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Introduction

Maria Fernanda Valencia Suirez

'The connection between Alexander von Humboldt —Prussian geo-
grapher, explorer and naturalist— and the American continent is quite
strong. Although, he spent less than five years on American soil, from
1799 to 1804, his expedition through the continent left an indelible mark
on his life and work, as well as on American history and on the under-
standing of the continent’s past, its nature and its potential.

'The following pages are the result of a dynamic and interesting dia-
logue fostered by the IX International and Interdisciplinary Confer-
ence Alexander von Humboldt that was organized by the Universidad
Nacional Auténoma de México (unam) and took place in Merida,
Yucatan, Mexico. The conference gathered more than 150 scholars from
all over the world and from different disciplines. Under the title “Alexan-
der von Humboldt and Travelers Through Yucatan”, the conference gave
the participants and the audience an opportunity to pause and reflect
on the significance of Humboldt’s voyage, from diverse points of view.
It offered the chance for a debate about Humboldt as a scientific figure
and as a member of the academic community of his time, about the
“Humboltean Method,” and about some of his work and ideas.

Although Humboldt never visited Yucatan, the title of the Con-
ference was an invitation to consider his influence on subsequent vis-
itors and scientific expeditions to Yucatan and to the rest of America,
and on the views they generated about these lands, in terms of natural
phenomena, politics, history, economy, population, resources, and so
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on. The dialogue was so rewarding that, as organizers, we decided to
ask for participants to develop their ideas and arguments further. The
answer to our proposition was superb and gratifying. The year between
the conference and the preparation of this book coincided with the 250
anniversary of Humboldt’s birth, and we are glad that we can contribute
to his celebration with this collection of stimulating essays that shows
both a multidisciplinary and international perspective about Hum-
boldt’s impact and legacies in America —both in social and natural
sciences— from Europe and the Americas. It is important to mention
that this book is written in English. Some contributions had to be trans-
lated because, just as Humboldt intended for his own work, we wanted
to reach as wide an audience as possible and thus, encourage an even
ampler conversation to encourage an even ampler conversation.
Humboldt’s expedition, and particularly the widely-circulated publi-
cation of his observations and experiences, have an enormous significance
for the history of how Europeans’ visions shaped the conception of Spa-
nish America. As an exponent of scientific romanticism as he was, driven
by extraordinary energy, and with the means and time to travel, was able
to experience the region firsthand and to reject some mistaken and mis-
leading ideas. Humboldt’s views were quite different from those that had
prevailed during the majority of the eighteenth century in Europe as part
of the theory of American degeneracy. These ideas, supported mainly by
Cornelius de Pauw, Guillaume-Thomas Raynal, George Louis Leclerc
Comte de Buffon and William Robertson, argued that all things in
America degenerated, making nature weaker, animals smaller and men
less virile and clever. In contrast, Humboldt described nature as exuber-
ant, abundant and majestic, animals as vigorous and well-adapted, and
people as capable, hard-working, thoughtful, and beautiful. He claimed
that in America he felt stronger, happier, and healthier than ever.! In
addition, he helped to dissipate some of the myths that surrounded the
explorations of the Americas, such as the myth of El Dorado, the myth
of the primordial deluge, and the myth of the Amazon women.? In sum,
Humboldt criticized and discredited all those scholars and intellectuals
who had ventured an opinion without ever setting foot in the region and

! Minguet (ed.), Alejandro de Humboldt. Cartas americanas, 108-109.
2 Livi-Bacci, “A note on Alexander Von Humboldt”, 539.
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at the same time, all those travelers who had been blinded by precon-
ceived and incorrect ideas.’

Ottmar Ette has argued that Humboldt experienced a very different
non-European territory, which was not enough explored in comparison
to the known land: “It was an entire world that was still to be discovered
by science.” His journey and his new way of looking at the American
continent caused Humboldt to be considered in books, journals, and
newspapers —both in his time and in ours— as “the second Columbus,”
the scientific discoverer of these lands.” Humboldt set sail to the New
World on a ship named “Pizarro,” as the Spanish conqueror known for
his expeditions that led to the Spanish conquest of Peru, however he
traveled not to conquer, but to explore. It was a quest of discovery, a
pursuit of knowledge.

Humboldt, and his friend the botanist, Aimé Bonpland, who joined
him in his trip, spent in total, three years and two months in Venezuela,
Colombia, Ecuador and Peru, one year in Mexico, about four months
in Cuba, and another four months sailing from one place to another.
They visited the two oldest, wealthiest and most populous viceroyalties,
Mexico and Peru. They faced diverse climates, from the humid and hot
Caribbean, to the wilderness of the Orinoco and Amazon Valleys, the
sandy desert of the Peruvian coast, up to the high, temperate, the fer-
tile valleys of the Andes, the central valley of Mexico, and the snowy
and cold peaks of mountains and volcanoes. They navigated rivers and
endured tropical diseases and bugs. They saw the diversity within the
society in Spanish America, in both its urban and rural sectors, as they
met with viceroys, archbishops, mine and plantation owners, merchants,
scholars, intellectuals, artisans, laborers, indian servants, negro slaves,
and even wild indians in the hinterland.

3 Ette, Alexander von Humboldt y la globalizacion: el saber en movimiento (See section
“Una revolucién lograda: el salto epistemoldgico o la globalizacién como historia del
movimiento”, 42).

* Ette, Alexander von Humboldt y la globalizacion: el saber en movimiento (See section
“El mundo tropical es mi elemento: el encanto, el desplazamiento y la construccién
hemisférica de un Nuevo Mundo”, 4-9).

5 Kutzinski and Ette, “All the bumps in the Road: Alexander Von Humboldt’s
Mexican tableau”, xxiii; Withaker, “Alexander von Humboldt and Spanish America”,

317; and Walls, The passage to Cosmos, 13.
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Humboldt’s curiosity was inextinguishable. He was an excellent
observer and a resolute field researcher, interested in flora, fauna, climate,
geology, history, astronomy, geography, and also on the societies, govern-
ments, and policies of the places he visited. He and Bonpland collected
specimens of plants, insects, and rocks; gathered information of ethnic,
anthropological, and archeological interest; and collated statistics, num-
bers, notes, charts, drawings and maps too. Humboldt researched his
discoveries with precision and respect for the places he had explored and
always kept his pen ready to record everything he saw. Thus, Humboldt’s
“discovery of America” brought awareness, scientific interest and knowl-
edge, and a more enlightened image of the continent in Europe. This
new view appreciated diversity and conceived “New World” as a part of
a “global order”.® He also contributed to inspiring Americans to search
for their own identity, their specific cultural roots, their geographic and
spatial boundaries, their economic potential. Indeed, he helped to bring
about a redefinition of their place in relation to the world.

Humboldt’s work had a huge impact on science. He shared his research
treely and supported other scientists generously. His works were widely
read and served as a model. He inspired many scholars to follow his steps
and influenced a range of scientific figures, including Charles Darwin.
Few scientists were not captured by the global sweep of his methods
or his international network of correspondents. It is not a surprise that
Alexander von Humboldt was, in the early nineteenth century, “one
of the most famous people in the world”” He was, as Jaime Labastida
has claimed, a “universal citizen”.® Translated into many languages, his
works and life became a point of reference for many people. Borrowing
Andrea Wulf’s words, “One of Humboldt’s greatest achievements had
been to make science accessible and popular. Everybody learned from
him: farmers and craftsmen, schoolboys and teachers, artists and musi-
cians, scientists and politicians”.’

'This book considers Humboldt’s impact and legacy on America and
on the understanding and study of this region from a critical lens in

¢ Chaves, “Concepciones sobre la naturaleza de América: algunos recorridos”
Corbera-Millan, “Ciencia, naturaleza y paisaje en Alexander von Humboldt”.

7 Erickson, et al., Alexander von Humboldt. From the Americas to the Cosmos, XVi.

8 Labastida, Humboldt, ciudadano universal.

* Wulf, The invention of nature, 335.
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the seven chapters that conform it. Each author, from his or her field of
expertise and topic of interest, takes an anecdote, a person, or an issue to
offer insights that contribute to discuss the bequest and impact of Hum-
boldt’s travels, work, and life. The chapters are organized following a
thematic order, and the first three dwell on a topic related to Humboldt’s
visit to America. They are organized in roughly chronologically begin-
ning with a first chapter about his visit to Ecuador and a second about
his visit to Washington. The third chapter cuts across periods to make
its argument, mentioning Humboldt’s visit to New Spain and focusing
on his work afterwards in Europe as well as on various scholars to whom
Humboldt served as a role model. Chapters 4 to 7 provide readers with
clear and very well documented assessments of the grade of influence
and impact that Humboldt exerted on explorers and scientific men of his
age once he returned to Europe. Each chapter focuses on the experience
of a naturalist that followed Humboldt’s scientific methods —or what
we call here “Humboldtean Science”™— and who ventured far from home
into America, stimulated or aided by Humboldt in one way or another.

'The first chapter, “June 22, 1802: Humboldt on the day before the
Chimborazo ascent and his volcanic theory of the ‘terrain miné”, by
Reinhard Andress, centers on his tireless and genuine scientific curi-
osity. It also touches on his way of inquiring, observing, studying and
synthesizing information, connecting data according to the knowledge
he possessed which conformed to the age he belonged. The text is based
on accounts from Humboldt’s diary about his attempt to reach the top of
Chimborazo, focusing on this and the day before, grasping the incidents,
beliefs and feelings that prompted the explorer to climb and reach the
summit of the highest mountain of what today is Ecuador. The events
of the day of the climbing have received much attention in historiogra-
phy and literature. However Andress’ text provides interesting insights
on Humboldt’s decision-making and on his manner of researching and
developing his ideas and theories (in this case the theory of “terrain
miné”).’? It confronts the information available —at least what he had
studied before— with the one he observed first hand and with all the
extra information he could gather by interviewing local people.

10 He claimed that the geography and the topography of the earth was created by

volcanic activity.

11
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'The chapter brings to light the fact that Humboldt and Bonpland were
relatively flexible and spontaneous about their itinerary as they impro-
vised when situations and opportunities demanded it, especially if some-
thing interesting crossed their path. Moreover, it shows Humboldt’s
vision that everything in nature was interconnected and likewise how
he valued the information about culture, history, and people, used it as
a source and reference. He was by no means indifferent to social reality,
and issued strong criticisms related to social problems. This approach to
people, things, phenomena, events and situations is what inspired gene-
rations of scientists after him.

In chapter 2, “Humboldt as Intelligence Agent? Circulating Scien-
tific Knowledge, and Strategic Secrets, in Washington”, Sandra Rebok
assesses the impact of an action taken by Humboldt which has been
widely discussed and harshly criticized: his decision to lend President
Thomas Jefferson the material he collected in New Spain, particularly
geographical material in the form of maps. This topic is specially rele-
vant —in a book like this one published in Mexico— since Humboldt
has been called a spy and a traitor for providing the United States with
information that proved strategic to that country in the Mexico-US war
of 1846 and for betraying Spanish trust. I would like to remark that
Humboldt managed to obtain permission from the Spanish Crown to
visit and study its American dominions in a time when Spain still aimed
to keep its colonies out of reach and sight from foreigners." He was the
first foreign visitor authorized to consult documents and to be assisted
in his studies and observations. In Mexico City, he was afforded unprec-
edented access to the archives and libraries where he was able to study
objects, codices, documents and maps.'?

Rebok presents a very far-reaching analysis of the situation and the
information that was shared by Humboldt, the way it was collated,
received, interpreted, and used in Washington. Also, she analyses the
context and the consequences of the dissemination of this particular
information along with the intentions behind Humboldt’s actions and
the interests and ambitions of Jefferson. Rebok advances her argument
from two important standpoints: 1) “Humboldt was not Jefterson’s only

" Valencia-Sudrez, Visitantes furtivos en Mérida, chapter 1.
12 Ortega y Medina, “Otra vez Humboldt, ese controvertido personaje”, 442.
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provider of geographic or geopolitical knowledge on these areas”, 2)
Humboldtean science was about sharing knowledge, but not about the
possible uses of that information.

Back in Europe, Humboldt established his residence in Paris, where
he spent most of his time working on his narrative of the five-year tour
to the equinoctial regions of the earth. He was a prolific writer and an
excellent promoter of his work. He edited and published, at his own
expense, the thirty volumes of his travels and discoveries. In 1827, he
returned to Berlin to teach at the University and organized international
scientific conferences where he served at the Prussian court. Hum-
boldt was famous, and he kept widening his network of colleagues and
informants all around the world.”* His books were very popular, and his
influence expanded so much that Goethe called him “our conqueror of
the world”."*

In chapter 3, “Curating forgotten collections. Lorenzo Boturini’s
Museo Histérico, the role of Alexander von Humboldt and other collec-
tors”, Viola Koning shows that although Humboldt was not a historian or
archeologist, his influence on the recognition, preservation, and writing
of pre-Hispanic history was substantial. His approach to Mesoamerican
history was novel for his time, due to he saw the Aztecs and the Incas as
part of a continuous history that had started before the arrival of Colum-
bus and which was important to know and record. Even though, Hum-
boldt devoted many hours to the study of the indigenous past while he
was in America, his thirst for knowledge about the pre-Hispanic cultures
was not satisfied. Back in Europe he continued searching for material, and
it was him who rescued the Borgia, Vindobonesis and Dresden codices.
Undoubtedly, Humboldt whetted the appetites in Europe for information
about the pre-conquest American past, and he became an important part
of the reconstruction and revalorization of indigenous sources.

Viola Kénig’s text shows how Humboldt developed an important role
in the recovery of long-lost documents while setting the example for other
scholars, collectors and travelers to do the same. In “Curating forgotten col-
lections. Lorenzo Boturini’s ‘Museo Histérico’, the role of Alexander von

13 Ette, Alexander von Humboldt y la globalizacion: el saber en movimiento (See section
“La ciencia abierta y el foro de culturas”, 20).
1 Echenberg, Humboldt’s Mexico, xlvi.

13
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Humboldt and other collectors”, the author claims that Humboldt was
essential to the reconstruction and gathering of the pieces that once were
part of the Boturini collection. This idea came about not only because he
collected some of the dispersed material by himself, but also because
he led the way for others, particularly Waldeck, Aubin, Nebel and Udhe,
who contributed by transporting pieces of the aforementioned collection
to Europe. Humboldt not only highlighted the relevance of the material
but also portrayed the situation of the documents in Mexico as terrible;
underestimated, badly preserved and in the hands of people willing to
sell them. Indeed, the authorities from New Spain had stopped Boturini
tfrom extracting the documents but were not able to keep them together
and within the borders. Hence, Humboldt wrote about Mexico as a rich
source of manuscripts, artifacts, and ruins that awaited to be discovered,
studied, and properly safeguarded.

The text by Vera Konig convincingly reconstructs the history of the
Boturini collection up to the current day, focusing on the documents
taken to Europe by Humboldt and by other men that followed his foot-
steps. This chapter is illustrated with wonderful images that make patent
the beauty and relevance of the documents belonging to the collection
and held in Berlin and Paris. It makes us wonder what would have hap-
pened if Humboldt had not displayed any interest in Boturini collec-
tion and the codices. Would other travelers and collectors have esteemed
them highly? Would the Mexican government have implemented pol-
icies to stop their exportation and to preserve them? Would we know
their whereabouts today?

In chapter 4, “Imagining Mexico through Thomas Coulter’s residence,
1825-1834: Botany, mining, and diplomacy”, Cliona Murphy studies the
visit of the Irish Thomas Coulter, a doctor, botanist, miner, and diplo-
mat, who came to México twenty years after Humboldt, since 1825 to
1834. 'The text reflects, using the words of the author, “the transnational
world of scientific adventure and optimism, the European fascination
with the ‘exotic’ in the Americas”, in which this kind of trips took place.
Murphy places Coulter within the sphere of influence of Humboldt,
using constructive criticism. Coulter followed and read Humboldt, but
also questioned and corrected him when necessary. There are many con-
nections and parallels between Humboldt and Coulter, not only in their
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way of observing, measuring and collecting, but also in their own expe-
riences in Mexico. The manner Coulter secured a pass from President
Vicente Guerrero to travel to California, can be compared to the guar-
antees obtained by Alexander von Humboldt from the monarch in Spain
to visit Spanish America. Both, Guerrero and the Spanish monarchy,
were interested in facilitating further knowledge and understanding of
the territory they were ruling.

The fourth chapter, “Friedrich Wislizenus: A Humboldtean explorer
in Northern Mexico (1846-1847)”, written by Thomas Janota and Rob-
ert Bye, discusses the case of Friedrich Wislizenus, a member of the
“generation of German explorers” who were stimulated by Humboldt
to visit the West of America. Wislizneus explored the Northern parts
of Mexico using Humboldt’s method, and Humboldt also used them to
complement his own work. Indeed, Wislizenus authored the first scien-
tifically produced map of the North of Mexico to complement Hum-
boldt’s earlier maps of New Spain. Like other European scientists at the
time, Wislizenus established relations and networks with local scientists
and promoted institutions and bodies dedicated to science, in his case
the “Boundary Surveys” conducted by the United States of America gov-
ernment.

As traveling and exploring the unknown world was important for
naturalists of the nineteenth century, it was also essential to summon
the name of Humboldt, which insinuated that the explorer or scientist
was operating within what many thought the most reliable and meas-
urement-centered science of the day.”” According to Graham Burnet,
“the mantle of Humboldt, as much as Humboldtean instrumentalism,
proved a powerful way to enhance the value of a traverse survey”,' or of
the work of a scientist, but knowing Humboldt in person was still better.

For chapter 6, “The voyages of Hermann Burmeister and the indirect
influence of Alexander von Humboldt in the development of Argentina’s
natural sciences”, Pedro J. Depetris shows an example of a nineteenth
century scientist, the German Hermann Burmeister, whose friendship
with Humboldt proved key to his career. Depetris considers that Bur-
meister —although immersed in what has been called Humboldtean

15 Burnett, Masters of all they surveyed, 15.
5 Ipid., 99.

15
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science— had many influences and different tutors from Alexander
von Humboldt, and thanks to his own successful work he could meet
and exchange letters with Humboldt who turned to be a very helpful
acquaintance. Humboldt was the main source for European knowl-
edge about silver mining, however in the case of Burmeister he served
more as a facilitator than an intellectual guide, using twice his political
and royal influences to help Burmeister to obtain the permission and
money for his trips to South America. Once in America, he interacted
with the local scientific and political elite —the details are carefully and
clearly narrated by the author— becoming a pillar in the development of
Argentina’s natural sciences. It is clear that Humboldt was not only an
intellectual influence but also acted as a central nod in the scientific and
political networks of the time. He was undoubtedly very well connected.

Finally, in Chapter 7, “Byron in Yucatan: War and Ruins”, Adrian
Poole shows that the famous “discoverer” of the Mayan ruins, the
US-born John Lloyd Stephens, was not only influenced by Humboldt
whom he read but also by his favorite poet, the English Lord Byron and
his view about ancient temples and ruins. Both, Humboldt and Lord
Byron influenced Stephens. Thereby, Poole shows the intertwined inspi-
rations and encouragements that existed among travelers, thinkers, and
writers in the x1x century. Poole proposes that although neither Hum-
boldt nor Byron ever visited Yucatan, they were indirectly present in Ste-
phen’s expeditions through Yucatan and in the discovery and treatment
of the Maya ruins. Although the text is not centered on Humboldt as
the rest of the chapters are, it establishes a dialogue with the rest of the
book by showing the influence of Byron on Stephens and mentioning
the relationship between Stephens and Humboldt.

Poole also shows that although Humboldt tended to be interested in all
sorts of topics, he was not enthusiastic at all times. The text mentions that
when Stephens and Humboldt met in Potsdam in 1847, after the former
had come back from Yucatan, the latter did not want to talk about the Maya
ruins because he was only interested in the war between Mexico and United
States. Ironically, Stephens had thought during his visit to Central America
and Yucatan that governments and people “were distracted” and did not see
the importance of the ruins, and when he finally met Humboldt he realized
that he was also distracted from archaeology and ruins by the war.
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Although “relatively few of his admirers encountered him in person”,
Wislizneus, Burmaister, and Stephens were fortunate to have met Hum-
boldt. Many others got to know him through his work, as his books
“found pride of place in the libraries of traveling naturalists and artists”."”
For instance, it is well known that Charles Darwin’s collection on board
the Beagle in 1832 included Humboldt’s Relation historigue of his five-
year expedition on America.

Unquestionably, the Prussian traveler and scientist is entitled to recogni-
tion, and his influence and legacy deserve to be assessed and pinpointed
adequately. He left a deep mark on the history of science and knowledge
and on our understanding and construction of the world. His work and
influence are so vast that they still give us plenty to study, argue about,
and discuss today. In accordance with Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Hum-
boldt was one of those wonders of the world [...] who appear from time
to time, as if to show us the possibilities of the human mind, the force
and the range of the faculties a universal man, not only possessed of
great particular talents, but they were symmetrical, his parts were well
put together”.'® We hope this book moves the reader to think of what
Humboldt left in us, in our way of viewing the world and understand-
ing ourselves and the Other. It is meant to aid in acknowledging his
failures as well as our own, and in inspiring the achievement of what
he struggled for: a universal culture of learning, a vision of America as
a valuable part of the globe with a magnificent past and future, and of
the Earth as a wonderful place, a Cosmos, where everything is con-
nected and everything needs to be healthy and functioning to work as
a whole. In this sense, we hope that looking back to Humboldt and his
legacy —and our small contribution to that— might help us to explore
the world of Science and Humanities, together with our colleagues and
students, keeping a sustained intellectual discussion on ethical aspects of
our thoughts, arguments, and discoveries.

17 Greppi, “On the Spot”, 41
8 Emerson, “An abstract...”, 457.

17
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June 22, 1802: Humboldt on the Day Before
the Chimborazo Ascent and his Volcanic
Theory of the “Terrain Miné”

Reinhard Andress

As we know, Humboldt failed in his attempt to reach the 6 310-meter
summit of the Chimborazo on June 23, 1802. In bad weather, the group
of climbers who, aside from Aimé Bonpland (1773-1858), included the
son of his Quito host, Carlos Montufar y Larrea (1780-1826), and one of
their servants, progressed as far as an impassable crevasse. In Humboldt’s
diary we can read: “It became so foggy that we didn’t see the summit.
The trail of gigantic rocks continued on. We had a glimmer of hope that
we could reach the peak. But a large crevasse put an end to our efforts.
It had at least almost 90 Zoises [approx. 175 meters] depth and maybe 10
toises [approx. 20 meters] width. Those were our Pillars of Hercules”.! It
is entirely possible that these “Pillars” saved Humboldt’s and his cam-
panions’ lives. For today’s mountain climbing standards, they were very
poorly equipped and would have hardly been up to any further mountain-
eering challenges. According to Humboldt’s barometric measurements,
they had achieved a respectable altitude of 5 881 meters; they were about
200 zoises (roughly 390 meters) short of the summit. It is a claim that

! Humboldt, Reise auf dem Rio Magdalena, Teil I, 220. All translations into English
are mine. French original: “Il faisait si nébouleux que nous ne vimes pas la cime. La
trainée de pierres continuait toujours. Il nous vint une lueur d’espérance de parvenir a
la cime. Mais une grande cre-vasse mit fin a nos tentatives. Elle avait au moins prés de

90 t[oises] de profondeur et peut-étre 10 t[oises] de large. C’étaient 12 nos Colonnes

d’Hercule.”
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has regularly been questioned by researchers since Humboldt’s barometer
may very well no longer have been functioning properly at that point dur-
ing the long and arduous trip. It is likely the group of climbers got stuck
around the 5 350 meter mark.? Nonetheless, although there is evidence
the Incas moved at such heights, any European had ever achieved that
altitude.® The Englishman Edward Whymper (1840-1911) became the
first to actually ascend to the top of the Chimborazo on January 4, 1880.

In an essay published in 1853, entitled “Ueber einen Versuch den Gip-
fel des Chimborazo zu ersteigen” (About an Attempt to Reach the Sum-
mit of the Chimborazo), Humboldt wrote that “in the popular mind”
such mountaineering feats garner particular attention because “what
appears unachievable has a mysterious attraction; people want to discover
everything, that at least the attempt is made to conquer what cannot be
conquered”.* He goes on to state that his many scientific achievements
“were seldom able to distract attention from the snow-covered summit”.’
In that sense, the Chimborazo became “the tiresome object of all ques-
tions directed to me since my return to Europe.” Humboldt had already
known it would turn out that way when he was on the Chimborazo: “We
anticipated that in Europe we would often be asked about ‘a small piece of
the Chimborazo™,” which is why he gathered some stones to take along.

Although Humboldt reached the summits of many other mountains,
the Teide on Teneriffa or the Pichincha in Ecuador, to mention just two,
he remained inseparably connected with the failed attempt to climb the
Chimborazo. Because of the record altitude, the mountain became the sym-
bol of the American trip, perhaps even the most central event in his life that
contributed to his international fame. That would seem to be substanti-

2 f. ibid., 344, ft. n. 157.

> Cf Biermann, “Der Traum meines ganzen Lebens”, 272.

* Humboldt, “Ueber einen Versuch”, 154. The original German quote reads: “Im
allgemeinen Volkssinne... was unerreichbar scheint, hat eine geheimnifivolle Zieh-
kraft; man will, dass alles erspihet, dafl wenigstens versucht werde, was nicht errungen
werden kann.”

«

S Ibid., original German: “[...] waren selten fihig, die Aufmerksamkeit von dem
schneebedeckten Gipfel abzulenken”.

¢ Ibid., original German: “[...] der ermiidende Gegenstand aller Fragen [...] welche
seit meiner Rickkunft nach Europa an mich gerichtet wurden”.

7 Ibid., 165-166. Original German: “Wir sahen voraus, dass man uns in Europa oft

um ‘ein kleines Stiick vom Chimborazo’ ansprechen wiirde”.
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ated by the fact that Humboldt repeatedly had himself portrayed in front
of the Chimborazo, for example, in 1810 by Friedrich Georg Weitsch, in
1812 by Karl von Steuben, and in 1859, the year of his death, by Julius
Schrader (see figures 1, 2 and 3).

Humboldt also regularly used the Chimborazo as an image in his sci-
ence, perhaps most notably in the “Tableau physique des Andes et Pays
voisins”, published in his Essais sur la géographie des plantes (1807) (figure 4).
There, a cross-section of the Chimborazo and the Cotopaxi serve to
make the vertical distribution of the vegetative and climatic zones visible
that Humboldt had explored and measured, in the process connecting
image and the written word in an imaginative way.

In view of the centrality that June 23, 1802 and the Chimborazo
hold in Humboldt’s life, one might ask what actually transpired on the
day before the climb and whether it stands related to the climb itself.
Do the events on June 22 and Humboldt’s diary comments on that day
shed a different light on the climb? In fact, as I will show, Humboldt’s
experiences on the day before the ascent focused his scientific interest
in the Chimborazo, above all regarding his volcanic theory of the “ter-
rain miné”.?

Humboldt’s travels on June 22 led first to Licin near Riobamba where
he explores the origins of the northern Incan empire, hears of legends and
meets the village’s Indian chief. The trip then continues on to Santiago de
Calpi directly at the foot of the Chimborazo. At present, a stone plaque
attached to the cathedral facade reminds us of Humboldt’s visit among
other “Personajes ilustres” (figure 5). The occasion became a festive one;
song and dance had been organized as Humboldt describes in his diary,
including the tent-like space decorated for the event. Humboldt has
some nice things to say about the colorful woolen cloth full of patterns
that covered the walls and ceiling of the tent. Then, that leads to some
comments on the industriousness of the Indios not only in Calpi but

8 Itis not surprising that Humboldt’s attempt to scale the Chimborazo has attracted
much research interest. To mention just some examples, ¢f. Mazzolini, “Bildnisse mit
Berg”; Lubrich and Ette, “Versuch tiber Humboldt”; Schaumann, “Who Measures the
World?”; Andress, “Alexander von Humboldt und Carlos Montufar” and “Alexander
von Humboldts Chimborazo-Aufstieg”; Nehrlich and Strobl, “Geologie, Zahnfleis-
chbluten und Revolutionen”; and Pimental, Zestigos del mundo. However, to my knowl-
edge, no other scholar has taken the angle I am pursuing here.

23



24

REINHARD ANDRESS

generally in the province: “Regarding industry, the province of Quito is
the Switzerland or the Holland of America. There are no do-nothings
except for the whites”.” If the “Indios” were only treated better, the wea-
ving industry would blossom: “But alas, they are slaves, without liberty,
without property and without tools!”"® Both in Licdn and Calpi, Hum-
boldt’s attention is first directed to the historical, mythological, artistic
and social circumstances of the Indios, for whom he expresses great sym-
pathy.

Regarding the Chimborazo climb, the further diary entry for June 22

now becomes relevant:

In the morning we had been told of a small hill very near Calpi which
nobody had talked about before and which, according to Indian legend, had
“erupted” and had had volcanic explosions. We sought out the hill after eat-
ing. It is the Yanaurcu (black mountain), a quarter mile northeast of the
village and southwest of the Chimborazo."

A few “Indios” first lead Humboldt (and probably Bonpland and
Montufar) across a plain that is covered with porous volcanic stone. At
the foot of the former volcano, they see the remnants of an artificially
constructed cave: “A strong current of air emanates from there, and at
a distance of two toises, you already hear a constant, subterranean and
very loud roaring sound. This sound indicates either a hefty wind in the
mountain or a large quantity of boiling water [...] or a considerable river
that forms a waterfall”.'? Since Calpi suffered from lack of water, a priest

* Humboldt, Reise auf dem Rio Magdalena, Teil I, 217. French Original: “Quant a
I'industrie la prov[ince] de Quito es la Suisse ou la Hollande Amérique. Il y'y a de
fainéants que les blancs”.

10 Jbid., original French: “Mais hélas! ils sont de esclaves, sans liberté, sans propriété
et sans instruments!”

" Jbid., original French: “On nous avait compté le matin d’une petite colline tout
pres de Calpi de laquelle personne n’a parlé et que selon la tradition indienne a reventado,
a fait de fortes explosions volcaniques. Nous la visitimes l'apres diné. C’est Yanaurcu
(montagne noire) a % de lieue au nordest du village et au sudest du Chimborazo”.

12 Ihid., original French: “Il en sort un vent assez fort et déja 4 deux toises de dis-
tance on y découvre un bruit souterrain continuel et trés fort. Ce bruit indique ou un
vent affreux dans I'intérieur ou une masse d’eau qui est en ébullition (comme 2 Sotar4)
ou une riviere considérable qui se précipite”.
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had tried to reach the subterranean river by digging a cave to it, an unsuc-
cessful attempt due to the hard stone. In Humboldt’s diary comments
tollow regarding the apparent disjuncture between the large amount of
snow on the Chimborazo and the small amount of water in the rivers at
and around the Chimborazo. Humboldt conjectures as follows:

'The water of the Chimborazo probably falls into subterranean caves, has
formed such caves itself, and the roaring sound of the Yanaurcu indicates
that the rifts are close to the earth’s surface. Where does this water flow to?
Doesn’t it maybe dissolve into hydrogen when it gets into contact with acidic
bases, and are the tremors felt in Pelileo, Ambato, Guano, Latacunga the
result of this dissolving process.”

After these more immediate thoughts regarding his observations,
Humboldt takes a larger view. To him, the whole region appears to be
“un terrain miné”.* The subterranean roaring sound is an example of the
enormous cavernous spaces he suspects are below the mountains. Hum-
boldt comes to the following conclusion:

I believe that in principle the whole province from the Pichincha, from the
Cotopaxi to the Tungurahua, Carihuairazo and the Sangay is nothing but
one volcano, a collection of cavernous spaces in which an acidic material is
fermenting. All of the highlands of the province can be seen as one moun-
tain; what we call the Pichincha or Cotopaxi are only a couple of summits
that crown this enormous range. This hugh volcano has several orifices,
sometimes directing its material toward the Tungurahua, sometimes to the
Cotopaxi. In one location, the Sangay, it is continually inflamed. At others
it gets inflamed but finds no exit; tremors are the result that shake the whole
range of the huge volcano.”

B Ibid., original French: “Ces eaux de Chimborazo tombent donc vraisemblable-
ment dans des cavernes souterraines, elles-mémes en auront formé e le bruit de Yanaurcu
indique que les creux est assez prés de la crotite extérieure de la terre. Ou court cette
eau? No se décompose-t-elle pas souterrainement en gas hydrogéne venant en contact
avec des bases acidifiables, et l'effet de ces décompositions sont les secousses que l'on
sent 4 Pelileo, Ambato, Guano, Latacunga ...”.

% Thid.

15 Jbid., 218. Original French: “Je crois quau fond toute la province depuis Pichin-
cha, Cotopaxi & Tungurahua, Carihuairazo et le Sangay n'est qu'un seul volcan, un
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Regarding this theory, Humboldt proceeds to provide a series of
examples of how an eruption at one location had an effect on others. He
then returns to the Chimborazo, which the local population sees as “very
quiet™ because it doesn’t seem to move during earthquakes and appears
to have no crater. However, Humboldt doesn’t buy that. He asks a series
of rhetorical questions:

'The Chimborazo, so close to the Carihuairazo as an active volcano, is not sup-
posed to have any fermenting material inside of it> The amount of water that
leaks into it is not dissolving? In San Juan, so close to the southern slope of the
Chimborazo, one often hears subterranean noise, and not even six nights ago,
one heard here (in Calpi) [...] a terrible roaring sound, followed by an earth-
quake [...]. Perhaps the mass of the Chimborazo withstands the eruption, and
perhaps the explosion continues underground? Perhaps the explosions heard
under Riobamba belong to the colossus one sees as so quiet?”’

In this part, Humboldt returns to the reality of the moment, that is
to say, to their excursion to the Yanaurcu (see figure 6) which Humboldt
identifies as a partially collapsed volcano:

When we climbed to the top of it, we saw that, together with the Naguan-
gachi situated to the north, it forms a single, semi-circular mountain because
the part across from the plains of Tapia [...] appears to have collapsed. In the

assemblage de concavités dans lequel fermente la matiére acidifiable. Toute la partie
élevée de la provlince] peut étre regardée comme une seule montagne; ce que nous nom-
mons Pichincha, Cotopaxi ne sont que plusieurs cimes qui couronnent cet immense
dos. Ce grand volcan a plusieurs bouches, tantdt il dirige ses matiéres vers Tungurahua,
tant6t vers Cotopaxi. Dans une partie, Sangay, il est constamment embrasé. Dans d’au-
tres il s'embrase et ne trouve pas d'ouverture; alors il forme de secousses que ébranlent
tout le dos de cet immense volcan”.

16 Jbid., original French: “trés pacifique”.

17 Ibid, original French: “Chimborazo, situé si pres du Carihuairazo, qui a été vol-
can enflammé, n'aurait-il pas de matiére fermentante en son sein? Cette quantité d’eau
qui s’y infiltrait, ne s’y décomposerait-elle pas? A S[an] Juan, situé tout prés de la pente
méridionale de Chimborazo, on entend trés souvent des bruits souterrains et il n’y a
pass ix nuits quon en entendit ici (A Calpi) [...] un bruit formidable et suivi d’aucun
tremblement de terre [...]. Peut-étre la masse du Chimborazo résiste-t-elle 2 I’éruption
et la méme, fait-elle des progres par-dessous? Peut-étre celle qui joua au-dessous de
Riobamba appartient-elle 4 ce colosse quon croit si pacifique?”
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middle there is a canonical depression almost 20 toises [approx. 39 meters]
deep, and in the middle of this depression rises a circular small hill that is
lower than the surrounding mountain edges. You could be led to believe that
it’s the filled-in crater of the volcano, which Indian legend also confirms.

Humboldt expands on the legend, and after making some observations
concerning the nature of the rocks, he ends his diary entry for June 22.

Although Humboldt didn’t necessarily write in his diary every day,
instead often in intervals, it is clear that he nonetheless wrote the cited
comments on June 22 since at one point he indicates: “in Calpi where
I myself am writing”.”” To that extent it is also clear that Humboldt
was thinking intensively about the volcanic activity of the region and
that those thoughts accompanied him during the Chimborazo climb.
One can conjecture as well that during the climb of the most dominant
mountain in the region, Humboldt was also out to strengthen his theory
of the “terrain miné”. Was the Chimborazo a volcano?

In this sense he repeatedly notices the volcanic rocks of porphyry and
pitchstone while ascending. At one point he remarks: “We had hardly
gone a few steps when we came upon cell-like, porous rocks (of which
some had burnt marks [...])".?° Later, during the climb along a ridge, we
read the following passage marked with Spanish words: “The ‘cuchilla’
[ridge] we followed was covered by the same trail of large rocks like those
from the ‘reventacién’ [eruption] of the Pinantura or the Yanaurcu, or
the Antisana. This similarity to undeniably volcanic and burnt material,
which we encountered at every step, left no room for doubt that we were
ascending on erupted stone”.?! The impassible crevasse mentioned at the

¥ Ibid., original French: “En y montant nous avons vu qu’il forme avec le Naguan-
gachi, que est situé plus au nord, une seule montagne semicirculaire, car la partie
opposée au llano de Tapia [...] parait écroulée. Il y a au centre un enfoncement conique
de pres de 20 t[oises] de profondeur, et au milieu de cet enfoncement s’éléve un monti-
cule exactement circulaire, mais plus bas que les bords. On devrait croire que ceci est le
cratére comblé de volcan, aussi les Indiens Paffirment par tradition”.

¥ Ibid., original French: “(a Calpi) ot j’écris méme”.

20 Ibid., 219. Original French: “A peine avancions-nous quelques pas que nous trou-
vames des roches celluleuses poreuses (dont les unes annoncent étres bralées [...])".

2 Ibid., 220. Original French: “La cuchilla que nous suivimes était couverte des ce
trainées de pierres telles que la reventacién de Pinantura, de Yanaurcu... 2 Antisana.
Cette ressemblance avec des effets d’éruptions incontestables et les matiéres bralées que
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outset puts an end to the immediate further scientific and volcanic obser-
vations of the Chimborazo. If they had reached the summit, it would
have been a matter of further ascertaining the volcanic nature of the
Chimborazo, as Humboldt states:

However, it would be interesting to get to the summit in order to see whether
it has a crater. Viewing the summit through a telescope, the thought loses
probability. The summit is an even segment; you don’t recognize any rocks
there that rise as massive walls and surround the crater like you see them on
the Cotopaxi and even, although less clearly, on the summit of the Tungu-
rahua. But one shouldn’t take the analogy too far. The summit of the vol-
cano Rucupichincha, seen from Alto de Puengasi or Chillo, certainly doesn’t
indicate anything that looks like a crater.?

Referring once more to the impassable crevasse where the group of
climbers got hung up, we read the following in Humboldt’s diary:

We were thus more than 150 toises [approx. 292 meters] short of the sum-
mit. We found porous, burnt mass four to five feet in length. There is no
doubt that it comes from the summit since the series of rocks continues up
in one piece. Thus there was a crater close to the summit that closed again
[...], the series of large stones extends under the snow cover all the way to
the summit, and that’s where the crater exists. These are all conjectures, but
one cannot deny that the series of burnt stones we discovered at an altitude
of 3036 toises [approx. 5917 meters] and saw another 40 toises [approx. 78
meters] further up make the summit a little suspicious.

nous trouvimes a chaque pas ne nous laissent pas de doute que nous montions sur une
reventacién méme.”

2 Ibid.,221. Original French: “Cependant il serait curieux d’étre a la cime pour voir
§'il y a une bouche. En examinant la cime avec le télescope 'idée perd de sa probabilité.
La cime es un segment uni; on n'y reconnait pas de ces rochers qui s’élévent en murailles
massives et qui bordent le cratére comme on découvre 4 Cotopaxi et méme, quoique
moins clair, 4 la cime de Tungurahua. Mais il ne faut pas trop compter sur I'analogie. La
cime de Rucupichincha, vue de I'alto de Puengasi ou de Chillo, n’indique certainement
rien qui fait soupgonner une bouche”.

% Ibid. Original French: “El ne manquait donc plus que 150 t[oises] jusqu’a la cime.
Nous trouvimes des masses poreuses brilée de 4-5 pieds de long, il n’y a donc pas de
doute quelles viennent de la méme, tel que leur suite dans une trainée continue. Il y
a donc eu une bouche trés prés de la cime, que sest refermée [...], la trainée continue
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While formulating his conjectures carefully, Humboldt is indicating
here that the Chimborazo must once have been active. The attempted
ascent may have failed, scientifically it was also not absolutely conclu-
sive, but Humboldt did find enough signs regarding the former volcanic
activity of the Chimborazo to further support his theory of the “terrain
miné”. As we now know, the Chimborazo is an inactive stratovolcano
that was presumably last erupted around 550 B.C.**

Humboldt’s thoughts on the “terrain miné” lead us right into the mid-
dle of one of the most important geological debates of the 18" and 19*
centuries, a debate he was very familiar with, since his studies during
the years 1791-1792 under the direction of the geologist Abraham Gott-
lob Werner (1749-1817) in the Bergakademie in Freiberg. Werner had
propagated the theory of Neptunism (also called Diluvianism), which
deduced the formation of the earth from sedimentation. Volcanos were
seen only incidentally as burning coal seams. Plutonism, on the other
hand (also called Volcanism), rests on the idea of the earth’s formation
by magma penetrating the earth’s surface from below. Humboldt agreed
first with his teacher and the Neptunists, but ended up siding with the
Plutonists. In the process, the volcanos of the Andes had a strong influ-
ence on his opinions, many of which he had experienced in the “Avenida
de los Volcanes” of South America, thus named by him. His develop-
ment toward Plutonism can be seen very clearly in his comments on
the day before the Chimborazo attempt. The scientific truth ultimately
lies somewhere between Neptunism and Plutonism, for the earth’s crust
underlies continual change in which both endogenous and exogenous
factors perform a role.

Humboldt’s theory that in principle there is one origin for the volcanic
activity of the region he visited, is certainly not erroneous and was also
propagated by the naturalist and volcanologist Moritz Alphons Stiibel
(1835-1904) at the end of the 19th century. Together with his volcanolo-

couverte de neige jusqu’a la cime méme et clest 12 qu'il u a un grand cratére. Tout cela
ne sont que des probabilités, mais on n'ose nier que la trainée de roches bralées que
nous avons découvert a 3036 t[oises] de haut et que nous avons vu 40 t[oises] plus haut,
rendent la cime un peu suspect”.

# Cf. “Global Volcanism Program”.

% Regarding Neptunismus und Plutonismus, ¢f. Riedel ez a/., Der Neptunistenstreit
and Simper, Vulkanismus verstehen und erleben.

29



30

REINHARD ANDRESS

gist colleague Wilhelm Reif3 (1838-1908), he traveled in South Ameri-
can from 1868 to 1876 and made similar conjectures.® As we know
today, the volcanic activity of the region results from a subduction of
the Nazca tectonic plate moving east under the South American plate
moving west. Through subduction, water and carbon dioxide are pushed
downward, which leads to a process of liquifying rock material and set-
ting it free as magma in order to rise to the surface and form volcanos.
Humboldt’s theory certainly does not stand in contradiction to subduc-
tion, although flowing magma is more complicated than he could have
known back in his time.?

Humboldt’s attempt to scale the Chimborazo has a number of spec-
tacular aspects to it, especially in the context of his times. Nonetheless,
it shouldn’t be forgotten that such aspects were more a side effect of
the event for Humboldt. A look at June 22, 1802 on the day before the
Chimborazo climb, reveals how much the volcanic activity of the region
gave wings to his scientific imagination and led to his theory of the “ter-
rain miné”. The Chimborazo climb that followed should also be seen in
that light and how it served to confirm his theory.

2 Cf. Stubel, Die Vulkanberge von Ecuador, 251t.
¥ Cf “Magma”.
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Humboldt as Intelligence Agent?
Circulating Scientific Knowledge,
and Strategic Secrets, in Washington

Sandra Rebok

The active circulation of knowledge that Alexander von Humboldt prac-
ticed on a global scale, one of the main characteristics of Humboldtean
Science, has frequently led both to questions about his right to make the
information in his possession accessible to others, and to critical com-
ments regarding the impact this knowledge had in other contexts than
the initially intended. Such criticism applies to many different situations
in his life. One debate, however, that has particularly raised attention,
is the manuscript material that Humboldt found in the Spanish colo-
nial archives in New Spain during his stay in 1803 and made available
to the United States government in the spring of 1804, just after the
Louisiana Purchase, when Jefferson was in need of reliable expertise.
Still nowadays, this has an influence on the way the Prussian explorer is
seen in Ibero-America, specifically in Mexico, though several insightful
studies that have treated the debate from different angles.! As a recent
inquiry into the perception of Humboldt has revealed, even today the
idea of Humboldt as a “spy”, who passed Jefferson important strategic
information, persists within different parts of the population.? Including

1 A detailed study of this controversy can be found in Labastida, “Humboldt, Méx-
ico y los Estados Unidos”, 131-147. Also see Schwarz, “Shelter for a Reasonable Free-
dom”; 169-182.

2 'This inquiry has been undertaken in the frame of the research project “Tras las
huellas de Humboldt: Relaciones Culturales con América Latina”, carried out in 2019
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even more erroneous misconceptions about Humboldt “selling secret
information” to the United States, or Jefferson being able to purchase the
Louisiana Territory after receiving this material, still have been men-
tioned. Some people in Mexico actually claimed that the information
passed to their northern neighbor had proved useful in the context of the
American-Mexican War in 1846-1848, when Mexico lost a large part
of its territory. All these accusations of course, are historically absolutely
wrong and can easily be refuted, however, they have considerably affec-
ted the way Humboldt has been perceived from various sides.

'This justifies our taking a closer look at the larger debate, and at the
kind of circulation of information that the Prussian explorer promoted
during his life, offering a different perspective with regard to his posi-
tion and the importance of the information he had at his disposal. The
commemoration of Humboldt’s 250th anniversary, in 2019, should be
seen as a good occasion to shed light upon this particular aspect of Hum-
boldtean Science, in order to refresh the discussion about some of the
repeated accusations raised against him. The key questions we need to
focus on in this context are: What information exactly did Humboldt
pass to the United States? How useful was it for the young democracy?
And even more importantly, what was Humboldt’s own justification for
freely passing on his knowledge, both in this particular case, and in other
similar situations?

Circulating any kind of information in a context of rival nations, is
a delicate endeavor, even more so if it is geographical, statistical or car-
tographic information, that can clearly be used by one side in favor of its
own political or strategic interests. The purchase of the Louisiana Terri-
tory, signed in July 1803, when the United States acquired a region with
an extent of 2 140 000 square kilometers from France for the modest amount
of fifty million francs, without having precise geographical information
about this territory, was definitely such a situation (figure 9). Therefore,
the fact that during his visit in Washington Humboldt generously com-
plied with Jefferson’s request for specific data and provided material

for the German Institut fiir Auslandsbeziehungen, in the frame of their research pro-
gram “Culture and Foreign Policy”. The results of this project have been published in
Spanish and German: Rebok, Wahrnehmung Humboldts in Lateinamerika, 2019; and
also Rebok, Percepcion de Humboldt en Iberoamérica, 2019.
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regarding the disputed territory, raised much discussion. While some
people argue that the Prussian traveler can be seen as an agent for the
Spanish empire, or at least as an instrument for their colonial adminis-
tration in America, in this context, in fact, others see him as a traitor to
Spain, who favored the interests of the young United States. Obviously
the two accusations are not compatible: Humboldt was neither a spy for
a young American nation nor an agent for the colonial interests of Spain.

However, the questions behind these allegations —concerning the
legitimacy of the free circulation of knowledge and the final use of it—
are indeed perfectly reasonable. Was Humboldt conscious of the impact
that the information he provided could have in other aspects than purely
scientific concerns? What were his motives for passing material on the
Louisiana territory from the Spanish archives to Jefterson’s administra-
tion? Jefferson was known for his expansionist views, and it was obvious what
the Louisiana Purchase meant in this context. Humboldt must have
been well aware of the conflicting interests with Spain, and that under
these circumstances all his scientific knowledge was also political knowl-
edge. Should we then understand Humboldt’s generosity regarding the
Spanish material as taking sides in this conflict? Was it disloyalty against
the country that had made his expedition possible, or was he just out
for his own mission of “science and exploration”, using any opportunity
offered to him?

Jefferson in need of intelligence on the Louisiana Territory

A closer look at these particular historical circumstances helps us to
understand why the Prussian’s visit to the United States came at a per-
fect time for Jefferson: Territorial doubts regarding the Louisiana Pur-
chase were the most critical foreign policy problem the President was
facing in 1804; hence the knowledge Humboldt had gathered in Spanish
archives on both sides of the Atlantic promised to be of great value him.
Jefferson’s concern, of course, was to maximize the extent of his purchase
and therefore he requested any data that would justify his territorial
claims. Thus, only a few days after his first meeting with Humboldt, he
requested precise information on the frontier region between New Spain
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and the United States. He needed to be certain, Jefferson said, whether
the western border of this territory was the Sabine River, as the Spanish
claimed, or the Rio Grande, which he called the North River. In addi-
tion, he also wished to be informed by his guest about the composition
of the population and the potential existence of any mines in this area.’

During their meetings Humboldt thus generously complied with
Jefterson’s requests and the President seemed to be content with the infor-
mation he had obtained from his European guest. Jefferson mentioned
in a letter to Caspar Wistar “I have omitted to state above the extreme
satisfaction I have received from Baron Humboldt’s communications [...]
the treasures of information which he possesses are inestimable and fill
us with impatience for their appearance in print”.* Jefferson’s enthusiastic
comment invites us to take a closer look at the kind of knowledge that his
guest was able to provide. What were these “treasures of information” he
referred to? Besides the personal conversation they had on the different
topics the President was interested in, Humboldt provided him with an
extract of his early work on New Spain called Tablas geografico-politicas,
translated into French, and added a two-page summary specifically on the
border region of the Louisiana territory. In addition to that, he lent the U.S.
government a copy of his important map of New Spain and the American
Southwest, his Carte Générale Du Royaume de la Nouvelle Espagne, which
was based on cartographic material that he had been allowed to access in
the colonial archive in Mexico (see figures 10 and 11).

Extract of the Tablas geogrdfico-politicas
del Reyno de Nueva Espaiia

Shortly before his departure from Mexico City to Veracruz, Humboldt
drafted his report Tablas geogrifico-politicas at the demand of the viceroy
José de Iturrigaray, in return for the generous support he had received
during his stay in the city of Mexico. This text, his only work written in

3 Thomas Jefferson to Humboldt, June 9, 1804. In Schwarz, Alexander von Humboldt
und die Vereinigten Staaten von Amerika, 92-93.
4 Jefterson to Caspar Wistar, June 7, 1804. In Thomas Jefferson Papers, 548.



HUMBOLDT AS INTELLIGENCE AGENT?

Spanish,® was the nucleus for his later extended regional description on
New Spain. It contains a considerable amount of descriptive material
as well as precise numerical data, often in a tabulated form, concerning
the physical expansion of the viceroyalty and its political, economic and
administrative structure, as well as on the different components of its
population. For each of the different provincias and intendencias of the
viceroyalty, Humboldt offers detailed information with regard to the eth-
nic groups of residents, the number of villages, parishes, missions, Aacien-
das, animals and the type of agricultural produce developed.® Occasio-
nally, he enriches this material with data regarding the United States for
comparative purposes. Not surprisingly, he dedicates considerable space
to the description of the most important economic revenue of New Spain
—the mining conditions— presenting specific data such as the annual
extraction of certain mines in different years. Several manuscript copies
were made of this text, and in 1807 some extracts of it, then were publis-
hed.” However, Humboldt never published his Tablas géografico-politicas,
nor would he prepare an updated version of it, given that with the publi-
cation of his Political Essay on New Spain during the years 1808-1811,
much of the precise data offered this text soon became obsolete.
Interestingly, what the less known is the fact that the French trans-
lation of this report that he prepared for the American President was
not exactly the same text he had previously presented to Iturrigaray.
A thorough comparison of both documents reveals that it was rather a
summarized version of certain points that he considered to be of interest
to Jefferson,® by modifying the order of the information provided and
omitting or adding data exclusively for this purpose. Among these dif-
terences, for instance, is a reference Humboldt made to the possibility of

5 “Tablas geografico-politicas del Reino de Nueva-Espafa”, 635-657. Also see Leit-
ner, “Humboldt’s Works on Mexico”; letter Humboldt to José de Iturrigaray, January 3,
1804. Edition by Charles Minguet, Cartas Americanas, 125-126.

¢ From importance with regard to the American West are “Intendencia de Sonora”,
the “Provincia del Nuevo Mexico”, the “Provincia de la Antigua California” and the
“Provincia de la Nueva California”.

7 There were published extracts of the Tublas geogrdfico-politicas from May 1 to 31,
1807, in the Mexican journal Diario de Mexico.

# See translated text published in Schwarz, Humboldt und die Vereinigten Staaten,
485-495.
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an interoceanic canal, which is not in the original Spanish version of the
text. Apparently he wished to direct Jefferson’s attention to this point.’
Another modification to be found there is a comment on slavery in New
Spain with statistical data, pointing to the low number of slaves: only
7 000, compared to Peru where there were up to 40 000. In the orig-
inal version of the text he used different data, focusing on the number
of black people and not specifically slaves. Since Humboldt, as a fierce
opponent of slavery, did not openly discuss these pressing questions with
Jefferson, the slaveholder, it is revealing that he added this comment
expressly in the version of the text aimed at the United States.

Summary concerning the Louisiana territory

The document written in French with the short title “Luisiana (sic)” is
an answer to the specific question that Jefferson had posed to his visitor,
regarding its size, its population and climate, along with information
concerning agriculture, commerce and its possible geological exploita-
tion. Humboldt provides his information not as an elaborated text, but
rather in the form of raw material, with some additional explanations or
personal reflections.’® Of particular interest in this context is his com-
ment about the political value that he attributed to the Louisiana terri-
tory before its acquisition by the United States: he felt it to be “almost
zero”, given that it was the most deserted part of a very sparsely popula-
ted intendencia. Also, the coast is described in a negative light, lacking
any known port, with only a few little islands inhabited by independent
Indians. As for the mineralogical situation of the territory, he affirmed
that no mines had ever been exploited. He thus concludes his report with
aless optimistic view regarding its future under Spanish dominion: he did

° Extrait des Tubles estatistiques del Reyno de Nueva Espana presentadas al Excelencia
Senor Virrey Don Josef Yturrigaray en Enero 1804 par Frederic Alexander Humboldt, in
Schwarz, Humboldt und die Vereinigten Staaten, 486 (see from this text foot note 15,
p- 494).

1 Document published in Schwarz, Humboldt und die Vereinigten Staaten, 484-485;
and The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, vol. 43, 555-557 (which includes an English translation
of the original French text). I would like to thank William B. Bland and Martha J. King

at the Jefferson Papers Project for facilitating me access to this document before print.
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not see much motivation for settlers in New Spain to move to this area, nor
it was a favored place for the Indians, who preferred to live further north.
In other words, Humboldt described it as ideally suited for settlement by
the United States, and this, coming from an independent expert, was
indeed a very valuable assessment for Jefferson. This text answered the
President’s most pressing concerns regarding the newly acquired terri-
tory. More important though was its intrinsic message, pointing to the
potential value the vast territory that Jefferson had just purchased for the
tuture of his nation could acquire under a wise administration.

Carte Générale du Royaume de la Nouvelle Espagne

While Humboldt’s report Tublas geogrdfico-politicas can be seen as a proof
of his willingness to produce useful knowledge for the colonial adminis-
tration in America, the preparation of his famous map is an example for
his collaboration with the scientific institutions in the New World. It
was Fausto de Elhtyar, the General Director of Mining in New Spain,
who had asked the Prussian mining expert to elaborate a map to indicate
the locations of the different mines in New Spain. Humboldt thus com-
bined his own measurements, taken in those regions of the viceroyalty
that he himself had visited, with geographical data from several previous
Spanish explorers and presented the result under the title Carte Générale
du Royaume de la Nouvelle Espagne. Due to the access he had to first-
hand cartographic material in Spanish archives in both hemispheres, the
map was unusually well documented for its time. It marks an impor-
tant step towards the application of modern cartographic methods to
the mapping of North America, and had a considerable influence on the
development of American cartography in the first half of the nineteenth
century. Before his departure from Washington in 1804, he generously
lent his own copy of that map to the Secretary of State’s office, under
the condition that the information could be used but the map should
not be made public, since he intended to publish it himself shortly after
his return to Europe. Hence, before leaving the country, he claimed this
important document back.

'The outstanding value of the map lay in the fact that it represented a
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synthesis of most of the important cartographic material that had been
produced concerning North America. The challenge, however, was that
he was well aware of the deficiencies and the lack of precision in some
of these sources. He could, therefore, not use them without questioning
their reliability, comparing and re-calculating the measurements him-
self. He took the data primarily from eighteenth century Spanish mili
tary surveyors, such as Pedro de Rivera y Villalén, Nicolas de Lafora,
Manuel Agustin Mascaré and Miguel Costanzé. Among these, he
regarded Costanzé as a particularly valuable source of information, given
that for thirty years he had been collecting all types of geographical
knowledge of this vast kingdom, and had been able to rectify the geo-
graphy of Sonora.!! Later on, in his Pol/itical Essay on New Spain, where
he offers an extended description of each of the maps published in his
Atlas of New Spain (1808-1811), Humboldt provides much detail of how
he compiled this map, including lists of all his primary sources. This
is significant additional information that is rarely found for most maps
published in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Humboldt
was aware of its value and seemed to be satisfied with the result. He
states in his Essay on New Spain:

I flatter myself that, notwithstanding great imperfections, my general map of
New Spain has two essential advantages over all those which have hitherto
appeared [...] It exhibits the situation of three hundred and twelve mines,
and the new division of the country into intendancies.'?

Value of Humboldt’s expertise for Jefferson’s administration

Besides the specific information that Jefferson’s administration needed in
spring of 1804, much of the enormous amount of knowledge the Prus-
sian explorer would elaborate and publish after his return to Europe,
was of great value for the strategic concerns of the United States gover-
nment. Whereas the material Humboldt was able to supply during his

1 “Geographical Introduction”, Ixxiv. For more information on Costanzé see Mon-
cada, E/ Ingeniero Miguel Constanzd, 1994.
2 Humboldt, Po/itical Essay on New Spain, vol. 1, Ixiv.
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visit, was adapted to the specific requests of the government concerning
the disputed claim for the Louisiana territory —information provided in
a raw form exclusively to the Spanish authorities in Mexico and to his
contacts in Philadelphia and Washington—, his later publications were
directed to any interested reader. After decades from his expedition, his
publications still tended always to be up-to-date, enriched with additio-
nal material that had been forwarded to him by his numerous American
correspondents. In particular, the information concerning New Spain,
elaborated in the course of the following years, would prove to be very
useful to the United States as they were reaching out to the Pacific, and
scientific reconnaissance of the area became a national task.

Just after finishing his five-year exploration of America, with his spe-
cific knowledge on the Spanish territories in North America, Humboldt
would have been of inestimable value for the preparation of the first gov-
ernment exploratory campaign into the West, the Lewis and Clark expe-
dition (figure 12). Yet, the timing proved to be unfortunate: on 14 May
1804, Meriwether Lewis, accompanied by a group of thirty-three men,
set off for St. Charles, Missouri, where they met with William Clark. One
week later the entire group, now forty men, set out from St. Charles to
travel along the Missouri River in the direction of the Pacific. This was just
one day after Humboldt’s arrival in the United States on May 20.

However, this was just the beginning of a series of United States gov-
ernment organized explorations of the American West. Between 1804
and 1807 alone, there were four other main ventures into the Louisiana
territory commissioned by President Jefferson: while Lewis and Clark
were destined to travel through the northern regions, Zebulon Pike
explored the Rocky Mountains and the southwestern areas; Thomas
Freeman and Peter Custis traveled along the Red River; and William
Dunbar and George Hunter to the Washita River and the hot springs
in what is now Arkansas and Louisiana (figure 13). All these early Jef-
terson-era expeditions would provide important knowledge about the
new frontier region and a better understanding of the extent of Spanish
control in those areas.”

13 Regarding those early United States promoted expeditions, see Ronda, Thomas
Jefferson and the changing West; Ronda, Beyond Lewis & Clark; and Harris and Buckley,
Zebulon Pike, Thomas Jefferson.
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Given Jefferson’s occupation preparing these scientific ventures at
the moment of Humboldt’s arrival to the country, one might wonder
whether the geographical and statistical material he facilitated proved to
be of great value for the President’s broader goals regarding the expand-
ing nation. What impact did it then have on the course of the events in
the United States after 18042 Was it possible to convert it into actionable
intelligence for taking practical decisions? If so, how did this new infor-
mation dovetail with the knowledge the United States government would
gain from other sources?

Verification of intelligence provided by Humboldt

At the moment, when Jefferson was in need of accurate data from a
reliable and independent source —both for the dispute on the uncertain
boundaries with New Spain and the preparation of the first American
expeditions into the Louisiana territory— there were not many people
the President could fully trust. How delicate this situation was for Jefter-
son is revealed by his appointment of his private secretary Meriwether
Lewis to the position of leader of the first expedition, in spite of the
fact that he was not the most obvious candidate for this enterprise, and
needed to be trained before starting the expedition. At a moment when
the President was losing confidence in several Army officers, he preferred
to rely on his personal secretary. As a matter of fact, this was a problem
for Jefterson, who needed to receive unbiased intelligence regarding the
Spanish territory, preferably from a source that was not connected to
any of his other informants. Precisely at this moment, Humboldt comes
into play: The Prussian was considered the most trustworthy authority
on geographical information about the Spanish possessions. His pro-
found knowledge on the Spanish possessions was based on a wide range
of original manuscripts and cartographic material taken from Spanish
archives on either side of the Atlantic. Given that it was not biased by
any personal or strategic interest, and that he had no agenda of his own
about the political use of the material provided, thus he seemed the per-
tect source of information.
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Nevertheless, due to his instinctive political caution, Jefferson would
still not just use the knowledge provided by his Prussian guest without
questioning and evaluating it. This was a politically very delicate matter,
ann too much it would depend on the accuracy of this material, so he
had to check its reliability carefully before using it. Jefferson’s concerns
regarding accuracy in this sense does not refer to the quality of Hum-
boldt’s work, nor to his intentions, but to the original sources on which
the Prussian had based his reports. Jefterson’s cabinet needed to compare
it with the material provided by their other sources. Hence, shortly after
Humboldt’s departure, the object of a cabinet meeting held on July 3,
1801, as Jefterson put it to Gallatin in his note of that day, was “to take
an ultimate view of our instructions to our negotiators in Spain, and
chiefly to decide whether any later views and particularly those from
Baron Humboldt should occasion alterations of opinion”."

Jefferson’s main source of information on Texas and northern New
Spain, at that moment, was James Wilkinson, a rather dubious character
who was associated with several scandals and controversies and, unsur-
prisingly, after his death, it was discovered that he was a paid agent by
the Spanish Crown (figure 14)."° Though in 1804, these circumstances
were not yet known to the President, Wilkinson was already regarded
as rather untrustworthy. The fortunate circumstance of the Prussian’s
arrival thus made it possible for Jefferson to compare Wilkinson’s reports
with the material handed over by Humboldt.

Luckily for Jefferson, the data facilitated by Humboldt seemed to con-
firm the veracity of Wilkinson’s report on the position of the Red River.
He must have been relieved to reach this conclusion: once the value of
the general’s information on the West was confirmed by the famous
explorer, knowing that the Red River offered a clear route towards the
Pacific, the planned expedition to explore the river to its source, then
could be initiated.

4 Jefferson to Albert Gallatin, July 3, 1804, The Papers of James Madison Digital Edi-
tion, 2010. Original source: Secretary of State Series, vol. 7 (April 2 to August 31, 1804).

15 Regarding James Wilkinson, please see Foley, “James Wilkinson”, 185-219; Lin-
klater, An artist in treason; and Narrett, “Geopolitics and Intrigue”, 101-146.
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Jefferson’s other sources of information

However, Jefferson also had other connections for the intelligence infor-
mation he needed. Shortly after receiving it from Humboldt, an inter-
esting chart was prepared for the President, plotting the findings of
various travelers who had described particular towns and missions in
Spanish Texas and in the neighboring Louisiana territory.!* Obviously
Humboldt is one of the people in the chart; other informants were the
explorer John Sibley, the French naval officer and cartographer Pierre
Marie Francois Pages, and the horse-trader and freebooter Philip Nolan.
'This document reveals the deep concern of the government for a more
precise understanding of the boundaries of the territory acquired. While
seeking to maximize their territorial claims, the United States needed to
be well prepared for any border disputes with Spain. In separate columns
the chart lists information with regard to difterent locations such as San
Pedro de Texas, San Antonio, Nacogdoches, Laredo and the Province of
Rio Grande, in order to facilitate easy comparison between the sources.
In Humboldt’s column there is a blank space regarding several of the
places listed, which means that Jefferson seems to have received more
information on these areas from the other three sources. In some cases,
he was able to compare the data facilitated by the Prussian with the mate-
rial he had obtained from the other explorers. Occasionally erroneous
data in his column, is rectified with remarks, for instance indicating that
below Texas were the villages of Revilla, Mier, Camargo, and Reinosa,
correctly identified as being located on the Rio Grande’s western side.
According to Humboldt, it was noted that the location of Laredo, on the
Rio Grande’s east bank, was not in Texas, but belonged to the province
of Nuevo Santander. The document has Jefferson’s endorsement on the
back, but it appears to have been prepared by a Treasury Department
clerk and then passed to Albert Gallatin, who enclosed it in a letter sent
to the President in November 1805. He told Jefterson “I find amongst
my papers a view of the Spanish ports in Texas taken from Pages, Sibley,
Nolen, & Humboldst [...] Perhaps you may find something in it to add to

16 Touisiana and Texas Description (chart) [1804], Jefferson Papers, LC. http:// hdl.
loc.gov/loc.mss/mtj.mtjbib014179
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your notes”.!” This tells us that the document was not drafted until 1805:
it must have been prepared after the explorer’s report.®

'The important conclusion from this chart, however, is that Humboldt
was not Jefferson’s only provider of geographic or geopolitical knowledge
on these areas. Over the years the American statesman would use various
channels to obtain the data he needed, among them, travelers, private
merchants, business leaders, and military engineers. Important providers
of intelligence were also the American envoys in Spain, such as William
Carmichael, who had obtained the map of South America for him, and
William Short.” Also Charles Pinckney, minister to Spain from June
1801 until October 1804, during the time of the Louisiana purchase,
kept him informed about the situation on the Iberian Peninsula and in
the Spanish interests in America.”® Given his fame, the Prussian was just the
most prominent of his sources and was therefore under the spotlight,
while some of the others operated rather in the shade. In addition, the
document also gives proof that Jefferson did not simply use information
from his visitor without checking it against other data. Being too dis-
trustful to rely on one source only, he always tended to triangulate his
sources and information. In this sense Humboldt served two purposes:
he provided unknown firsthand information while he also confirmed
intelligence that the United States government already had.

In any case, we should realize that t