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“Sachs creates a different relation between past and present that is quite un-Whiggish and quite liberating…. The book is…smart, closely observed, lively, and full of sharply etched characters, who carry his story.”
—Richard White, Raritan
“Humboldt, the central figure in Aaron Sachs’s ambitious first book, The Humboldt Current, was the toast of all Europe, as well as a subject of great admiration in the fledgling country across the sea…. The Humboldt Current is not lacking in resonant voices. Sachs’s subjects are strong, and he describes them in extensive detail.”
—Candice Millard, The New York Times Book Review
“Sachs is clearly smitten with his subject, and his enthusiasm bubbles over in the lively chapters he devotes to Humboldt’s life…. Sachs has done something worthy of gratitude: he has reintroduced a nineteenth-century sage to a generation that sorely needs his wisdom.”
—Judith Lewis, Los Angeles Times
“The portraits of these early environmentalists are compelling, particularly the surprising depiction of John Muir.”
—Kathleen McGowan, Audubon
“Sachs picks his way carefully through the lives and writings of his Humboldtians. He wants an American environmentalism that doesn’t separate people from nature, that is as attuned to social justice as it is to conservation and preserving the wild. And history is as good a place as any—and better than many—to go looking for what is lacking in the present and may be useful for making a better future.”
—Jon Christensen, San Francisco Chronicle
“As a work of history, The Humboldt Current is impressive. It is smartly conceived and superbly written. Most important, it argues persuasively that the course of American empire was ‘many-sided and intensely contested,’ even by those whose explorations led the way.”
—Gregory Summers, History: Reviews of New Books
“American history of the nineteenth century is dominated by the Civil War, the expansion to the Pacific, and the push to industrialization, but it is worth recalling the prominent interest in natural history in the U.S., a movement of which the tremendously popular Prussian scientist Alexander von Humboldt (1769–1859) was more or less the first practitioner…. This ambitious subject is admirably tackled in this complexly argued book.”
—Publishers Weekly
“The book’s greatest achievement lies in its deeply impressive scope, its integration not just of science and exploration, but also of the art, literature, and politics of the nineteenth century. In this, the author achieves a unity and harmony of vision not unlike that of Humboldt himself.”
—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
“The Humboldt Current is an astonishingly good piece of writing and research, and an essential piece of American naturalist history that has been too long in coming. Science and history buffs and the lay reader will equally enjoy this outstanding book.”
—Science Book Reviews
“Alexander von Humboldt was one of my heroes, as were the explorer-scientists of the American West, and as were their contemporaries, poets and writers such as Whitman and Thoreau, precursors of cosmic consciousness and American environmentalism. But it never occurred to me to bring them all together in one all-encompassing, yet detailed, narrative. That is left to Aaron Sachs in a work of striking originality, meticulous scholarship, and deep humanist sympathy.”
—Yi-Fu Tuan
“In this groundbreaking book, Aaron Sachs plucks from relative obscurity the nineteenth-century Prussian scientist Alexander von Humboldt and demonstrates his profound, lasting influence on many aspects of American culture, including literature, art, science, and environmentalism. Sachs’s sweeping study argues convincingly that Humboldt was second only to Darwin among scientists in his impact on the history of American thought.”
—David S. Reynolds
“The Humboldt Current is a dazzling debut performance by a young scholar-writer of extraordinary gifts. The book itself is a gift—of carefully researched, and beautifully expressed, and deeply humane, understanding. This is one of those rare works in which historical learning makes a lasting difference on our way of seeing both past and present worlds.”
—John Demos
“Through the lives of Americans who followed or echoed Humboldt, this fascinating, insightful book gives us a brilliant new account of U.S. geography and ecology, exploration and eccentricity.”
—Felipe Fernández-Armesto
“In this magnificent book, Aaron Sachs reintroduces us to a forgotten giant, Alexander von Humboldt, who cast an extraordinary spell over our Victorian ancestors and inspired some of the most heroic adventures in American science. Humboldt, Sachs reminds us, was a revolutionary figure whose bold vision of global ecology and human fellowship remains as urgent as ever.”
—Mike Davis
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For my mother and father

Strange mobility of the imagination of man, eternal source of our enjoyments and our pains!
—Alexander von Humboldt—
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THE HUMBOLDT CURRENT

PROLOGUE
Humboldt in America
1804–2004

It would have been easier to sail straight back to Europe. Politics and weather both favored the conservative course: to make the detour from Havana to Philadelphia, his ship would be forced to brave a British naval blockade and risk a dangerous stretch of water at the beginning of hurricane season. In any case, there was no question of staying on this side of the Atlantic. Alexander von Humboldt, now the world’s most famous scientific explorer—after a five-year expedition up the Orinoco River and along the slopes of Andean volcanoes—could not finally unpack his brand-new maps, his bottles of curare, his pressed acacias and lianas, anywhere but in Paris, the scientific capital of the Western world. Indeed, he had already sent many of his collections to France, and, as he admitted to a colleague, “I think only of preserving and publishing my manuscripts. How I long to be in Paris!”1 Yet he also longed to experience Philadelphia and Washington. “For moral reasons,” he wrote to President Thomas Jefferson, “I could not resist seeing the United States and enjoying the consoling aspects of a people who understand the precious gift of Liberty.”2 So Humboldt made for the Bahama Straits.
Unsurprisingly, on the night of May 6, 1804, the wind and water started to rise. Each wave, Humboldt noted, felt like a boulder, and he saw the most seasoned sailors fall to the deck repeatedly when the ship convulsed. Water flowed down the ship’s stairways and under its doors. The skies were so dark that candles had to be lit all day on the poop deck. For about a week, cooking was impossible, so it was salted cod at almost every meal; much of the crew, meanwhile, subsisted exclusively on brandy, explaining to the passengers that it was best to drown one’s sorrows before actually drowning. The passengers were not amused. Most of them were drenched, sleepless, and somewhat terrified. Humboldt’s thirty-five remaining specimen cases, and his life, were clearly in danger, but the determined scientist at least knew how to distract himself: desperately trying to maintain his mental as well as his physical balance, he adhered as closely as possible to his routine of measuring air and water temperatures and examining the marine creatures swept aboard ship by the pounding waves. The wry entry in his scientific notebook said simply “that the Gulf Stream does indeed exist.”3
In his private journal, to which he returned only after the storm abated on May 14, the thirty-four-year-old Humboldt was more expressive. “I have never been so concerned about my death as on the morning of May 9th,” he scribbled. “I was thoroughly distraught. To see myself perish on the eve of so many joys, to see all the fruits of my travels perish with me, to cause the death of the two people accompanying me, to perish on a voyage to Philadelphia that was not entirely necessary…”4
As far as the twenty-first-century memory of Alexander von Humboldt is concerned, he may as well have gone down with his ship: many people have never even heard of him. But we’re lucky he survived. In fact, he lived fifty-five more years, and his subsequent career, almost all of which he spent analyzing those precious specimens he had collected on his expedition, saw him become the nineteenth century’s most influential scientist—especially in America—until at least 1859, the year he died and Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species.5 Darwin’s explanation of the “struggle for existence” eventually seemed to eclipse Humboldt’s more Romantic vision of the world, but the elder scientist’s radical approach to nature and humanity makes him an astonishingly relevant figure for the twenty-first century. As Humboldt explained in 1799, at the very beginning of his expedition, his goal was to “recognize the general connections that link organic beings” and to “study the great harmonies of Nature.” He seems to have been the first ecologist.6
Humboldt arrived at the port of Philadelphia just over two hundred years ago, on May 24, 1804.7 Despite an aristocratic background, he had “simple unaffected manners,” according to President Jefferson’s personal secretary, William Burwell; Humboldt also came across as “remarkably sprightly” and “vehement in conversation.”8 Albert Gallatin, Jefferson’s secretary of the treasury, reported to his wife that Humboldt spoke “more than Lucas, Finley, and myself put together, and twice as fast as any body I know, German, French, Spanish and English all together. But I was really delighted and swallowed more information of various kinds in less than two hours than I had for two years past in all that I had read or heard.”9 Throughout his six-week sojourn in the United States—he stayed only through the first week of July—Humboldt was hosted by members of the American Philosophical Society, the nation’s most prestigious conglomeration of artists and scientists, founded by Benjamin Franklin. The painter and natural historian Charles Willson Peale, in particular, took a shine to the visiting explorer, and accompanied him as he shuttled back and forth in rattling stagecoaches between Philadelphia and Washington, to meet various luminaries in government and science. Clearly, Peale noted, this man could empathize with the American spirit of restlessness: “He has been travelling ever since he was 11 years of age,” wrote the founder of Philadelphia’s world-famous natural history museum, “and never lived in any one place more than 6 months together, as he informed us.” Humboldt knew how to keep still for at least a few hours at a time, though, when in the company of friends: Peale got him to sit for a portrait, which today hangs in Philadelphia’s College of Physicians.10
If any particular person in the young Republic could have quieted Humboldt’s wanderlust for a more prolonged period, it would probably have been Thomas Jefferson himself. President not only of the nation but also of its foremost Philosophical Society, Jefferson seems to have been the real object of Humboldt’s visit to the United States. In the aftermath of the post-revolutionary Terror in France, the best hope for democratic republicanism clearly resided with the American leader, and Humboldt yearned to connect with the man who had written the Declaration of Independence. Moreover, Humboldt loved the idea that the president of the United States was someone with whom he could talk shop. He ended his letter of introduction by referring to Jefferson’s scientific writings: “As a friend of science,” Humboldt fawned, “you will excuse the indulgence of my admiration. I would love to talk to you about a subject that you have treated so ingeniously in your work on Virginia, the teeth of mammoth which we too discovered in the Andes.”11 Here was someone obviously interested in Humboldt’s brand of comparative, cosmopolitan research and, even better, in applying that research toward the more effective harmonizing of society and nature.
Jefferson was a much more settled man than the young Baron von Humboldt, with a deep attachment to his home.12 Yet, as Humboldt sensed, his host at the presidential mansion had a wandering spirit. Since the 1780s Jefferson had been collecting books on the geography and exploration of western territories, dreaming of the seemingly limitless possibilities for American society. At his most idealistic, he saw the Garden of the West dotted with agrarian smallholders, envisioned the entire American hinterland as a cross-cultural, pastoral paradise where white migrants and Indians would intermarry and sustain an ethic of democratic participation in local communities. At other times, moments of pragmatism or even cynicism, he conceived of the West simply as a gigantic reservation for the Native Americans being forced out of the eastern states by continually expanding white settlement. In any case, more than any other political leader in the early Republic, Jefferson nurtured America’s western obsession.13 When the president purchased Louisiana from Napoleon in 1803 for fifteen million dollars, he created an American empire, doubling the territory over which he presided and focusing Americans’ attention on the Pacific. A few months later, Lewis and Clark started up the Missouri River—just a couple of days before Humboldt’s ship dropped anchor at Philadelphia.
Humboldt missed Lewis and Clark, but virtually every other American expedition of the nineteenth century would bear the mark of his influence—in part because the explorer Zebulon Pike (of Pike’s Peak fame) copied Humboldt’s main map on the sly, while it lay open on Secretary Gallatin’s desk in Washington,14 but mostly because the Prussian’s writings became so widely popular in the United States. Editions of his books sold out repeatedly. Ralph Waldo Emerson called Humboldt “one of those wonders of the world…who appear from time to time, as if to show us the possibilities of the human mind”; Henry David Thoreau classified New England’s climate zones according to Humboldt’s model of plant ecology.15 The peripatetic painters George Catlin and Frederic Church both traveled to South America specifically to seek out the native peoples and Andean landscapes described in Humboldt’s books.16 Humboldt’s profound respect for indigenous Americans inspired Secretary Gallatin to write his foundational work of American ethnology, A Synopsis of the Indian Tribes within the United States (1836).17 A couple of decades later, Walt Whitman would start to suffuse his poetry with the concept of “Cosmos,” a term that suggested the world’s overarching but mysterious harmony and that Whitman stole directly from Humboldt, who had plucked the word from ancient Greek to use as the title of his final work, the daunting subtitle of which was “A Sketch of a Physical Description of the Universe.”18 And during the Civil War, some abolitionists even published an antislavery letter from Humboldt to be distributed in New York and New England “for the Benefit of the Sick and Wounded Soldiers in the U.S. Armies.”19 It is quite possible that no other European had so great an impact on the intellectual culture of nineteenth-century America.20
In Washington, Humboldt and Jefferson compared their mammoths’ teeth, discussed the sophistication of Indian languages, and debated the exploration of the American continent. The United States had just acquired a new border with New Spain; suddenly, there appeared at the president’s dinner table a man fresh from the borderlands, a scientific traveler who had spent the past year digging in Mexican mines and archives. Jefferson naturally pumped his guest for information about the territory surrounding the Mississippi River, and the Red, and the Mexicana, and the Sabine—“Can the Baron inform me what population may be between those lines of white, red, or black people? and whether any or what mines are within them?” And Humboldt was ecstatic to oblige, to unroll his maps and lay out his notebooks—for a few days, anyway.21
Certainly, Humboldt would have been favorably impressed by Jefferson’s description of the Lewis and Clark expedition. Perhaps Jefferson even showed his visitor the long list of instructions he had issued to Captain Lewis (a copy of which he had kept for himself ). Humboldt undoubtedly approved of the president’s insistence on a methodical topographical survey, complete with “celestial observations” (to determine latitude and longitude), temperature readings, and notes on flora and fauna. The most striking thing about Jefferson’s attitude toward the West, though, was his respect for its human inhabitants. The president entreated Lewis to meet all native groups on equal footing and negotiate with them “in the most friendly and conciliatory manner,” and then, if fortune permitted, to come back with information about their “language, traditions, monuments…, their laws, customs and dispositions,” even “their relations with other tribes of nations.” It was not Jefferson who inaugurated the myth of the American West as a blank, unpeopled space, ready for the taking.22 Without doubt, the Lewis and Clark expedition served to consolidate the president’s empire building (ethnographic information can be used in negotiations); yet, in sponsoring the trip, Jefferson seemed genuinely to be acting as both president of the United States and president of the American Philosophical Society. The zoological specimens Lewis and Clark collected and most of the materials they received from Native Americans wound up in Peale’s museum in Philadelphia.23
The one thing about Jefferson to which Humboldt objected, and which probably sent him sailing back to Europe that much faster, was that the president was a slaveholder. Just a few months earlier, in an otherwise beautiful Cuban valley—sugarcane and coffee can look quite lovely—Humboldt had noted his horror upon realizing that “these plains are watered with the sweat of the African slave! Rural life loses its appeal when it is inseparable from the misery of our species.”24 Americans, he now learned, were perhaps more similar to the Spanish colonists than he had realized: clearly, they did not fully understand the “gift of Liberty.” Humboldt, like virtually all his contemporaries, took the “improvement” of wild lands for granted as a symbol of human progress, so the sharing of scientific data that would facilitate that effort seemed to him a professional responsibility—though he did always argue, with a proto-environmentalist logic, that development ought to be undertaken with the greatest care, so valuable lands were not wasted. What was truly radical about his views, though, was his insistence that the benefits of such development be shared equally among all social groups—natives and blacks, too. The extension of national boundaries should never mean the extension of any kind of slavery, which he called “the greatest evil that afflicts human nature.” Just before leaving the United States, in June 1804, he sent a letter to William Thornton, one of his new acquaintances from the Philosophical Society, in which he expressed his scorn for the “abominable law” that allowed the importation of slaves into the American South. If Americans pursued “the only humane course” and ended this practice, then the only negative consequence would be that “at the beginning you may well export less cotton. But alas! How I detest this Politics that measures and evaluates the public good simply according to the value of Exports! A Nation’s wealth is just like an individual’s—only the accessory to our happiness. Before being free, we must be just, and without justice there can be no lasting prosperity.”25
For the rest of his life, Humboldt would hold up the United States as the world’s model republic, but always with the caveat that it would have to abolish slavery in order to live up to its own ideals. Speaking with a New York Times correspondent shortly before his death in 1859, Humboldt said, “I am half American; that is, my aspirations are all with you; but I don’t like the present position of your politics. The influence of Slavery is increasing, I fear. So too is the mistaken view of negro inferiority.”26 He could endorse American expansion to the West in the early nineteenth century because development under Jefferson was clearly preferable to development under Napoleon or the Spanish Crown: Humboldt knew that Napoleon had reinstated slavery in Haiti in 1802, and he had seen the brutality of Spain’s plantation system with his own eyes. Indeed, he realized that Jefferson was morally opposed to the extension of slavery, and his respect for the president led him to write a letter in 1809—the two scientists would correspond regularly until Jefferson’s death in 1826—apologizing if his friend had taken personal offense at the general attack against slaveholders that he had just published.27 But, in 1804, Humboldt must have winced if Jefferson tried to portray himself as a kind and enlightened master. Back in Paris, writing up the narrative of his expedition, Humboldt would return several times to the subject of slavery: “I have observed the condition of the blacks in countries where the laws, the religion, and the national habits tend to mitigate their fate; yet I retained, on quitting America, the same horror of slavery which I had felt in Europe.”28
America would expand in every direction in the nineteenth century, usually with overtly imperialistic goals. “East by sunrise,” wrote a Philadelphia newspaper editor in 1853, “West by sunset, North by the Arctic Expedition, and South as far as we darn please.”29 But the actual explorers dispatched to America’s various frontiers tended to have more complicated motivations. Often, they focused on understanding the interrelationships of the peoples and landscapes they encountered in the wild, and they wound up questioning the values of their home civilization—in part, at least, because they were trying to follow in Humboldt’s footsteps. Two hundred years after Humboldt braved the Bahama Straits, it is worth remembering his determination to make connections.


CHAPTER 1
“The Chain of Connection”
It is a surprising and memorable, as well as valuable experience, to be lost in the woods…. And not till we are completely lost, or turned round,—for a man need only to be turned round once with his eyes shut in this world to be lost,—do we appreciate the vastness and strangeness of nature…. Not till we are lost, in other words not till we have lost the world, do we begin to find ourselves, and realize where we are and the infinite extent of our relations.
—Henry David Thoreau, Walden (1854)

“When someone goes on a trip, he has something to tell about,” goes the German saying, and people imagine the storyteller as someone who has come from afar.
—Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller” (1936)




I couldn’t find Humboldt. Admittedly, my ability to search was somewhat limited: I was on a highway in the middle of a desert. All I had to go on was a standard road map, which, like most road maps, never quite folded up properly, and a sign, about thirty miles back, suggesting I would come to Humboldt in about thirty miles. It was late September 1996, but it felt like midsummer. Bands of heat rippled just beyond the windshield. My ten-year-old station wagon, lugging all of my worldly possessions to California, was struggling with Nevada. The desert deceives: you see some mountains, a river, hints of green, and you think you’re through it. I couldn’t tell if my car was about to blow a gasket or not, but it needed a rest, and I was curious about the name of the town. Now if only Humboldt would appear by the side of the road.
It was the Humboldt, that I knew—cosmic theorist, climatologist, botanist, examiner of schist. Nevada also has Humboldt Mountains and the Humboldt River, named by the admiring American explorer John C. Frémont, who had traversed this basin in 1845, back when it was known as the Great American Desert.1 It seemed unlikely to me, though, that Frémont had managed to name any kind of settlement here. He was just passing through when he christened the river, during his third topographical survey, just before he got embroiled in the struggle over California at the tail end of the Mexican-American War. The town must have come later—though not late enough for the surveyor, or mapmaker, or local settler to have forgotten Humboldt’s hallowed name. Perhaps I could find some sort of historical society, or at least a gas station selling local-pride postcards with instructive captions. But where was the town? There was a clear mark on the map; in this century, you should be able to trust the maps. We supposedly understand our place in the world.
A century and a half ago, when Frémont set out on his infamous Third Expedition, no reliable maps of this desert existed. “Contents almost unknown,” read the chart published after Frémont’s previous trip through the West.2 Local trappers and traders had produced rough, annotated sketches, but Frémont, inspired by Humboldt, wanted to come to a broader understanding of this landscape, wanted to determine just how desertlike it actually was and compare it to other regions of the world where humanity had attempted to cope with aridity. Writing up his Geographical Memoir of the Third Expedition in 1848, he emphasized the surprising complexity of the land: “such is the Great Basin, heretofore characterized as a desert, and in some respects meriting that appellation; but already demanding the qualification of great exceptions.”3 Frémont himself sustained a kind of spiritual heatstroke in Nevada, and his reputation sagged as word spread of the violence he had allegedly countenanced on this expedition (trigger-happy Kit Carson was one of his most trusted men). But his new map and his Geographical Memoir helped to cement the reputation of his intellectual mentor, by making America’s “desert” bloom with Humboldtian topographical features:4
The most considerable river in the interior of the Great Basin is the one called on the map Humboldt river, as the mountains at its head are called Humboldt river mountains—so called as a small mark of respect to the “Nestor of scientific travellers,” who has done so much to illustrate North American geography, without leaving his name upon any one of its remarkable features…. It is a very peculiar stream, and has many characteristics of an Asian river—the Jordan, for example…. The stream is a narrow line, without affluents, losing by absorption and evaporation as it goes, and terminating in a marshy lake, with low shores, fringed with bulrushes, and whitened with saline encrustations. It has a moderate current.

The current of Alexander von Humboldt’s geographical and environmental thought is still to be found in the crusty salt flats and spongy sinks of the Great American Desert—I am sure of it. But all the confluences of the nineteenth century, the palpable influence of Humboldt’s theories on every explorer and scientist who wrote about nature, now constitute barely a rivulet in American intellectual culture.
[image: image]
1 Alexander von Humboldt (in Venezuela, c. 1800), 1806. Friedrich Georg Weitsch.
When the exit for Humboldt, Nevada, finally appeared against the backdrop of crumpled, sage-dotted hills, I slid off Interstate 80 with a sense of relief and anticipation. The forest-green sign didn’t seem like a mirage. My car, happily, was still functional, and, in addition to cooling down the radiator, I thought I might be able to slake my own thirst for Humboldtiana. But the exit ramp dead-ended at a dusty old trailer park. I couldn’t even find a live human being, let alone a historical society.
As an explorer, I was astoundingly naive. But that’s OK. Fieldwork is unpredictable; most explorations begin with dead ends.
Three years later. New York. You can find anything here.
In some obscure, no doubt outdated magazine article, I had read that at one point there was a statue of Humboldt in Central Park. So when my old friend Tom, visiting from out of town, suggested that we spend a blustery, late-December day exploring the big city, I proposed looking for Humboldt, and he laughingly agreed. In this day and age, you have to find new ways of exploring.
Fortunately, Central Park is a big place. Within just a few minutes, we were pleasantly disoriented. Perhaps it would have been most satisfying simply to stumble upon the statue in the winter twilight, but we eventually got tired of rambling aimlessly, and I felt guilty for making my friend spend his vacation in obsessive-compulsive pursuit of a hunk of metal or stone. So we proceeded to use logic. Shouldn’t a memorial to a naturalist be located somewhere near the Museum of Natural History? We went to the museum’s gift shop. We looked at a pristine, perfectly folded map. We found Explorer’s Gate, at the corner of Seventy-seventh Street and Central Park West.
It was a bronze bust, dated 1869, made in Berlin. The inscription on the front said: “Humboldt.” There was clearly a story here. Some of it I already knew, from previous research, but I saw gaps in my knowledge opening all around me, like cracks in the ground. I thanked Tom for the expedition. We had some dinner and discussed possibilities for further adventures, and then he took off for the West Coast. I headed to the archives.
Go down to the microfilm room. Go to 1869. There are only a few major papers to choose from: the New York Times, the New York Herald, the Sun, the New-York Tribune. Try the Times, for the sake of familiarity, though in 1869 it had a daily edition only eight pages long. Stop on September 15, an interesting news day. There is a one-word headline: HUMBOLDT. He got the entire front page—every single column.5
September 14 was the centennial of Humboldt’s birth, though the great scientist had passed away more than ten years before, at the age of eighty-nine. We are talking about a dead, foreign, aristocratic intellectual, who visited the United States exactly once, for about a month, sixty-five years earlier. And yet his hundredth birthday was proclaimed across the whole North American continent: “Celebration Generally Throughout the Country,” read the Times’s subtitle.
From San Francisco to Chicago to Boston, people read speeches, unrolled banners, and unveiled statues in Humboldt’s honor. At two o’clock, on the edge of Central Park, an orchestra played Carl Maria von Weber’s Oberon overture, and then C. E. Detmold, chairman of the Humboldt Monument Association, presented the bronze bust, just imported from Germany, to the park’s commissioners.6 In Boston, Professor Louis Agassiz of Harvard gave a two-hour oration explaining Humboldt’s significance in the world of science and particularly in America. While Agassiz was best qualified to discuss Humboldt’s contributions in the fields of mineralogy, botany, and climatology, he instead made a point of emphasizing his mentor’s commitment to three fundamentally American concepts: freedom (Agassiz noted Humboldt’s abolitionism—despite Agassiz’s own undeniable racism); independence (“he has bravely fought the battle for independence of thought against the tyranny of authority”); and union (Humboldt’s cosmic theories connected all the world’s “mutually dependent features,” including human beings in all their diversity and strife, in one ecological web).7
This last scientific principle is what originally attracted me to Humboldt’s writings and inspired my dusty Nevada detour. As an environmental writer in the mid-1990s, I had grown tired of forecasting ecological doom and instead started mining the past for a sense of intellectual continuity and for potentially useful ideas that might have been consigned to history’s desert wastelands. According to most textbooks and scholarly studies, the word “ecology” was coined, and the science of ecology invented, by Ernst Haeckel, a German Darwinian, in the 1860s.8 Yet Humboldt had clearly started thinking ecologically in 1799, at the start of his five-year scientific exploration of the Americas. As his empirical observations of nature mounted, he grew frustrated with “mere encyclopedic aggregation.”9 Indeed, in the introduction to his Personal Narrative of Travels to the Equinoctial Regions of America, 1799–1804, the first volume of which was published in Paris in 1814, he promised not to bore the reader with Linnaeus’s Latin nomenclature, because his science addressed deeper questions: “The discovery of an unknown genus seemed to me far less interesting than an observation on…the eternal ties which link the phenomena of life, and those of inanimate nature.”10 Humboldt wanted to know why similar soils produced vastly different vegetation, why the vicious insects swarming in Venezuelan rain forests were not the same as those in the marshlands along the coast of Colombia, why the snow line of mountains at precisely the same latitude could differ by thousands of feet. The very impulse to ask these kinds of questions signaled his particular genius, as his older brother Wilhelm recognized early on: “He is made to connect ideas,” Wilhelm wrote in 1793, “to see chains of things that would have remained undiscovered for generations without him.” Almost half a century later, presenting Cosmos to his tens of thousands of readers, Alexander himself explained: “In considering the study of physical phenomena…, we find its noblest and most important result to be a knowledge of the chain of connection, by which all natural forces are linked together, and made mutually dependent on each other.”11 Tug on one strand in the web of life, and the whole structure quivers.
Unfortunately, the few scholars who have written about Humboldt in recent decades have tended to dismiss these scientific formulations as expressions of a mystical romanticism, or, worse, as attempts to conquer the globe through “intellectual annexation.” By claiming to practice a “universal science,” the argument goes, Humboldt was imposing Western, rationalist, colonialist concepts on peoples and places that in reality could not fit into any unified pattern.12
It is true that colonial science did often facilitate conquest. Maps can certainly be useful in planning an attack—whether an actual military invasion or something like an assimilation campaign. But what if Humboldt was just trying—as an environmentalist like myself might say—to “think globally”? In reading through his books, I was struck not by any sense of hubris or desire to obliterate diversity but, on the contrary, by his deep feeling of awe and appreciation for the great variety of landscapes and cultures that his obsessive traveling enabled him to experience. Nor did his image of cosmic connectedness seek to cover over realities of division or destruction. Noting the impact of Europeans on both the environments and the peoples of the Americas, Humboldt often condemned the colonial powers. In New Spain (Mexico), the scarred hills and struggling Indians spurred in him the constant “recollection of the crimes produced by the fanaticism and insatiable avarice of the first conquerors.”13 By tracing common patterns throughout the colonial world, Humboldt’s “universal science” actually revealed the social and ecological damage wrought by colonialism. Seeking a “chain of connection,” he did not ignore chains of bondage: his Personal Narrative contains one of the nineteenth century’s most powerful attacks against the economic system that linked forced labor and plantation agriculture.14 His was a complicated, dirty, difficult unity—one not too far removed from Abraham Lincoln’s.
This social edge kept me coming back to Humboldt’s ecology. I respected not just the earliness of his theorizing but its very nature, its inclusiveness, its analysis of social power dynamics as inherently connected to a society’s interactions with its environment. This was not the simple, preservationist environmentalism I grew up with or even the ecological science I subsequently studied, but a powerful alternative, an intellectual torrent that swept through the Western world—the United States in particular—for about a century, before it evaporated in the desert heat of social Darwinism, which endorsed both human and environmental exploitation.
Humboldt’s name does not appear only in the desert. The index of a good atlas might list it more than twenty-five times, referring to mountains in China and Venezuela, a glacier in Greenland, and naturally the Humboldt Current itself, off the coast of Peru.15 Colleges, cafés, streets, public parks, and ships were all given Humboldt’s name. Publishers fought over his manuscripts, and his books always sold quickly in their various editions (he wrote mostly in French—the language of his scientific colleagues—though a couple of his more important works were in his native German). Humboldt’s name conjured up immediate images of exploration and natural science and could be dropped into almost any conversation or text without further explanation, as in Lord Byron’s Don Juan, where Byron the Poet gently ribs Humboldt the Scientist for being more interested in measuring the blueness of the sky with his cyanometer than in chasing blue-eyed women.16 A poem by Oliver Wendell Holmes suggested that Humboldt’s influence equaled that of Napoleon, and many contemporaries made the same pairing.17 Darwin himself sent data and manuscripts to the older scientist and claimed that he owed his entire career to his constant rereading of Humboldt’s Personal Narrative.18 Today, it’s hard to get through high school without learning about Darwin’s theories, yet such is the negative power of history that even professional scholars tend to know only vague details about Humboldt. (“Isn’t there an ocean current named after him?”)
A part of Humboldt would not be entirely displeased at his current obscurity. He was an intensely private person, despite his public charm. The renowned American historian George Bancroft, on meeting Humboldt in Paris in 1821, wrote that the scientist “does understand the art of talking to perfection,”19 but one thing Bancroft didn’t know was that Humboldt obsessively destroyed most of his personal correspondence. The letters that have survived—there are more than ten thousand of them—are almost all of a professional nature, requesting data or praising the work of his colleagues, and all seem to have been written hurriedly, in Humboldt’s characteristic slant from the bottom left of the page to the top right. A twentieth-century graphologist analyzed his handwriting as revealing “a mixture of sobriety and fantasy, an unusual openness and sensitivity”; Humboldt himself tended to apologize for its being “microscopic” and “illegible,” qualities he ascribed to the rheumatism he’d picked up “from having so long slept in the marshes of the Orinoco upon heaps of withered and damp leaves.”20 Whether in German, French, English, or Spanish—by the end of his life, he was also reasonably proficient in Latin, Greek, Russian, Italian, Danish, Hebrew, and Sanskrit—his letters almost always have copious grammatical mistakes, and the sentences tend to be unbearably long. Every now and then, one of his epistles reveals a spark of the intense emotion that lies just beneath the surface of so much of his published writing. Especially toward the end of his life, he was willing to express fury and disgust at the Prussian government’s stultifying conservatism. Yet even his closest confidants felt that they never knew his innermost passions, his feelings for other people. His brother Wilhelm admitted that “there is between us, when it comes to his intimate life, a veil that neither of us would dare to lift.”21
Humboldt himself acknowledged that even as a child, in the 1770s and ’80s, he’d had “an anxious spirit,” that his mother had seemed overbearing to him, that Wilhelm had developed more quickly and with more confidence.22 The boys’ warm and generous father died when Alexander was only nine, and after that, though both brothers received a broad education from the best tutors, Wilhelm was groomed to be a political leader, while Frau Humboldt insisted that the more timid Alexander prepare himself to go into finance. The brothers gave each other much comfort in both childhood and adulthood, but Alexander did not really start thriving until he was on his own. In college at Göttingen, finally able to wander off into the hills, to work deep into the night, to perform experiments on his own flesh, he started to recognize and accept his restlessness and use it to his advantage. “Uneasy, agitated, and never enjoying what I have finished, I am happy only when undertaking something new and when doing three things at the same time.”23 Humboldt traveled constantly, collecting plants and analyzing geologic strata, and in 1790, at the age of twenty, he published his first monograph, on the basaltic rocks of the Rhine Valley. Still under the influence of his mother, he did complete one year of training at the Academy of Commerce, but meanwhile he was teaching himself mineralogy, so successfully that he managed to secure a position with the government’s Department of Mines. His stable, respectable job satisfied his mother, and it also provided him with opportunities to do research throughout Germany, as well as in Poland, Italy, and even the Swiss Alps. And then his mother died. “My heart,” Humboldt wrote to a friend, “could not have been much pained by this event, for we were always strangers to each other.”24
Suddenly freed from the expectation of pursuing a career and getting married—something he seems never to have considered, anyway—Humboldt, at the energetic age of twenty-seven, and endowed with a seemingly limitless inheritance, realized that he would never have to settle down. He could be a professional traveler. Yet he refused to be a mere tourist: he would not only see new places but also teach scientists to see in new ways. So there followed a burst of new studies and a series of new plans. Humboldt left the Department of Mines and dove into chemistry, physiology, meteorology, astronomy, and geography, while preparing to embark for the West Indies—or perhaps Egypt—or perhaps India and Tibet—or perhaps the South Pole. Each of these expeditions was very nearly launched—ships, captains, berths had all been secured—only to be blocked at the last instant by political developments.
Meanwhile, the search for precision instruments had led Humboldt to Paris, where he met a man who attracted him not only with his scientific perspicacity but also with his sense of adventure—the French botanist Aimé Bonpland, three years Humboldt’s junior, but well trained, broad-minded, and, perhaps most important, without permanent ties to Europe. Thwarted in their attempt to board a ship bound from Marseille to Africa in the late fall of 1798, the two wanderers walked west along the Mediterranean, eventually crossed the Pyrenees, and made various measurements as they wended their way to Madrid, reserving the hope that they might be able to catch a packet boat from Cartagena to Tunis. But then, in one of the most remarkable coups of a charmed career, Humboldt proceeded to convince King Carlos IV to grant him unprecedented access to the Spanish colonies, those “most beautiful and most vast lands” of the New World. Bizarrely, Humboldt did not even have to refer to the potential material benefits of his proposed expedition—he just had to foot the bill. In memoranda that can still be read today at the dusty state archive of Madrid, he did not promise to locate new sources of mineral wealth, but merely “to study the Construction of the Globe” and “the influence of the atmosphere and its chemical composition on organic life” and “the similarity of the earth’s layers in countries far apart from each other.” By June 1799, Humboldt and Bonpland were aboard a ship rounding Spain’s westernmost point, Cape Finisterre—the end of the earth.25
The two scientists, soon to become the most loyal of companions, would spend the next five years together, exploring what Humboldt usually called “the torrid zone” of the Americas.26 Afterward, Humboldt based his operations in Paris, though he remained restless and rarely stayed for more than a few months at a time before setting out for surveying trips through various parts of Europe. In 1829, at the age of fifty-nine, he led a nine-month expedition into Siberia and Central Asia, during which he covered a distance nearly equivalent to half the circumference of the earth. The last three decades of his life Humboldt spent mostly back in Prussia. Even during these years, though, he haunted the academies of Paris and continued to climb European volcanoes. He was loyal to his place of birth, but he never truly settled there. In his perpetual wandering, Humboldt seems to have been living up to the twelfth-century ideal of Hugh of St. Victor: “The man who finds his country sweet is only a raw beginner; the man for whom each country is as his own is already strong; but only the man for whom the whole world is as a foreign country is perfect.”27
The one country that consistently held Humboldt’s affection, despite the flaws he saw in it, was the United States. In 1853, he wrote to the Arctic explorer Elisha Kent Kane that he was “so devoted to America in heart and mind as to think of it as a second homeland.”28 The farthest west he got in the United States was Philadelphia, yet his loyalty to this country was clearly reciprocated by frontier Americans. The most remarkable concentration of Humboldt toponyms occurs in the United States. Here, Humboldt was a household name not just among elite geographers like Frémont but among bands of common settlers, who honored the so-called Rediscoverer of America with counties in Iowa and California and towns in Nebraska, Kansas, South Dakota, and Tennessee—as well as Nevada. In August 1859, a westbound migrant named Thomas Ambrose Cramer learned of Humboldt’s death while he was following the Humboldt River through the desert. In his opinion, the waterway that bore the great man’s name “does him little credit here. He was filled with wisdom and goodness, it only with mineral and vegetable poisons.”29 Somehow, this Prussian baron, born seven years before the American Revolution, became an unofficial American hero.
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2 Detail of a map of South America, 1897, showing the northwestern quadrant of the continent, where Humboldt concentrated his efforts.
Scholars could spend years mapping the intricate web of Humboldtian influences in American science, literature, art, and politics. But Humboldt was a particularly inspiring figure for American explorers. In general, one doesn’t think of explorers as reading books and debating ecological principles. They are men of action. In the mainstream media—the recent flurry of movies and books about Ernest Shackleton, for example—explorers tend to come across as having an indomitable will, unthinkable physical endurance, highly developed survival skills, and often a gift for charismatic leadership. Scholars, meanwhile, tend to portray them in much less glowing, though similarly nonintellectual, terms: especially in the nineteenth century, they were unthinking agents of empire, roguish flag-planters sent out to tame the frontier and thus facilitate various kinds of exploitation. As William H. Goetzmann, our foremost historian of exploration, suggests, the nineteenth-century explorer has become “a symbol of…a kind of superhuman Odyssean vision, and ultimately mankind’s biblical urge to ‘dominate the earth.’”30 Yet these depictions fail to reflect the complexity of the Humboldtian explorer’s engagement with the frontier.31 A man like Frémont clearly saw landscapes through several different lenses, as he compared an actual desert to others he had seen or read about; as he attempted to determine how and why certain plants, animals, and even human beings could survive in certain microclimates; as he pondered the cosmos.
There is no doubt that explorers’ expeditions sometimes paved the way for white settlement, for the removal or killing of native peoples, and for devastating transformations of natural resources and landscapes. What scholars of exploration have not fully recognized is that, just as often, the explorers themselves forcefully resisted the course of empire. Starting in the 1960s, Goetzmann shaped this field of study by making the useful point that exploration is always “programmed,” that its purposes “are to a great extent set by…the current objectives of the civilized centers from which the explorer sets out on his quest.” Goetzmann’s framework, then, is the perfect analytical tool for understanding how Frémont came to be known as The Pathfinder, and why his route through the Great Basin was followed by thousands of migrants, like Thomas Ambrose Cramer, who referred to it as the Humboldt Trail.32 But it does not account for the extent to which the “current objectives” of nineteenth-century American society might have been many-sided and intensely contested, rather than monolithic and preordained. Nor does it suggest the possible ways in which experiences on the periphery of American society might have undermined some of the goals that were hatched at its core.33
Not all Americans were converts to the idea of unlimited white expansion, for instance. The first Indian Removal Bill, hotly debated by Congress in the spring of 1830, almost failed to win a majority in the House of Representatives: the vote was 103 to 97. Opponents referred to removal as an attack against the unity of the American nation; to some radicals and even some moderates, Indians were not savage “Others” but potential members of a new, diverse society, crucial parts of a Humboldtian whole. Antiremoval agitators also used firsthand accounts of contact with natives to assert that groups like the Cherokee were “absolute, erect, indomitable,” and deserving of sovereignty over their homelands.34
Direct contact with different cultures and new environments could have an unpredictable effect on people. No matter how explicitly “programmed” an expedition might be, exploration was always surprising. Indians could be ruthless enemies, sending arrows whirring past the doorway of your tent—or they could be trusted guides, showing you ways to make your tent blend in with the surrounding landscape. You might encounter swirling dust storms, malarial bogs, swarms of insects; you might find sweet-water springs, edible roots, natural shelters. Amid these conditions, nineteenth-century explorers, like many other cosmopolitans before them, had to develop new ways of living for months or years at a time and were often moved to reconsider old assumptions. They saw clear-cut forests and burned-out prairies and recognized the environmental impact of unconstrained enterprise. They breathed fresh air and learned about the Great Spirit and wondered if their compatriots back home had begun to worship smoke-belching factories. The Army’s Corps of Topographical Engineers, which sponsored Frémont’s expeditions, may have concerned itself primarily with facilitating settlement, but many of its topographers were convinced that settlement had gone horribly wrong. While they were not about to set aside the entire notion of developing the continent, they did engage in debates over how development should proceed. Lieutenant James W. Abert, for instance, whose views were shaped both by an education at the prestigious College of New Jersey (now Princeton University) and by his multifarious experiences of the frontier, wound up embracing a perspective even more Humboldtian than Frémont’s. Crossing the plains in the winter of 1847, he laced his travel diary with questions about the conduct of his fellow (non-Native) Americans—and with perspectives and turns of phrase picked up directly from the natives. “It seems so shameful,” he wrote on Thursday, February 4, “[what is happening to] these wide pasture grounds that the Great Being has planted for the wild beasts of the prairies. Well may the Indians look with hatred on those who go about spreading desolation. This winter, the buffalo have almost deserted the river, there is no grass for them; and the poor Indian, forced by the cold season to take refuge in the timber that alone grows on the streams, must now travel far away from the village to get meat enough for his subsistence. There should be a law to protect these noble pasture grounds.”35
Following Humboldt, Abert—and many other American explorers—applied an ecological sensibility to the problem of frontier expansion, and wound up decrying abuses against comparatively powerless groups like Indians and the collateral devastation of environmental resources like forests and soils. The kind of outright radicalism expressed in Abert’s field journal was relatively rare in the nineteenth century, but a general questioning of Manifest Destiny by men who studied natural science was not. As literary critic Raymond Williams has suggested, the writings of people who immersed themselves in nature 150 years ago cannot be “dismissed” as constituting a “merely romantic critique of industrialism.” Scanning those writings today, no serious reader could fail to see “startling connections with the new ecological and radical-ecological movements.”36
The more extreme arguments of Humboldtian explorers did not rule the day. While the ideas of some explorers deserve to be celebrated, these men were not pure environmental heroes.37 All nineteenth-century science, including Humboldt’s, was tinged with imperialism. And Humboldtian influence took many different forms: Frémont, for example, showed much less sympathy toward Indians than did his colleague Abert. What remains interesting and valuable about the intellectual struggles of these men is the very fact that they struggled, that they chafed against the society whose influence on them they could not deny. Many of them were so conflicted—and, at times, unlucky—that they wound up being perceived as utter failures in their day. All the more reason, then, to delve into their stories, to explore the Humboldtian current as an alternative to the mighty rivers of empire—to chart its radicalism, to measure its usefulness, and to discover which individuals, in particular, did the most to nurture it through the massive changes of the nineteenth century.
In April 1818, U.S. Secretary of State John Quincy Adams received a bizarre handbill in the mail from a man called John Cleves Symmes Jr. of Ohio. Symmes, a retired captain of infantry who served in the War of 1812, was just beginning to gain a national reputation, but he was already well known in his home state—as an utter quack. The handbill was addressed “TO ALL THE WORLD!” In it, Symmes declared that “the earth is hollow, and habitable within;…and that it is open at the poles 12 or 16 degrees.” “I pledge my life in support of this truth,” he wrote, “and am ready to explore the hollow, if the world will support and aid me in the undertaking…. I ask one hundred brave companions, well equipped, to start from Siberia in the fall season, with Reindeer and slays, on the ice of the frozen sea; I engage we find warm and rich land, stocked with thrifty vegetables and animals if not men, on reaching one degree northward of latitude 82; we will return in the succeeding spring.” The proposed expedition, Symmes explained, would be dedicated “to my Wife and her ten children.” And, finally, he named as his most prominent “protector” the distinguished “Baron Alex. de Humboldt.”38
With government sponsorship not immediately forthcoming, Symmes embarked on a lecture tour to promote his Humboldtian expedition. During the mid-1820s he visited cities and towns in the old Northwest and on the eastern seaboard, leaning increasingly on the oratorical powers of his young, enthusiastic companion, called variously Jeremiah, James, or John Reynolds.39 With Reynolds’s first publication, an 1827 pamphlet titled Remarks on a Review of Symmes’ Theory, and Symmes’s death two years later, the apprentice became master, and over the next decade, signing his name simply “J.N. Reynolds,” this somewhat mysterious figure started being identified as the foremost advocate of American exploration.40 Reynolds toned down the hollow-earth rhetoric and dropped Symmes’s obsession with the Arctic and instead focused on the many commercial, political, scientific, and moral reasons for launching an expedition to the South Pole. In 1828, Reynolds actually convinced John Quincy Adams, now serving as president, to authorize such a mission, but it was blocked the following year by the new administration of Andrew Jackson. Drained of patience and fired by a Humboldtian zeal—“What an extensive and interesting field is here opened for the contemplation of the philosopher and the naturalist!”—Reynolds wound up outfitting his own expedition, which sailed southward in late October 1829.41 When he finally returned to the United States in May 1834, he deposited his collections at Boston’s Society of Natural History and proceeded to captivate the American public with stories of his exploits and with further exhortations to explore the Antarctic regions.42
Reynolds was never enough of a scientist to add new dimensions to Humboldt’s ecology, but he did earn immediate recognition as a philosopher of Humboldtian exploration: perhaps more than any other writer in the first half of the nineteenth century, he taught America the cosmopolitan value of seeing the world. In 1835, for having furthered what he himself called a “cause of magnitude and public utility, at home as well as in scenes of wild adventure,” he was awarded an honorary degree by Columbia College in New York.43 That same year, he published his Voyage of the United States Frigate Potomac, an account of the second half of his journey, to great fanfare, critical acclaim, and urgent sales: the book went through one edition per month for the first four months it was in print.44 Meanwhile, Reynolds was busy taking his message to public auditoriums, universities, local governments, and the halls of Congress. On the evening of Saturday, April 2, 1836, he stood for about two hours before the assembled representatives of the United States and attempted to convince them to send out a fully funded scientific expedition to the South Seas. He noted that such a voyage would have significant commercial benefits, but, in the end, he admitted that his rationale was essentially Humboldtian: he wished “to collect, preserve, and arrange” specimens from all over the globe, “from the minute madrapore to the huge spermaceti,” and then figure out how they connected to each other and to “man in his physical and mental powers, in his manners, habits, disposition, and social and political relations.” Scientists should feel duty-bound “to examine vegetation, from the hundred mosses of the rocks, throughout all the classes of shrub, flower, and tree, up to the monarch of the forest,” all in relation to “the phenomena of winds and tides, of heat and cold, of light and darkness.”45
Reynolds’s address was quickly published, together with supporting testimonials he had gathered from prominent citizens, as a three-hundred-page book. Edgar Allan Poe, already in correspondence with Reynolds, reviewed the publication, resoundingly endorsed its message, and promptly stole several passages from it for insertion into the novel he was then trying to finish, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym.46 A couple of years later, after the U.S. Exploring Expedition had in fact sailed, under Charles Wilkes, Reynolds paused for a while to consider his success in spurring the mission and his failure to be named its leader. Going over the notes from his previous adventures in the South Seas, he recalled hearing of a gigantic white whale known to attack large ships by barreling into them head-on, at full speed. The resulting short story, “Mocha-Dick; or, The White Whale of the Pacific,” was published in the spring of 1839, when Herman Melville was nineteen.47
The figure sits atop Clover Peak, in the East Humboldt Mountains, Nevada, in 1868. He is a little bit fuzzy, bathed in sunlight, highlighted against the black granite cliffs that hover, seemingly inaccessible, in the background. What is in harsh, clear focus is the precarious pile of cracked boulders—stark, damaged rock—leading our eyes up toward the figure. This man is enjoying a peaceful, silent solitude, a communion with the largeness of nature that is hard to experience east
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“An exhilarating carouse across dreamscapes and down mind shafis

from Napoleon to Antaretica, from Chimborazo to Mount Shasta, from

Walden Pond to Rachel Carson.” —JOHN LEONARD, Harper's Magazine
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