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Introduction

Two essays in this volume, one on a Welshman, one on a Scotsman, describe the lives of figures who between them spanned much of the period from the mid-seventeenth century to the end of the second decade of the nineteenth. At the beginning of the life of Edward Lhwyd (Lhuyd) (1660–17091) scholarship was emerging from the realm of mediaeval superstition into ‘an era of rational interpretation of causal relationships and interactions among natural phenomena’. James Playfair (1738–1819) died in the year that Queen Victoria, whose reign was associated with so much in the way of scientific and industrial innovation and exploration, was born.

Edward Lhwyd, although born in Shropshire, had Welsh parentage, identified strongly with Wales, and undertook fieldwork in a good deal of it, although he spent much of his adult life in Oxford. As scholars so often were, he was a polymath. He climbed mountains searching for rare plants. He undertook studies on fossils. He investigated place names, and he prepared what amounted to some of the earlier detailed geographical accounts of Wales. Playfair was a compiler, rather than an innovator, producing A System of Geography, Ancient and Modern, in six volumes, between 1808 and 1814, and A Geographical and Statistical Description of Scotland, in two volumes in 1819. Yet there are comparisons: both held university positions: Lhwyd at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, Playfair as Principal of St Andrews. Both seem to have been devoted to the study of their respective countries. Both made use of an extensive network of acquaintances and correspondence. Edward Lhwyd distributed some 4000 questionnaires ‘[I]n Order to a Geographical Dictionary … of Wales’ (eventually published 1909–11). James Playfair contributed accounts of the parishes of Meigle, Essay and Nevay to the Statistical Account of Scotland (1791, 1796).

A third figure from the British Isles described here, whose life, overlapped with that of Playfair, is that of Thomas Stamford Raffles (1781–1826), although, perhaps an omen for the travelling life that awaited him, he was born aboard a ship. Substantially self-educated he was a successful colonial administrator, his name forever linked with the foundation of Singapore. In his travels in South-east Asia he studied and documented the landscape, people and institutions of the region. He was a competent naturalist, and was elected the first President of the Zoological Society of London: the Society presents the Stamford Raffles Award to leading amateur zoologists.

From France comes Lucien Gallois (1857–1941), who is described as having a ‘pivotal role’ in the emergence of geography as an academic discipline in his country, although his contribution is now largely forgotten. He was much influenced by Vidal de la Blache (Geographers, Volume 12), and indeed might be described as ‘the most faithful of the Vidalians’. He influenced more students than Vidal. He saw geography as a synthesis, and emphasized regional study and map interpretation. He succeeded Vidal as editor of Géographie Universelle, and wrote numerous important reports for the military during the First World War.

From Cuba we have the father-son team of scientists – Felipe Poey (1799–1891) and Andrés Poey (1825–1919). Felipe, best known for his work in zoology, and Andrés, best known for his work in meteorology, both contributed to the geographers’ skein. They lived in Colonial Havana, at a time when they were able to travel to Europe and the United States, and correspond and meet with fellow scientists. Depositing zoological specimens in depositories in the United States, writing books relating to both geography and other sciences, and teaching the subject in Cuba, were just some of the accomplishments of the Poeys.

The Netherlands provides the saga of Sebald Steinmetz (1862–1940) provided with a chair in geography at the University of Amsterdam (1907). He was a discussant in the process leading to separation of physical and social geography into two fields of university study. His own version of human geography he called sociography, sustained a belief in social Darwinism, and was emotionally supportive of Germany throughout the 1914–18 war. Withal he published considerably over a wide range of subjects and helped establish geography in Dutch universities.

H. Homer Aschmann (1920–1992) was both student and disciple of Carl Sauer at Berkeley, California. From Sauer he learned that fieldwork was essentially a patient, multifaceted undertaking involving many branches of geography and other fields of learning including anthropology, history, sociology, toponymy and linguistics. He specialized in the cultural geography of the dry world and left his imprint via a large number of publications and an unknown number of students who benefited both from his example and his learning.

Finally we have two twentieth-century geographers from England: Paul Wheatley (1921–1999) and Peter Gould (1932–2000). Wheatley, born and educated in England, simultaneously managed study and participation in the Second World War, succeeding to university appointments in London (1949), Malaya (1951), Berkeley (1958), London (1966) and Chicago (1971) remaining there until retirement in 1991. During these years he offered an interpretation of premodern urbanism based on his reading of archival documents, which he read in numerous languages. The Pivot of the Four Quarters… was followed by many works of unusual excellence, and offers itself as a contribution unique in this area of enquiry.

Peter Gould, also from England, went to America first as an evacuee and later as part of the ‘brain-drain’. He became part of the numerate and law-seeking group that challenged the existing tradition of regional geography. Most of his professional life was invested in Pennsylvania State University, which provided him with the opportunity to travel, to see and to write of things geographic. The latter he did in abundance and with an individuality both excellent and unusual.
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In 1954, a new campus of the University of California opened its doors in Riverside. It was built to relieve the overcrowding that was clogging the hallways of the main campuses at UCLA and UC Berkeley. The Riverside campus never became as large as these others, and it was quickly tagged with a reputation as a place to which admissions officials could shunt those who did not quite merit admission to UCLA or UC Berkeley. Despite such derision, Riverside developed into a fine public institution in its own right, while simultaneously developing the rather appealing feel of a private liberal arts college.

Simultaneously in 1954, travelling a trajectory that was to intersect the new campus, Homer Aschmann was just finishing the doctoral work in geography that he had begun at Berkeley fourteen years earlier. A world war, several children, and many dogged seasons of field and library work later, and Aschmann was ready, just in time. He was to remain at Riverside for the rest of his life.

Over the intervening 38 years, away from the glitz and glow that often radiated from UCLA and Berkeley, Aschmann developed a personal reputation for scholarship and educational dedication any academic would envy. Indeed, some of America’s most highly regarded geographers consider Homer Aschmann to have been a luminary of their profession. For example, Yi-Fu Tuan called Aschmann’s work ‘exemplary’ (Yi-Fu Tuan to MJP, 1995). Wilbur Zelinsky said he ‘embodied all those qualities one dreams of finding in the Compleat Geographer’ (Wilbur Zelinsky to MJP, 1995). Robert West hoped ‘that young people entering our discipline might be inspired to continue the Aschmann tradition’ (Robert C. West to MJP, 1995). William Thomas considered him a scholar ‘of great magnitude’ (William L. Thomas to MJP, 1995). Edwin H. Hammond believed he ‘possessed one of the keenest and most original minds of his generation of geographers’ (Edwin H. Hammond to MJP, 1995). And William Denevan called him a ‘master of the geographical art’ (William M. Denevan to MJP, 1995).

Such high praise was all the more remarkable given that, unlike others of his stature, Aschmann preferred a smoke-filled bar to the blush of fame, the light of the moon to the light of an office, and the wide spectrum of eclectic observation to the blinkered view of a specialist. Nevertheless, despite little effort to attract attention, he won his share of honours and recognition. He had conferred upon him in 1972 the Award for Meritorious Contributions by the Association of American Geographers and in 1990 he was given a Distinguished Service Award by the Association of Pacific Coast Geographers. He was elected President of the Southwestern Anthropological Society, 1954–5 and, later, President of the Association of Pacific Coast Geographers, 1965–6. As a measure of the respect he commanded on campus, he was chosen President of the Academic Senate at the University of California at Riverside, 1972–3.

What made him such a notable geographer is detailed later, but one cannot postpone mentioning some of the traits that made him a particularly interesting, colourful personality. He could be eccentric, cantankerous, sensitive and caring, creative, maddening, intimidating, jovial and sometimes outrageous. He liked to practise handstands on the steps at UCLA, sing songs around campfires, and while imbibing with graduate students playfully taunt them over their lack of skill with foreign languages (he could quote poetry in German and Spanish). He was once flung into goal in Upper Volta, held at gunpoint in Colombia, barely survived a ruptured appendix during fieldwork in Mexico, flew B-24s in the Second World War, and translated German radio broadcasts for his comrades after being shot down over Hungary and held for a year as a POW in Germany.

Being a German POW might have been for him a bit of an inconvenient reminder of his family heritage; his paternal grandfather, Georg Christian Heinrich [George Henry] Aschmann, was born in 1848 in Hanover, Germany. After migrating to the USA he met and married Emma Lavilla Wolkiewicz, born in 1859 in Leavenworth, Kansas. Homer’s father, George Henry Aschmann, was born in 1882 in Fort Union, New Mexico. Homer’s maternal grandfather, Charles Keay, was born in Lancashire, England, and married Margaret Simpson, born in Leicestershire. His mother, Julia Keay, was born in Los Angeles in 1879. His father was later to be a Railway Express agent in San Francisco.

Born himself in San Francisco on 5 May 1920, he spent his formative years growing up in East Los Angeles, and graduating from Roosevelt High School three months before his sixteenth birthday. For the next two years he attended Los Angeles Junior College, receiving an AA degree in History. He started at UCLA in February 1938, quickly signed on as a geography major, and received his AB in that discipline in February of 1940. From February 1940 through June 1941, he continued to study at UCLA followed by six months at Berkeley, and later returned to UCLA where he received his MA by examination in June of 1942 under a special wartime programme. Joseph Spencer and George McBride (Aschmann, 1972, pp. 685–8) were his two most important mentors while there.

Wherever he was, Aschmann, like most geographers, enjoyed the aerial perspective, and that perhaps partly explains his desire to become a pilot of B-24s, the workhorse bomber of the Second World War. With the war already raging, he had wanted to become a pilot from the beginning of his military service, but he did not achieve that goal immediately, held back by below-standard eyesight. Sent instead to Sioux Falls, South Dakota for radio training, three months later he was accepted for flight training after a softening of the vision requirements went into effect. He was stationed at Shepard Field in Wichita Falls, Texas, and then hopscotched to Europe via Brazil, to be stationed as a Lieutenant at Foggia, Italy with the 15th Air Force.

Although he enjoyed travelling, flying bombers was clearly not the safest way to see new places, and indeed this activity would cost him a year of his life. On one of his early missions, his aircraft was destroyed. Being a student of maps and navigation, he knew where he was at that moment, he would later report, and that was over friendly territory. After parachuting to the ground, he was imprisoned nevertheless because, in the ebb and flow of war, ‘they had moved the border’, as he later put it. He spent about a month in a camp in Hungary, and then for most of a year he was held prisoner in Stalag Luft III, Sagan, Germany.

Never one to waste an opportunity, Aschmann used the year of captivity to improve his German and to write one of his first scholarly papers (‘Kriegie Talk’, 1948c), examining the jargon that developed among American airmen in German prison camps. Over the years, he was to continue his interest in the aerial view of the earth and the origins of words, especially place names.

Waiting for him back home was his wife, Louise (née Goodale). He and Louise met on a geographic field trip to Borrego Springs, California in February 1939 when they were both at UCLA. They married in September of that year. She and the first of seven children they would have together, moved several times after the war. Once liberated, Aschmann worked at the Topographic Branch at the Pentagon from 9 October 1945 to 10 November 1946. Several other geographers, including Harry Bailey and Jonathan Sauer, later both to work in geography departments, were also there. Sauer remained acquainted with Aschmann from then on and once remarked that Homer Aschmann demonstrated ‘the power of direct analysis of spatial
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Chronology



	1920
	Born 5 May in San Francisco



	1936
	Graduated Roosevelt High School, February



	1936–8
	Los Angeles Junior College – major in history. AA degree



	1938
	Became a geography major; was awarded the AB degree, February 1940



	1939
	Met and married Louise Goodale



	1940–1
	At University of California, Los Angeles, February 1940 to June 1941



	1941
	University of California, Berkeley, June-December



	1942
	MA degree in Geography, by examination



	1942–6
	Military career: Fort McArthur, California; Sioux Falls, South Dakota; Shepard Field, Wichita Falls, Texas. Promoted to Lieutenant. Flew B24s – perhaps 3 missions. Shot down May 1944; liberated a year later (POW, Hungry and Germany). 9 October 1945–10 November 1946 at the Pentagon’s Topographic Branch



	1946–8
	On temporary assignment at San Diego State University



	1950–1
	University of Nebraska (hired by Leslie Hewes)



	1951–4
	Los Angeles State College, where he joined Harry Bailey (PhD geography, UCLA)



	1954
	Founding faculty at University of California, Riverside. Hired William Thomas, Harry Bailey, Leonard Bowden, Robert Pease, Carl Hansen. Awarded PhD from UC Berkeley.



	1954–5
	President, Southwestern Anthropological Society. Summers in the Guajira Peninsula, Venezuela



	1958
	Appointment in Naval Missile Test Center at Point Mugu, California with William Thomas for the summer



	1960
	Sabbatical to the Canary Islands, also visiting the Azores and Madeira



	1965–6
	President of the Association of Pacific Coast Geographers



	1968
	Sabbatical to Chile, working in arid Norte Chico



	1968
	Returned from Chile and accompanied James J. Parsons on fieldtrip with students, travelling to Costa Rica and Colombia



	1970
	Returned to Chile



	1972
	Award for Meritorious Contributions, Association of American Geographers



	1972–3
	President of the Academic Senate, UCR



	1975–6
	Sabbatical in northern Australia as a Visiting Fellow of Australian National University



	1990
	Distinguished Service Award by the Association of Pacific Coast Geographers



	1992
	Died 25 September after a short illness
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