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Introduction: The Real World of Geographers

Though having no precise definition the ‘real world’ is a phrase presumably having some meaning to those who use it. Negative definition could perhaps begin with the ‘ideal world’ and to an editor this would be one populated by eager authors who have carefully studied the conventions or ‘house style’ of the journal for which they write, who have checked all their references and have gone brightly forward to submit papers by promised dates or, still better, some time beforehand. And the editor’s ideal world would include some who like the poet ‘do but sing because they must’ (the next line of the poem is tactfully omitted) and send unexpected contributions to an editor who may be surprised and delighted. Oddly there are such authors, of whom some are young but not all.

What actuates people to write is a mystery but it is a fact of the real world that the number of people who say they want to write is far in excess of the number who do so. It would be a futile psychological exercise to try to find out why this should be, but one spur for an author is the wish to share with others something that has proved to be interesting. Clearly in the case of this journal the authors will be concerned with the individuality of particular people, not only as worthy of study but also in their own circumstances of time and place. Some will have been known personally as teachers, scholars and friends but by no means all for some authors deal with geographers of past periods. Like historians, geographers may identify themselves with former periods with pleasure and profit. Nevertheless most of the essays published over ten years have dealt with geographers born after 1800, though this volume is typical in having four out of twenty essays dealing with people born before 1800.

The modern advance of geography from the middle of the nineteenth century is a fact of the real world. Within that time the exploration and commercial development of the globe, the advance of cartography, the outpouring of new publications, the work of geographical societies, the liberalization of education, have all given impetus to the study of geography, as of other branches of learning. Historians of geography working within that period have an abundance of material, of which biographical material is just one strand. Every historian wonders how life seemed to people in past ages studied and naturally geographers will wonder what social, economic and political forces, among others, affected earlier workers. Authors working for Geographers are dealing with their own kind, with those who chose to be, or became, partially or wholly geographers, with those who—had they been born fifty or a hundred years earlier—they might well have encountered as colleagues. And some geographers of riper years will be writing of people they knew quite well.

It is here that difficulties may arise. Can an author be sure that his judgement is objective? Someone who has been known as a respected, perhaps much-loved figure who was successful as a teacher, encouraging as a tutor or thesis supervisor, gifted with pastoral concern for students, a committee man at once courteous, enterprising and constructive, a patient administrator building up a geography department from small beginnings, may not prove to be an effective subject for a paper in Geographers. The cynical may think that such a person as the one just simulated is a saint rather than a geographer and that only some saints are interesting. This journal has its own particular mandate, which is the general development of geographical thought, and therefore its concern is with figures who in their day and age made some clear contributions as authors as well as teachers and administrators. If the concern is with the history of particular departments of geography in universities, with geography in governmental and other official agencies, with developments in education, with the work of geographical societies, then people whose work was primarily administrative would certainly figure prominently. Such people are essential to the success of any organization as is shown, for example, in such works as R. W. Steel, The Institute of British Geographers: the first fifty years, London 1984. There is every reason to hope that at some time there may be more studies of geographical societies and of geography in particular universities, showing that much is owed to people who have given devoted service as well as to a smaller number of charismatic figures who have emerged from time to time. Unhappily many geographical societies established in England, France and other countries no longer exist and it is hard to accept the idea that their work was done. Why should they disappear? There may have been a failure to realize when some change of policy was needed or when some new opportunity existed. But the Institute of British Geographers appears to have found the ability to surmount crises and to attract devoted workers.

In considering geographers of past time fascination lies in relating their life and work to prevailing views of their period. This emerged prominently in a session, early in 1986, at a conference of the Institute of British Geographers with papers on Haushofer and other German political geographers. To what extent were they influenced, perhaps dominated, by current trends of political thought within Germany, not only as it existed as it might be with some change of boundaries and with more colonial territories? That the upsurge in French geography, notably seen in the establishment of numerous provincial geographical societies, was partly actuated by a desire to expand overseas after the disastrous Franco-Prussian war of 1870–71 is generally accepted and indeed confirmed by study of the contents of the journals of the then new societies. It is not difficult to find in early issues of the publications of the American Geographical Society expressions of the Monroe doctrine alongside admonitary comment on British imperialism. Very often the imperialist outlook of H.J. Mackinder (1861–1947) has been regarded as common to all British geographers and especially of the Royal Geographical Society but this society also had a welcome for Pyotr Kropotkin and others of varied political views. And in the nineteenth century the Russian Geographical Society was of markedly liberal outlook under an autocratic Czarist government. In short, there is no simple and clear relationship between a society, or an individual, and any corporate ethos of outlook. The individual has the power of choice, at least in theory, even if he is subject to powerful constraints in many countries at particular periods of history.

Geographers are concerned with the real world, however vivid their vision of an ideal world. In the real world they find their inspiration but to many this lies in the pursuit of the remote and rare and this is encouraged by the general public who regard a geographer as one who penetrates remote and possibly dangerous places bringing back scientific information of permanent value, as indeed Charles Darwin and many others did in the nineteenth century. Geography deals with the whole world and for that very reason is of vast scope but it also deals with the immediate environment and several of the essays in this volume show that the fascination of the homeland was revealed. In general the twenty papers now published fall into three groups. The first of these deals with geographers born before 1800, confronting problems that they found intriguing at their own distinct times. A second group deals with geographers whose main work was on their home countries, though not necessarily exclusively so, and the third group covers seven geographers whose main work was either in education or in some particular systematic aspect of geography. There is no unequivocal distinction between the three groups and the contrasts between the geographers of each group perhaps justifies the emphasis on individuality which is one theme of this essay.

Of the geographers in the first group the earliest in time is John Dee (1527–1608) whose active career almost coincided with the reigns of the two Tudor queens of England, Mary (1553–58) and Elizabeth I (1558–1603). Not surprisingly he was a product of the Age of Discovery, concerned with exploration and cartography, mingled with what would now seem to be an element of eccentricity in his faith in alchemy and astrology. He must be one of the few geographers to be suspected of witchcraft and the possession of magical powers, or indeed of possible impropriety in relations with royalty, in his case Queen Mary whom he allegedly bewitched; this suggestion may cast new light on the character of Queen Mary. Two centuries later William Gerard De Brahm (1718–99), after an Army career, settled in Georgia in 1750 where he acquired a large area of land, served for a time as surveyor-general and became at least incipiently a regional geographer, though his oceanographical work is now of most academic interest. Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803), also of German extraction, lived for part of his life in Riga, the Baltic Hansa town that ultimately became capital of Latvia, but ultimately settled in Weimar, known for its rich cultural life, and came to a broad conception of geography as part of a wide range of thought based on philosophy and religion. This had a prophetic element (he even saw the possibilities of space travel) and a concern for conservation. A true polymath, he was a writer who influenced von Humboldt and Ritter. Finally, of geographers born before 1800, Henry Charles Carey (1793–1879) was born in America and argued that the theory of diminishing returns from agriculture of the economist Ricardo was fallacious, for pioneer farmers first settled the poorer soils as the richer soils would be largely forested, probably difficult to drain, and only brought into cultivation when the demand of town populations would stimulate such enterprise. He held theories on the possible regional development of America as a local integration of enterprise in towns and rural areas but regarded any form of plantation agriculture as likely to mine the land and therefore harmful.

A second group of geographers found much of their inspiration in their homelands. The first in time was William John McGee (1853–1912) who was primarily a geomorphologist though also interested in anthropology and human geography. His working life was spent in government employment, which gave research opportunities at a time of great advance in geomorphology in the United States. As a geomorphologist he was concerned as much with ‘process’ as ‘stage’ and at all times he welcomed new ideas and methods. In fact he attributed the first use of the term ‘geomorphology’ to J.W. Powell, and gave it wide currency. Worthy still of consideration is his definition of conservation as the search for ‘the greatest good to the greater number for the longest time’. Regrettably America had, he said in 1910, squandered its resources in the shortest time: this view led to comment on soil erosion. Another American considered here, Nevin Melanchthon Fenneman (1865–1945) is most remembered for his physical regionalization of the United States, published in two large books dated 1931 and 1938. As the bibliography shows a large number of papers supported his major works while others revealed his wider interests, notably in natural resources. He was a man of decided views, not least on school and university education. His contemporary, Henry Chandler Cowles (1869–1939), has been described as ‘a pioneer in developing the dynamic view of the biological landscape’. Essentially he was a field scientist, in a broad sense an ecologist who was conscious of the human significance of his researches and known to geographers partly as a founder member of the Association of American Geographers under the chairmanship of W.M. Davis in 1904.

Two geographers born in the same year were Nikolay Nikolayevich Baranskiy (1881–1963) the Russian and Juan Dantín Cereceda (1881–1943) the Spaniard. Both lived through difficult times in their very different countries. Baranskiy was for much of his earlier life almost a professional revolutionary and only came fully into geography when forty-four years of age, though he had taught some economic geography from 1918 and by 1921 it had become a consuming interest. His work on the geography entries in the Great Soviet Encyclopaedia in 1925 was followed a year later by his first book on economic geography and then by his famous texts primarily on economic but also on physical geography. Established at Moscow university in 1929 he had the enterprise--and indeed the courage--to arrange for translations of books by geographers of other countries when outside cultural contacts were not favoured by the government. As a geographer he drew on his vast knowledge of Russia, acquired from childhood onwards, and he saw the economic and social revolution he had desired from his early years. His concern with regions was practical for to him they were dynamic organisms, a synthesis of physical, economic and cultural phenomena. They were also entities for planning and management and his outlook crystallizes the concern of Soviet geographers with applied geography having the region as a human entity serving a practical purpose. Dantín-Cereceda (1881–1943) was a Spaniard of quieter mould, striving towards a convincing regional definition of Spain, aided by study of comparable efforts elsewhere, notably in France, Germany, Britain and America. He was especially interested in the arid and semiarid areas of Spain. His life was spent as a lecturer in agricultural colleges and his knowledge of rural settlement led to his selection as a member of the Rural Habitat Commission of the International Geographical Union, a body which stimulated vast rivers rather than streams of papers. This massive outpouring of data and assessment showed that virtually all the assumptions taught to students as general laws of rural settlement were fallacious.

Denmark, Belgium, Wales and Norway are represented here by geographers who found fascinating material in their own countries which they were eager to communicate to a wider circle beyond the frontiers. Although the Dane, Niels Nielsen (1893–1981), gained inspiration from scientific expeditions to Iceland and Greenland, he was a devoted exponent of the geography of his own country and eagerly led parties of students and others through its fascinating landscapes of glacial deposition. He was notably involved with the geomorphology of Denmark’s west coast and through his enthusiasm drew a large number of field scientists into his researches, which in general were a fine contribution to applied geography. Marguerite Lefèvre (1894–1967) was perhaps the most eager traveller of the four and gave great service to the International Geographical Union though apart from her work on Central Africa it was her contribution to the geography of Belgium, notably to its National Atlas, which is best known. Her inspiration was drawn from French geographers but her career was impeded by the male dominance (indeed one could say chauvinism) in Louvain university during her lifetime. Happily she did not let this restrict her scholarly output and in the end she was given long overdue honour in her own country. Erarys Bowen (1900–1983) was also influenced by the work of Vidal de la Blache and his followers and in his own country developed a distinctive type of historical and regional geography which, especially in his later years, he eagerly and engagingly expounded to English audiences. Fridtjof Isachsen (1906–1979) was taken by his father on several occasions to Spitzbergen, Greenland and Iceland and retained an interest in Arctic lands throughout his life but he also found satisfaction in the study both of urban and of marginal rural areas in Norway as well as in its physical geography: eventually he was concerned with problems of conservation in Norway.

Finally, seven geographers considered in this volume were specialists in some aspect of geography, educationalists, or even in the case of John Scott Keltie (1840–1927) a professional writer. Keltie is often described as a journalist but his work was of a specialist and generally geographical character and at the age of twenty-one he joined the staff of the Chambers firm in Edinburgh to work on the first edition of their famous Encyclopaedia. Later he joined the Macmillan firm as subeditor of Nature and in 1883 he became editor of the Statesman’s Yearbook. In his twenties he began to train as a Presbyterian minister but he abandoned the course as a matter of conscience and was described as having ‘lapsed into literature’. In the geographical context he acquired fame for his investigation of school education for the Royal Geographical Society, of which the report published in 1885 was helpful in persuading Oxford university to appoint H.J. Mackinder as its Reader in geography. This initiated a period of marked expansion for geography in British universities, watched with quiet satisfaction by Keltie who spent the rest of his working life at the Royal Geographical Society. Oddly he had failed to take his degree while a student at Edinburgh and St Andrews universities but he shared that odd distinction with Sir Patrick Geddes (1854–1932) and also A. J. Herbertson (1865–1915), the first professor of geography at Oxford. But it is not intended here to give students the impression that the path to glory in geography begins with failure to take a degree.

Eduard Richter (1847–1905) was one of several geographers initially trained as an historian. He spent fifteen years as a grammar school teacher but from 1886 to his comparatively early death was professor of geography at Graz university. His interest in historical research was retained to the end of his life in his work for an historical atlas of the Austrian provinces. But it was for his work on glaciation that Richter was best known and in 1897 he became president of the newly-established International Commission on Glaciers.

Like Richter, Partsch (1851–1925) was not initially a geographer, for as a student he concentrated mainly on the classics and found his way to geography through the study of ancient history though he was also attracted by lectures on hydrology and geology. Also like Richter, Partsch became fascinated by glaciation, past and present, though he also wrote on the geography of classical times, notably on Greece. In his thirties work on Germany began, particularly on Silesia from his base in Breslau university where he served until his removal to Leipzig university in 1905. He was well suited too by the range of his education and interests to become a regional geographer and his work on Central Europe, published first in English in 1903 and in a fuller German edition a year later, became a standard work for many years. Very different from the life and interests of Partsch was that of Johann Krümmel (1854–1912), a student of geography with geology and botany at Leipzig university, who moved to Göttingen and then to Kiel where as professor of geography he was attracted to oceanography, then as now a specialization attracting a limited number of devoted workers.

Two Swiss geographers, Rosier and Pittier, born in consecutive years, had careers of marked contrast for one stayed at home and one went away. William Rosier (1856–1924) was at first a school teacher and a strong supporter of the Geneva Geographical Society, publishing textbooks on Switzerland and on general geography with various papers on education. Never having taken a degree at a university he became the first professor of geography at Geneva university in 1902. With this status he became a major figure in the Geneva canton and an enthusiastic worker for the development of geographical education, with travel as an occasional interlude. Henri-Francois Pittier (1857–1950), a field scientist of varied interests that were integrated by a geographical approach, spent his first thirty years in Switzerland, the next thirteen in Costa Rica, eighteen in the United States and finally over thirty in Venezuela. The range of his activities in these four countries was vast and practical for he used his scientific knowledge as a basis for economic advance. One notable feature of his outlook was a belief in the need for conservation, particularly in the economic exploitation of forests.

Finally Ernst Hassert (1868–1947), a major German geographer of his time who worked in Leipzig, Cologne, Tübingen and Dresden, had clear ideas which were firmly expressed on the position of Germany in the contemporary world. Any paper with the title ‘the geographer as patriot’ could dwell on his thought and career with advantage. He was firmly influenced by Friedrich Ratzel (1844–1904), who he regarded as ‘the father of anthropogeography’, and he also drew inspiration from Ferdinand von Richthofen (1833–1905), from whom he acquired a deep respect for physical geography as the essential foundation of any area from the home environment to the entire world. Hassert thought that students should have a world view and that geographers should meet this demand by providing texts even of areas they could never hope to visit. The earth was the home of man, but not the whole of it as Ratzel had shown in his discussion of the ecumene, the habitable world. Hassert wrote his first major publication on the Arctic limits of the habitable globe and also contributed fruitful studies on communications as a means of integrating the habitable world. But he attracted major attention by his work on colonial expansion as a basis for economic growth and emigration combined with his bitter condemnation of the loss of Germany’s colonies following World War I. This was one reason for his warm support of the Nazi regime. He survived the Second World War only by a short time, having during his life provided books and papers welcomed by their readers not only for their geographical content but also for their political ethos.

In 1964 geographers formed a commission of the International Geographical Union on applied geography and at a series of meetings in various countries speakers from a wide range of countries dealt with local problems having a primary emphasis in planning. Especially valuable to geographers from the western democracies was the revelation of the use of geography in the socialist countries where new mineral, power and industrial resources were in process of development. Not less interesting was the consideration of industrial areas whose original resources such as coal and iron had been worked out or whose major industries had declined: similarly a conference in Brittany dealt vividly with the need for agricultural regeneration combined with appropriate industrial development in the towns. These were only aspects of a wide and interlocking range of problems including in several countries the redefinition of administrative boundaries to provide areas appropriate for modern governmental services.

Over the years the geographer deals with the landscape as it is, for he is concerned with the here and now, the landscape as he sees it. It is then, and only then, that the geographer may hope to be influential in public policy and one is compelled to comment that many geographers have underplayed their hands. They may fail to achieve very much, indeed anything at all, for of all human activities politics is the least predictable in judgement and action. The golden vision of today may be the disaster of tomorrow and it would only bore the reader to give examples as everyone is likely to know them already. But one point which remains valid emerges in several essays within this volume. We must first study our own home area for geography is concerned with place and only by knowing what is most accessible can we hope to understand the world. However remote and rare the environments eventually studied initial techniques are acquired in the homeland.

The landscape is a social, economic and historical as well as a physical entity. Some geographers have found so much to study in their own countries that they have not felt the need, or may not have been able to create the opportunity, to work elsewhere, as in the case of Bowen. Within their own countries they may have been absorbed by one major problem, such as the geomorphology of western Denmark for Nielsen. Through such an approach they have contributed to the national life, by inspiration or even to practical economic benefit, for example in land reclamation. Others have found unexpected interest at home, as in the case of Isachsen’s pioneer urban studies. Larger questions arise in the case of work, in some cases of high scholarly quality, with distinct political implications, whether on German colonial territories or on contentious national boundaries. The use made of a geographer’s findings is a matter for his own judgement, though he may have to face pressure from governmental authority: for the use made of a geographer’s findings by others he cannot be responsible. All he can do is to show the real world as he sees it, but this does not preclude his vision of an ideal world, or at least a better world. Efforts to realise such a visionary world may have admirable fruit but may end in tragedy as Haushofer and others were to find in time.

With deep regret we record the death of Professor Preston Everett James, an honorary member of this Commission from 1982, on 5 January 1986. His work on the history of geographical thought is internationally respected and his integrity, warm hearted nature, happy temperament, sense of humour, tact and tolerance gave him the affection of a wide circle of friends.

T. W. Freeman

Note: Intending authors are asked to write to Professor T.W. Freeman, 2 Kingston Close, Abingdon, 0X14 1ES, England, who will send a copy of Notes for Authors (revised edition) and other information.
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