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Smithsonian Institution Secretary Charles Doolittle Walcott

By Ellis L. Yochelson. 2001. Kent State University Press, 307
Lowry Hall, P.O. Box 5190, Kent, Ohio 44242 USA. 590
pages. U.S. $49.00.

This, the second and final volume of Yochelson’s
massive “insider” biography (Yochelson retired from
the Smithsonian in 1985), is clearly a labour of love.
The first volume, Charles Doolittle Walcott, Paleontol-
ogist, appeared in 1998. From Walcott’s daily diaries,
an unusual amount of detail is provided chronologi-
cally, month by month, as a record for future historians.
Fifty pages describe happenings in 1927 alone, when
Walcott was already seventy years old.

Charles Doolitte Walcott was a man of humble and
inauspicious beginnings, without any opportunity for
a college education. In his early twenties he sold a
collection of fossils to Louis Agassiz at Harvard Uni-
versity; a few years later he was offered a job as a
temporary field assistant, measuring the thickness of
rocks in Bryce Canyon, Utah, for the newly formed
United States Geological Survey. A man of great tact
and wisdom, Walcott never looked back; in 1933 the
fifth edition of American Men of Science listed him
posthumously as the third most important geological
scientist in the country, and he collected twelve hon-
orary degrees from as many universities.

Walcott is of enormous importance to Canada. He
spent about three months each summer for 18 of 19
years, 1907 through 1925, studying geology and pale-
ontology in the Canadian Rocky Mountains. In Yoho
National Park, above Emerald Lake, he discovered
the Burgess Shale, rated world-wide by Stephen Jay
Gould as “the most precious and important of all fos-
sil localities.” In addition to his heavy administrative
duties during the remainder of the year, Walcott spent
his spare hours in winter studying and describing
these fossils. This lifelong devotion to his field of sci-
ence is all the more remarkable when one considers
his burdensome official duties. From 1907 until his
death in 1927 he occupied the powerful post of secre-
tary of the Smithsonian Institution. He also served
variously as president of the Paleontological Society,
National Parks Association, American Philosophical
Society, Washington Academy of Sciences, National
Academy of Sciences, and the American Association
for the Advancement of Science, was chair of both the
Carnegie Institute of Washington and the National
Advisory Committee for Aeronautics, and was First
Vice Chairman of the National Research Council and
the American Federation of Arts. One of the most
powerful men in Washington, a mover and a shaker,
Walcott dined with presidents, cabinet members,
supreme court justices, and foreign diplomats. In spite
of these pressures, Walcott was a devoted husband

and father. His chauffeur, butler, furnace stoker, and
loyal family retainer at home in Washington, Arthur
Brown, was also his camp manager, nurse, cook,
general guardian and friend in each of his mountain
camps, and the “unofficial mayor of black Washington.”

Walcott’s first wife, Lura, died of tuberculosis less
than two years after their marriage. Thirteen years
later, in 1888, he married Helena Stevens; their hon-
eymoon was spent looking at rocks in Newfoundland.
Helena was a competent geologist who, at her first
International Congress of Geology in London, Eng-
land, corrected the reversal of Middle and Lower
Cambrian levels previously described for New York
State rocks. According to daughter Helen’s reminis-
cences, her mother Helena was also the first to split
open a piece of Burgess shale, lying by the trail, while
waiting for her husband to climb the scree above. It
proved to have an unusual diversity and complexity
of fossils, included many soft-bellied organisms,
unequalled anywhere in the world. Helena had four
children, all but the oldest of whom accompanied
them on one or more summer geology expeditions to
Canada. Helena died in a train accident in Connecticut
in July 1911, so Walcott had a much shortened field
season that year.

In 1914, Walcott married Mary Vaux, shortly before
her fifty-fifth birthday. A Philadelphia Quaker, she had
measured and photographed, with her father, George
Vaux, the movements of Illecillewaet and other gla-
ciers in the Canadian Rockies, since the 1880s. Mary
took the place of Helena in assisting with fossil col-
lecting, but also painted superb portraits of wildflowers.
Towards the end of his life, Walcott assisted Mary
Vaux Walcott in having the Smithsonian Institution
publish her sumptuous five-volume North American
Wild Flowers, “the monumental ... Audubon of the
floral world.” The alpine flowers were painted while
with her husband in the Canadian Rockies.

Yochelson inserts chatty comments about many top-
ics, including Walcott’s children. Citations are satis-
factory, but index entries are haphazardly incomplete.
I detected nine spelling or typographical errors.

In the final chapter, Yochelson succinctly and con-
vincingly counters some of the grossly unfair impres-
sions left after reading Stephen Jay Gould’s best-selling
Wonderful Life: The Burgess Shale and the Nature of
History. Contrary to Gould’s intimations, Walcott sup-
ported the concept of evolution, “an act of considerable
courage, not an indication that he was hidebound in
his thinking ... Walcott did not propose new classes
and new phyla. The time was simply not ripe ...
Gould has judged Walcott by the context of his own
notions more than half a century later”” Walcott’s
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detailed descriptions of the fossil organisms in the
Burgess shale clearly ranks as among the greatest
discoveries in paleontology.

Any reader of this review who has read Gould’s
Wonderful Life, should read Yochelson’s final chapter,
and each library that holds a copy of Gould,should
add this book as well as Simon Conway Norris” The
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