorphologist in his own right, Stoddart remained proud to present himself as ‘a student of Steers’.

Cambridge was also where Oskar Spate fell under the enduring academic influence of Clifford Darby and a signature approach to studies in historical geography. Hugh Prince similarly so: for his research MA and doctoral studies Prince was a supervisee of Darby, by then appointed to a Chair at University College London (UCL). Darby devised a scheme for Prince to spend a year overseas at the University of Wisconsin, and selected him as preferred candidate for an assistant lectureship on his return to England. As an adventurous youth, Pyotr Kozlov is said to have regarded the celebrated Russian explorer Nikolai Mikhailovich Przhevalskii as nothing less than a father figure. Przhevalskii reciprocated, taking Kozlov under his wing first as faithful pupil, and later, trusted travelling companion. During Steven Visher’s formative academic years in the 1920s, it was Yale University-based geographer Ellsworth Huntington who exerted the strongest intellectual sway over the young apprentice. Huntington’s institutional lobbying saw to it that Visher was granted a post-doctoral fellowship. Having engineered a meeting of minds, the two men shared a campus office, trading ideas about regional climatology and the functioning of the environment as the principal determinant of human development. Their collaborative partnership extended to fieldwork in Europe and resulted in a co-authored book, Climatic Changes, Their Nature and Causes (1922). During the early twentieth century, French geography also operated according to an established social hierarchy, and associated system of academic bondage. Initially taught and mentored by Emmanuel de Martonne, Pierre Birot owed his doctoral debts of gratitude to Andre Cholley (also of the Sorbonne) in whose service he was both research student and assistant.

Whatever the amount of supervisory advice and instruction offered, there is, of course, no guarantee of doctoral success. In this particular academic arrangement, the ‘black sheep’ is a familial figure as commonly invoked as the ‘dependable eldest son’. For all of Maurice Zimmerman’s intellectual pedigree – he was, after all, a direct pupil and protégé of Paul Vidal de la Blache – he committed the cardinal sin of failing to finish his doctoral studies. This non-completion seemed hereafter to tint Zimmerman’s subsequent academic record. In giving consideration to the full arc of a geographical career, essayist Pascal Clerc detects a man who was enigmatic by nature, largely indifferent to academic convention and expectation. By way of contrast, being a contrarian is a cultural position from which greatness can also spring. Don Mitchell, essayist and literary executor of choice for Neil Smith, writes of his one-time doctoral supervisor’s rebelliousness with a depth of knowledge and raw humanity. The effect of this biographical approach is, quite wittingly, to expose the contradictory emotions aroused by recalling and reviewing a mentor’s life. (Such honesty and candour might have readers reflect on the founding academic relationship in their own biography.) What Smith was to Mitchell, and vice versa, certainly fitted the traditional template of gifted teacher-guru and appreciative pupil-student. What they became to each other thereafter shifted with the passing years, the joys of living and the trials of dying.

To chart a subject’s life and work according to the academic equivalent of a patrilineal bloodline may be factually accurate in specific instances, but when it is too closely adhered to it may risk the resulting narrative being narrowly reductionist or worse still, simply plain. It takes more than a father to make a family. Kinship analogies, like real-life familial relations, can be stretched to breaking point. Recent scholarship by intellectual historians – historical geographers of science among them – demonstrates the limits of a dendritic model in explaining how cultures, communities and circuits of knowledge production operate, as well as the social spaces attendant upon them (Livingstone 2003). It can be diverting to play the academic parlour game of positioning oneself as only one or two (or however many) generations distant from past academic greatness. But just as surely the branching family tree cannot encompass anything like the actual range of influences operating in the formulation of a theory or method, or that afterwards go to make it especially notable or notorious in the wider discipline. Other diagrammatic templates of association and connectivity do exist. In recent times, conceptual experiments with biological structures (rhizomatic and mycelial organisms) and cultural formations (reticulate meshwork and actor network) have proliferated in social theory (Deleuze and Guattari 1987; Ingold 2007; Latour 2005). Thus far, their imprint has been fairly light in Geographers Biobibliographical Studies. Future essays that write definitively of a geographer’s life and at the same time engage new schemas for re-assembling the social are wholly welcome. In GBS, our intention is always that essay contributions strike a proper balance; acknowledging the direct influence of academic forebears on a biographical subject, while striving to chart the complex social relations and structural assemblages which constituted that individual’s life-history and life-world. The remainder of these editorial remarks is given over to necessarily capsular treatments of the fuller portraits appearing in this volume. The eight subjects are introduced in the same sequence as they appear.

Pierre Birot’s status as a physical geographer was rooted first in geomorphology and, during the latter phases of his career, biogeography. In spirit and method, Birot was a modernizer. While he valued field study as a proving ground, he was comfortable also with analytical approaches designed around lab-based experimentation, and the application of mathematic reasoning to geomorphological problems. The regions and landscapes of the Mediterranean world were his personal preference, and a focus for a new process-oriented approach to environmental science resulting in explanatory accounts of fluvial activity, slope retreat, soil erosion and rock decay. Birot’s international renown grew with the translation of his research and the publication of a series of works of biogeographical survey, culminating in an ambitious super-synthesis of the planet’s natural regions. For the greatest part of his career Birot was Paris-based, taking Chairs of Geography at the Institut de Géographie at Université de Paris in 1953, and at Université de Paris IV following the social unrest of 1968. His service to the Association de Géographes Français across three decades culminated in the office of Honorary Secretary. In the year of his death, a long-standing personal vision was fulfilled with the opening of a new facility for experimental geomorphology, ‘Laboratoire Pierre Birot’, at the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique in the French capital.

In respect of geographical ideas and interests there are obvious affinities between Birot and fellow geomorphologist James Alfred Steers. ‘Alfie’ as he was known to close friends and colleagues, was a pioneer of coastal research: England’s dynamic eastern edge the setting for his inquiries; mapping and measurement his chosen methods for interrogating process; dunes and saltmarshes his environments of choice; their better protection and sensible management his ultimate objective. Steers believed government to be the proper agent for ensuring coastal conservation, in the shape of designed areas, scientifically informed policy and advance plans for extreme weather events. The Coastline of England and Wales (1946), acknowledged as his finest major work, was based on an exhaustive mapping survey of coastal scenery, physiography and development, commissioned by the Ministry of Town and Country Planning. That he chose to walk the entire 2000-mile route is a compelling footnote underpinning this venture. Steers’ level of commitment impressed the Government Minister. It was he who suggested the maxim solvitur ambulando as one perfectly matching his reporter’s geographical sensibilities. Local area studies were as important to Steers as was the national scene. Over the years, Scolt Head Island on the North Norfolk coast became a cherished place, for peace of mind and for detailed, longitudinal study. What pleasures the coast could provide were matched by the charms of collegial life. Steers’ sense of self was defined through the lifetime of service he gave to St Catharine’s at Cambridge University. An association spanning half a century was spent here, and here alone, an academic fiefdom facilitating the progress of a great many other notable geographical careers.

The chance to read Geography with Steers and colleagues at Cambridge was an opportunity that school-leaver Hugh Prince considered carefully, and then declined, eventually accepting admittance to the Geography Department at University College London (UCL). In his early studies, Prince enjoyed trafficking ideas between geography and the humanities, enriching his understanding of historic landscapes through history and language, art and literature. Later, this same ecumenical approach to scholarship was at the heart of an enlarged methodology that Prince proposed to fellow historical geographers: coupling archival empiricism about past landscapes with cultural interpretations of imagined versions of the world. In tandem with David Lowenthal, kindred spirit and co-author, he considered questions of landscape according to changes in taste, style and design. Defined by area, Prince’s research centred on historical geographies of the English and American landscape. He demonstrated the social aspects of landscape change, and the environmental impacts of human efforts at improvement. The foci for his studies were various: patterns of land ownership in Domesday England, ornamental and designed landscapes in Wiltshire, the agricultural pits and ponds of East Anglia and marshland reclamation in the American mid-West. Prince’s service to the greater discipline was considerable, including editorial stints for Area and the Journal of Historical Geography. His affiliation with Geography at UCL was continuous, from undergraduate studies to the emeritus position held at his death. His retirement saw a late flourishing of published work, including the completion of doctoral studies left unfinished from forty years earlier when he had been pressed into teaching duties as an assistant lecturer.

Maurice Zimmerman cut a different sort of figure. He did not attach himself to, or become synonymous with, a particular geographical area, as was customary during the discipline’s long regional episode, and in French geography at the turn of the twentieth century. Having stalled in his doctoral studies, Zimmerman devoted his energies as an editor and writer to different serial publications, Annales de Géographie, Géographie Universelle and Chronique Géographique. Principally, his contributions took the form of ‘Notes’, ‘Bulletins’ and ‘Entries’, of which he penned a great number annually. His specialisms were the Polar regions, Scandinavia, and French colonial geography, and though a gifted linguist foreign travel did not play a part in his research activities. Professionally, Zimmerman was a one-university man. Appointed to a lectureship at the University of Lyon in 1899, he was aged to draw a pension in 1934 but continued teaching actively until two weeks before his death in 1950, aged eighty-one. The teaching role he fulfilled was unusually configured. Focused on colonial history and geography, it was established jointly by the University, and the Chamber of Commerce in Lyon, and required dedicated classes to be taught in both institutions. As a consequence, Zimmerman’s teaching workload was heavy, with chief responsibilities for training personnel in readiness for careers in French colonies overseas.

Russian explorer-naturalist Pyotr Kozlov was the very antithesis of the armchair geographer (géographe en chambre). He lived much of his adult life semi-nomadically, first serving in and then leading a series of lengthy cross-continental expeditions, organized under the auspices of the Russian army and the Imperial Russian Geographical Society. Travel was a means to amass new information about lesser-known territories in Russia’s vast interior, and along its Central Asian frontiers. Traversing deserts and mountains, his expeditions broke new ground, mapped and surveyed, dug and collected, drew and documented; and, when circumstance demanded, they fought their way out of a tight provincial spot. Kozlov was academically versatile, making contributions to many branches of science including geography, cartography, zoology, botany, geology, ethnography, archaeology and Oriental studies. Exploration put a strain on ordinary family life. He divorced his first wife, and remarried to a woman prepared to join him on journeys that continued until the final Central Asian expedition in 1924–5. Ranked as senior officer in the military General Staff, Kozlov was both pragmatist and patriot. That he was a willing agent of the imperial state is therefore axiomatic. He accepted the alignment of expeditionary goals with geopolitical objectives, and as leader was charged with specific sorts of strategic or diplomatic mission. It was in such a capacity that he grew acquainted with the Dalai Lama, at a time when the spiritual leader was exiled from his Tibetan home and welcoming of the offer of a Russian escort to Lhasa.

Oskar Spate’s early choices as an undergraduate student at Cambridge had him pursue interests in Geography and in English, igniting what turned out to be a lifelong passion for literature, poetry, language and words. Historical geography and geomorphology were his sub-disciplinary preferences, a pairing reflected in later research where he sought always to integrate physical and cultural elements of regional study. Following his move to South Asia, for a position at the University of Rangoon, Burma, Spate began to publish on the economic, urban and political geographies of the region. His first major monograph India and Pakistan (1954) reflected this shift in worldview, resulting in part from work done with the Boundary Commission to define the new international border between neighbouring states. Post-war, he accepted the offer of a Chair in Geography from the Australian National University, Canberra. Housed in the Research School of Pacific Studies, Spate set about gathering a Department of Geography around him. Here began research on Australia, the islands of the Pacific Ocean and histories of Portuguese and Spanish exploration. In accordance with the regional mandate of his position, and a Departmental commitment to development geography, Spate contributed to collaborative studies of Papua New Guinea. He also took on a number of commissions and advisory roles for the governments of Australia, Fiji and Papua New Guinea as they sought to identify appropriate measures for modern economic development, and establish local infrastructures and institutional administrations. The shift from a leadership role to the Department of Pacific History, and then emeritus status, brought new freedom and a late flowering in his writing. The Pacific since Magellan, a benchmark three-volume work, combines historical narratives of discovery and exploration, cultural contact and conflict, colonial trade and control, and knowledge systems of indigenous oceanic people.

Geographies of human development and social differentiation were also core concerns for Stephen Visher, albeit as subjects approached from a wholly different ideological position. Visher’s map of interests fascinate because, in many respects, they seem so very distant from the values of the contemporary discipline. A deterministic understanding of geographical environments informed his advocacy of modern eugenics. Like his mentor Ellsworth Huntingdon, he was active in the American Eugenics Society, writing articles for its journal The Eugenics Quarterly and serving on its Advisory Council. He joined the Euthanasia Society of America, an organization committed to distinguishing between superior and inferior elements of society. Although not as strong a determinist as some Anglo-American geographers of the early twentieth century, he understood the physical environment, including climate, as the primary control over human activity in differing regions of the world. Visher’s distinctive contribution to deterministic thought was research on what he called ‘the geography of notables’, namely the spatial distribution and frequency of individual intelligence, particularly those (men) of scientific brilliance. His efforts extended to the search for a mathematically testable theory explaining the spatial nature of academic success, notability and intelligence. Visher’s other field of inquiry was more benign. He wrote extensively of Indiana. The geography of his native state was understood through research on demographic history, population change and climatological patterns. Election to the vice-presidency of the American Association of Geographers is a measure of Visher’s influence.

Social conservatism was anathema to Neil Smith. Socialist activism was his true calling, a defining feature of life, work and thought. Theoretically sophisticated and politically charged, Smith’s original Marxist thinking about urban gentrification, uneven development and American globalism have had significant influence within the discipline, and in cognate disciplines ranging from urban studies to political science, social anthropology and heterodox economics. If a ‘legacy case’ can be built for any of the subjects of a GBS essay, Smith’s story, more than many, seems far from over; especially so in light of his premature death. A product of Lowland Scots working-class society, Smith made a new home in northeast America, where academic study and employment took him from Philadelphia to Baltimore to New York. He held appointments at Columbia and Rutgers universities, and City University New York, the last as Distinguished Professor of Anthropology and Geography in the interdisciplinary ‘Center for Place, Culture, and Politics’. Urban life was a continuous observational exercise for Smith, informing his leftist geographies, sharpening his dialectical analyses of class and capitalism, and rooting his theories of the rent gap, gentrification and the revanchist city. Solidarity in the search of social justice was a political credo, found in local struggles, industrial disputes and international alliances alike. If the story of Human Geography over the past three decades is one of a subject entering diverse new spheres of influence through the advent of spatialized social theory then Neil Smith’s intellectual contribution was absolutely pivotal to this process of academic recognition and expansion.

Hayden Lorimer and Charles W. J. Withers
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