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AnsTRACT. — Robert Kennicott, active
in the 1850’z and 1860°s, was among tho
few professional naturalists in Dlinois.
Ile achicved thig status at a time when
most naturalists pursved their study as
an avocaftion. The information abont
Kennicott is primarily from the Kenni-
cott-Baird correspondence in the Smith-
gonian Institution.

It is well-known that many scientists
have embarked on their carsers when
Lthey were boys, Today potential field
bhiologists begin as bird watchers, or as
asglglants in the high school lab as col-
lectors of pond water and caretaliers of
aquuaria. They are eager cntrants in
seionce fairs. and often they are Boy
Scouty wlo go in for long canoe trips
and wilderness camping. In the nine-
teenth century, as hoys, future natural-
ists were collectors of bird's eggs, hut-
tertlies, fogells, snakes, and other nat-
ural ohbhjeets, or they hunted birds and
small animals that were #o commonly
found in rural and small-town Ameries.
I have asked my natural sclentist friends
when they became intorested, "Wilh ono
exception they sald that it was at the
age of ten or twelve or fifieen. The eox-
ception Is a man whaose interest was
not arouded until he was well along
it ecollege, and he bocame a parasitol-
ogigt- -a clozet scientigt, not a ficld hi-
ologist. ) .

My thesis is demonstrated hy the life
of Raobert Kenuleott, an INinois natural-
fgt of tho middle niveteentl ceniury.
He was a protégé of Spencer F. Baird,
tte azmiztan( secretary of the Smith-
sonian Inmstitution. There was an ex-
tengive correspondence betweesn the two.
The Smithaonian very kindly provided
me with microfilms of the correspond-
cnee, which consists of more than a
thowtsand items, Fortunately T wag able

Lo met the microfilms enlarged and
Xeroxed =0 that reading Baird’s some-
what crabhed writing, and struggling
with Kennicott's unconventional spel-
ling was poasibla.

Robert Kennicott was born in 1835
in New Orlesns. Wis father was John
iennicott, a physician. I have not so
far beenr able to trace the antecedents
of John Kennieott, and I do not know
why he was in New Orleans, but ghort-
l¥ after the birth of Robert, the family
moved to INinoiz, settling on a farm
ahout fiftcen miles north of the Chi-
cage Loop, near a hrother who had al-
ready eztablished himeelf there.

Dr. Kennicott engaged in practice and
drove hig horso and buggy all over the
muddy {or dusty) trails of the prairie
to carc for his patients, Fe was also
a Jarmer and horticulturist, eventually
devoting all of his time to the hnginess
of raising shrubs, froit trees, and shade
frees, selling them throughout the re-
gion. The Kennicott home itself was
surrounded by trees, and was culled The
Grove. It was one of the many smull
stands of trees that were to ho found
at infervals on the flat, grass-covered
land.

Dr. Kennlcott was a believer in edu-
cation, but nol an espeeially strong
supporter of schoonlg, e and hiz wife
taught the ruodiments to the children,
and they were seldom sent fo gchool. The
Doctor thonght that childron could learn
maore from being In contaect with nature
and hy engaging in manual labor.

Robert Iennicott. wuas not a very
strong hoy physically, and hovts of not
clearly defined illnesges seemed to oo-
cur when he Ald go to school. For
this reason, and becausze he Aid not have
much faith in formal schooling, Dr.
Kennicott lot hiz son stay home, and
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enconuraged him to be outdoors as much
ag pogsible, Robext did his share of the
work, especially during the busy fall
and spring planting seasons. At the
same time he began tc collect inmects
and bird’s eggs, and to ecapture mice,
squirrels, snakes, and frogs. Many of
these animals weore put in cages so that
their habits could be elosely observed.
Kennicott’s companion on his rambles
wasg oftern a half-hreed Indian who hunt-
ed birds, and ran a trapline in tho
winter.

At The Grove were alge domestic ani-
mals, and the wild hirds were fod and
their nesting places were carefully pro-
tected. One strange pel was a four-foot
tall Sandhill erane. Il had the ron of
the place, followed the children arcund,
and was always presont when plowing
and digring were going on because it
relighed the insect larvae, mice, shrews,
and anoles thalt were turned up.

Ag time went on, Dr. Kennicott turned
more anhd were to his horticultural in-
teresty, and participated in the affairg
of stato and regional associations.
Through these contactz he came to
know Dr. Jared P. Kirtland, a leading
naturalist and practicing physician of
Cleyeland. Dr. Kennicott told Kirtland
about Robert, and the latter was put
i towch with Professor Baird at the
Smithsonian. Robert was algo invited fo
spenid g halfwyear in Dr. Kirtland's
home on the shore of Lake Erie. Dr.
IKirtland tufored the young man, and
tanght him how 1o tdentify and classi-
fy natural history ohjectz. Robort was
alzo introduced to the standard works
on natural history that were Iin D
Kirtland's library.

Professzor Balrd’s dpecial duty at the
Smitheonian was Lo direct the natoral
history museum. To get gpecimens,
Baird made contacts with natural his.
tory cnthusiasts in many parts of the
country, The Proifeszor wuad a kindly
man, vory patient and deliberaie, and
he encouraged his correspondents  in
their collecting activities.

Some of the younger men became
practically memhers of tho Baird fami-
ly. hecansge they were brought to Wash-
ington to work in the museum at the
identification and classifieation of the
flond of material that eame in. The
men were invited to the Baird home, and
Mrs. Baird and her daughter took an
interest in their welfare.

A close relationship  developed be-
tween Kennicott and the Profeszor,
Throughout hig life Robert wrote to
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Baird about all of his problems, and
Balrd answered fully, giving hig advice
when he thought it desirable, but re-
fraining when he thonght Roberi ghould
make up his own mind. But more im-
portantly, Baird, in his letters to Rob-
ert, gave practical instruction ahout
what to collect, how lo preserve speci-
mensg, and how to identify and classify
thent,

Ag Robert approached hiz nineteenth
birthday, he was troubled by the neces-
sity to decide on a career so that hs
would be financially independont of his
father. At The Grove Robert was doing
farm and nursery work, but spending
moat of his fime exploring the country-
side and collecting specimens for his
own ecahinet and for the Smithsonian
mugenn.  To the latter he ment off,
ugtally by railway express, Hve animals
and snakes in crates and haskets, fish
and frogs in aleohol, insects mounted
on boards, and bird skins and anlmal
pelts packed in hoyes, Kennicott also
began to keep a written record of his
ohgervationg of the hahity of these erea-
furcg as he ohserved them in the figld.
Although Baird encouraged these activi-
ties, he kept always Defore Robert the
tdea that natural history sheuld be an
avocation, and he wrged the young man
te complete hig schooling and prepare
himsell for entrance to medical school
in Chicago. : )

(On the other hand, Robert's father
waz continually guggeating that hig son
sheuld pursue hisz naturat history in-
teregls. Ho introdunced Robert to an-
other friend, Dr. Philo Iloy of Beloil,
Wisconsin, a man who spent as mmnch
time at natural historys as he did at
medicing. He was nationally known as
a gpecialist in BWrd identifieation and
clagsifleation, At Dr. Hoy's invitation
Rohert spent a spring scazon at Bololt,
and learned to collect and skin birds.

It was through the influence of Tis
father that Robert got hiz first job as
4 Meld biologizt. Inm 1851 he wuaz em-
ploved by the IlNlitoels Central Railroad
to gurvey the natural history along the
right-of-way from Chicago to Cairo.
Robert received no galary, hut his {rans-
portation was free, and Balrd supplicd
a gmall sum toward hig expenses in
return for the specimenz that Robeort
sent Lo Lhe Smithsonian. IMe accumil-
lated sufficiont material for Baird to
agk him to spend the winter in Wash-
ington arranging the speeimcns. Dr.
Kennicott also got his son to try his
hand at writing, and several of Rob-
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ert’s articles were printed in The Prai-
rie Farmer, an agricultural and hortl-
eultural paper published in Chicago.
Dr. Kennlcott was also active in the
attairs of the Illinoiz Agricultural As-
gociation and other groups that were
trying to get the state legislaturo to
organize and pay for a comprehensive
patural history survey. Dr. Kennicott
wanted his son to be named the head
uf the survey, but the whole project
fell through when the legislature balked
at the expense. A private survey was
organized by the Illincis Natural ITis-
tory Society, but Rohert wag not named
director. He and hiz father felt the
survey wad not very good, and that
Robert would have done better with it.

In the meantime Baird saw that Rob-
ert was not going te give up his at-
tempte at a professional career in nat-
ural history, and when he read Roberi’s
articles for The Prairie Former, he per-
‘suaded the United States Patent Office,
which published an annmnal volume of
material of interest to farmers, to pay
Robetrt for a work on wild animals that
were “injurious and beneficial” to agri-
culturists, It was generally helieved in
the 1850°s that most wild animals were
“varmints,” and that they ruined crops
and should be extermivated. Robert, in
common with most Informed men, did
not believe that squirrels, skunks, and
other #mall animals were wholly in-
juricus. He put hig point of view sue-
cinetly when he wrote, “Befors waging
war on any animal, lot us study its
lianbits, and look well to the conse-
quenceg which wonld follow ity exter-
mination.” Robert’s work occupied more
than a hundred pages in the Patent
OfMice reports. Tt i still pleasurable to
read, hecause Kennicott's remarks were
drawn from personal aobhservation of the
animals in bolth captivity and the wild
agtate. T{fg style of writing wasz lively
and ancedotal, and he refrained from
uzing technical torms. These articles
were algo printed in the reporis of the
TMNlinociz Agricultural Association.

By this fime Robert had a clear
hope of supporting himself as a natural-
ist, and although he did try to go to
medical school, he dropped out becanse
he said that his eves went bad on him.
As a matlter of fact he far more enjoyed
doing the writing for the Patent Office
publication, and he guickly recoversd
hia health after he withdrew from medi-
c¢al gchool and returned to The Grove
to work on his articles,

Through his asgociation with the doe-
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tors of Chicago his abilities as a natural-
ist became known, and he was employed
by Northwestern University, just being
organized, to provide a natural history
mugeum, a jobh for which he was paid.
At the same time Robert was also co-
operating with tho doctors and other
men whe had organized the Chicago
Academy of Sciences. For both organi-
zations Rohert went on field trips, one
of which was to the Lake Superior re-
gion., Through cohneetiong made there,
he later went on an exiensive collect-
ing trip thrvough northern (Janada in
the territory where the ITudson’'s Bay
Company opcrated. His wellwritten
journal of his experiences iz a famcinat-
ing natural history and adventure
chronicle that deserves to be hetter
known.

Omn thege trips he was supported not
only by Northwestern and the Chicage
Academy, but by the Smithsonian Insti-
tution. He had also become the sgalar-
ied director of the Academy’s musenm
and hoped to make it a “Smithsonian
of the Weat” By the time he was
twenty-five yvears old, Kennicott was a
self-supporting prolesgional naturalist,
(This iz about the age when today’s
seientists get their Ph. DJs and start on
their careers.) Kennlcott's greatest suc-
cegs ag a fleld bhiclogist was In Canada,
and throngh the reputation he mado
there he was recommended by Baird to
direct the survey of Alaska that was un-
dertaken by the Western TUnion Tole-
graph Company in 1865. The purpose
was to build a line up the west coast
¢f North Ameriea to Alaska, over the
Bering Straits, and across Siberia fo
Burope. His salary was 32400 a year,
and he was alzo given stock in the entor-
prigse. 'That it failed is another story.
Certainly Kennicott’s part in the sur-
vey, and the collections of natural his-
tory objectz he made established him as
onc of Lhe leading explorers of the day.

RBut perhaps there had heen hodily
wealtness during hiz youth, and the ill-
negges he suffered thon were u part of
the reason For the heart failure that
%illed him, at the age of thirty-one,
while he was in Alaska. The reporis
of Hennicoit’'s expedition deseribing the
natural regources were widoly quoted
when the Scnate digcussed and finally
ratified the trealy whereby the United
States acquired Alaska from Ruegsia in
1867—and that is another intercsting
story.
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