
1871, he vowed to inscribe all his publications

with the words “Hatred toward Prussia.

Revenge! Revenge!” and he returned the hon-

orary MD degree that he had received from the

University of Bonn in 1868 (4). 

But these omissions do not diminish the

significance of Barnes’s analysis. His sanitary-

bacteriological synthesis—“the lasting legacy

of the sanitarians of the early nineteenth cen-

tury, the bacteriologists of the late nineteenth

century, and the many preachers of the gospel

of germs who have done missionary work at

home and abroad ever since”—is very much

alive and well in our own time. Cleanliness

has never been as close to godliness (and good

health) as it is today, thanks as much to our

Darwinian disgust of dirt as to science.
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HISTORY OF SCIENCE

Saving American

Naturalists from

Oblivion
Peder Anker

T
here are few naturalists

and collectors in the pan-

theon of science, at least

if one is to judge by brand-name

recognition. Yet the environmen-

tal debates of today would have

been impossible without their

meticulous work. In All Creatures:

Naturalists, Collectors, and Bio-

diversity, 1850–1950, Robert E.

Kohler seeks to save some of

them from oblivion.

Kohler, a prize-winning historian of sci-

ence at the University of Pennsylvania, may be

familiar to readers of Science. His earlier

Lords of the Fly (1) brought laboratory history

to a new level, and the more recent Landscapes

and Labscapes (2) shows how laboratory

ideals came to shape the science of ecology. In

this new, well-argued book, Kohler plays

down the importance of laboratory life to nat-

uralists. Instead he puts their scientific

achievements into the contexts of the environ-

ment they worked in, the social culture of

nature-going they often came from, and, lastly,

the science of classification in the tradition of

the Swedish naturalist Carl von Linné.

The book’s title should not be taken too lit-

erally, as Kohler only tells the story of collect-

ing, describing, and cataloging “all creatures”

in the U.S. environment. The word “biodiver-

sity” is also slightly mis-

placed, as the term was

not in use until the late

1980s. Kohler’s focus is on

the life and work of natural-

ists of the late 19th century.

Instead of telling their stories

from a beginning to an

end, as historians usually

do, Kohler has organized the

book according to a set of

conditions that came to

shape their natural surveys.

In doing so, he avoids lines of arguments that

could inflame the now-expiring science war of

the late 1990s. Kohler argues that both external

and internal factors explain scientific discov-

eries and developments: “Environment, cul-

ture, and science in concert” produced the age

of natural surveys.

Kohler offers an innovative reading of turn-

of-the-century American landscapes as “inner

frontiers.” At this time, he argues, U.S. pio-

neers could no longer expect to find a linear

border of unsettled land in the West; instead

they encountered a mosaic of settled and unin-

habited areas. This landscape of inner frontiers

provided naturalists with a unique combina-

tion of wildness and accessibility. “The ecolo-

gist Arthur Vestal was amazed to find a patch

of original California prairie in the vacant lot

just a few doors from his home in Stanford,”

for example. New roads and rail tracks also

made previously hard-to-get-to places within

easy reach. It was this unique historical situa-

tion, Kohler contends, that made possible

large-scale scientific surveys of U.S. species.

Equally important was the culture of out-

door recreation, camping, and back-to-nature

lifestyles. Many naturalists found their own

passion for nature in this milieu, and it was also

among nature-goers that they found patronage.

The audience of large natural history museums

wanted to see wild creatures on display, and the

naturalists were sent out to collect them.

Kohler provides a rich account of these and

similar social circumstances that made grand

natural surveys possible.

Out in the field the collectors had to proceed

according to certain methodological proce-

dures that were anything but easy. They also

faced social obstacles working in environments

that were used by varied sorts of people. Being

recognized as field scientists was not a matter

of course, as naturalists often were perceived

as odd strangers by outsiders: e.g., “C. Hart

Merriam [the founder of the U.S. Biological

Survey] was mistaken for a bank robber hiding

out,” and ecologist “Charles C. Adams was

taken for a detective, a deadbeat, and a crazy

man” when collecting snails in Tennessee. The

inclusion of such details makes the book an

attractive account of the daily life of naturalists.

All Creatures is intended for “curious

general readers” and is written in an engag-

ing language free of technical jargon. None-

theless, professional historians of various

scientific disciplines will also find many

topics of interest: Kohler asserts, for exam-

ple, that scientific developments can be

“cyclic or self-limiting,” and he thus chal-

lenges linear historiography. The book will

therefore reward the target audience and

specialists alike. An important contribution

to the history of naturalists in the United

States, it is well worth the read.
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BOOKSETAL.

Collectors’ benefactress. After founding both
Berkeley’s Museum of Vertebrate Zoology and the
University of California Museum of Paleontology,
naturalist Annie Montague Alexander supported
them for more than 40 years.
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