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ABSTRACT. The fi rst International Polar Year (IPY) of 1882– 1883 came at the end of 
a half-century of efforts at collaborative and/or cooperative research among the scientifi c 
communities of Europe and the United States. These efforts included the Magnetic Cru-
sade, a cooperative endeavor to solve fundamental questions in terrestrial magnetism; a 
variety of plans for international cooperation in the gathering of meteorological data; the 
observations of the transits of Venus; and the establishment of the Smithsonian’s interna-
tional network to alert astronomers of new phenomena. It was also a half century when 
scientifi c exploration of the polar regions was still problematic in terms of the safety and 
survival of the investigator. This paper will look at scientifi c cooperation and earlier Polar 
research as the background for the fi rst IPY, with special emphasis on the leadership role 
taken by the Smithsonian Institution.

INTRODUCTION

The fi rst International Polar Year (IPY), which included 14 expeditions spon-
sored by 11 countries (12 expeditions to the North Polar Region, 2 to the South 
Polar Region), was a landmark event in the history of polar science. During the 
half-century leading up to the coordinated research efforts of 1882– 1883, scien-
tifi c research in the Polar Regions had been very problematic. Survival, let alone 
the successful completion of observations, was uncertain. The use of trained 
specialists was a rarity. Instead, research was usually conducted as a sideline 
to the primary objectives or mission of the expedition, which were geographi-
cal discovery, by a scientifi cally inclined explorer, military offi cer, or physician 
who made observations or collected specimens on a limited basis. Attempting to 
reach higher latitudes was an end in itself, a form of international competition, 
independent of any scientifi c return (Barr, 1983: 464).

The catalyst for the transformation from competition and exploration to 
cooperation and scientifi c research was Karl Weyprecht, the Austrian explorer 
who fi rst suggested the IPY. It was Weyprecht’s “drive, ambition, and connec-
tions” which were essential in bring the idea of an international, cooperative 
attack on the problems of polar science to fruition, although he died in 1881, 
before the IPY was offi cially launched (Barr, 1983: 464).
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It is important, however, not to claim too much for the 
fi rst IPY. It did not launch science on an entirely new path 
of international cooperation. That was already a well-trod 
path by the last quarter of the nineteenth-century, and 
many of the programs of the Smithsonian Institution, for 
example, incorporated some aspect of international coop-
eration. If it proved “that international scientifi c ventures 
were possible on a large scale,” as C. J. Taylor (1981: 376) 
contended, it was just one of many proofs. If it demon-
strated that scientists could cooperate in spite of national 
differences at a time that when international relations 
were fraught with danger (Budd, 2001: 50– 51), so too did 
scientists in a variety of other disciplines cooperate during 
this era in order to further research on a number of differ-
ent scientifi c questions.

The IPY was organized at the end of a half century 
marked by efforts at collaborative research or other forms 
of cooperation in the physical sciences among and be-
tween the scientifi c communities of Europe and the United 
States. These efforts included the Magnetic Crusade, a 
collaborative endeavor to solve fundamental questions in 
terrestrial magnetism; a variety of plans for international 
cooperation in the gathering of meteorological data; the 
establishment of the Smithsonian’s international network 
to alert astronomers of new phenomena; and the many 
expeditions sent out throughout the world to observe the 
transits of Venus. The level of cooperation ranged from 
simply improving communication among scientists to es-
tablishing common standards for recording observations.

This urge to cooperate across national boundaries in 
the nineteenth century was not limited to the world of sci-
ence. It was an integral part of the Victorian-era Euro-
American society. Perhaps this urge was most clearly 
expressed through the organization of international con-
gresses. For example, no less than 32 international con-
gresses met in conjunction with the 1878 Exposition at 
Paris. The various agendas included cooperation, coor-
dination, standardization, exchange of information, best 
methods for the gathering of statistics, and efforts at com-
mon solutions for common problems. The congresses 
ranged in subject area from legal issues, such as interna-
tional copyright, patent rights, and legal medicine to social 
issues, such as prevention of cruelty to animals, the treat-
ment of alcoholism, guidelines for military ambulance ser-
vice, and aid to the blind and deaf. Science was not left 
out. Among the scientifi c fi elds to hold congresses in Paris 
that year were geometry, anthropology, ethnography, bot-
any, geology, and meteorology. Included on the agendas of 
the scientifi c congresses were such issues as simultaneity of 
observations and uniform nomenclatures. There was also 

a congress to discuss the possibility of the adoption of a 
uniform system of weight, measures, and coinage (United 
States, 1880: 1: 455– 464).

In this paper, I will briefl y summarize the various 
 nineteenth-century efforts at international collaboration 
and cooperation in science, with particular attention to the 
role played by the Smithsonian Institution and its leader, 
 Joseph Henry. From this discussion, it should be evident 
that a proposal for international cooperation to solve a 
scientifi c question, such as the proposal for the fi rst IPY, 
would not appear to be a startling new idea to European 
or American physical and earth scientists in the 1870s or 
1880s. In fact, just the opposite was true; by the last quar-
ter of the nineteenth century, efforts at cooperation were 
the norm, not the exception. The story is not one of inevi-
table success. Sometimes the efforts at cooperation failed. 
The general movement of the international physical science 
community, however, was toward better communication 
and coordination. Rather than look at the IPY as a new 
beginning, it is more accurate, I believe, to look at it as a 
culmination. What occurred with the fi rst IPY was not a 
revolution in international science, but the transformation 
of polar science; it began to more closely resemble the norm 
in international science.

MAGNETIC CRUSADE

The fi rst great international effort at coordinating 
physical science research in the nineteenth century was 
the Magnetic Crusade, which focused on the international 
gathering of terrestrial magnetic observations (Cawood, 
1977; 1979). The roots of the Magnetic Crusade lay in 
the appreciation by early nineteenth-century scientists 
that the variations of the earth’s magnetic fi eld were ex-
tremely complex. Driven by both the desire to understand 
geomagnetic activity and the hope of creating a practical 
system of navigation through geomagnetic observations, 
observers created an informal system of contacts “to pro-
vide a degree of order in the sometimes spasmodic and 
rather uncoordinated work— and of course, to exchange 
information” (Cawood, 1979: 496).

Although Alexander von Humboldt put together a 
loose association of magnetic observatories linked through 
Paris, which had been the center of terrestrial magnetic ob-
servations early in the century, a more important, and more 
formal, system was organized in the German-speaking 
world. Carl Friedrich Gauss and Wilhelm Weber founded 
a system in 1834 under the name of the Göttingen Magne-
tische Verein. Inspired by the work on the Continent, the 
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British Association for the Advancement of Science agreed, 
in 1838, to establish its own system. Led by Samuel Hunt 
Christie, John Herschel, Humphrey Lloyd, and Edward 
Sabine, the British Association system consisted of 10 ob-
servatories, with coverage expanded to include the Brit-
ish colonies and India (with the cooperation of the East 
India Company). The British system coordinated with 23 
other observatories scattered in the Russian Empire, Asia, 
North America, North Africa, and Europe, all of whom 
were funded by their respective governments, except for 
those in the United States funded by academic institutions 
(Girard College and Harvard University). Also part of this 
effort was a British naval expedition to make observations 
in Antarctica, led by James Clark Ross (1839– 1843).

There were some limitations to the international 
 cooperation. Although the British system synchronized ob-
servations using Göttingen Mean Time, as suggested by the 
Göttingen Magnetische Verein, so that data could be com-
pared, there was no formal collaboration. The Paris Obser-
vatory acted independently of its other European counter-
parts. Nonetheless, by the time the Crusade formally ended 
in 1848, there was a fi rmly established network of magnetic 
observatories in Europe, throughout the British Empire, 
and in the United States that continued to make observa-
tions and exchange data. Other observatories later joined 
in the cooperative venture, including that of the Smithso-
nian Institution (Rhees, 1859: 27– 29). Most importantly, 
as Cawood argued, the Magnetic Crusade demonstrated 
“that large-scale operations could be organized and carried 
through” (1979: 516). Even Taylor, who argued for the sig-
nifi cance of the IPY in the demonstration of the possibilities 
of large-scale international cooperation, admitted that the 
Magnetic Crusade “provided many precedents for subse-
quent global scientifi c endeavours” (1981: 370).

METEOROLOGICAL COOPERATION

Weather does not respect political boundaries, and 
many meteorologists realized the need for cooperation. 
 German meteorologists took the lead, with such orga-
nizations as the Süddeutsche Meteorologische Verein 
(1841), the Könglich Preussische Meteorologische In-
stitut (1847), and the Norddeutsche Seewarte (1872). 
These organizations had relatively limited geographical 
coverage, however, and were international only because 
of the political fragmentation of the German scientifi c 
community (Fleming, 1990: 165– 166).

A more signifi cant international approach to meteoro-
logical observations took place in the United States. Per-

haps not coincidently, it was fi rst directed by a physicist 
who was an active geomagnetic observer, who had coop-
erated with the Magnetic Crusade, and was aware of the 
rewards and challenges of international cooperation. Not 
only had Joseph Henry received practical advice on observ-
ing from Edward Sabine while in England in 1837 (Rein-
gold et al., 1979: 312– 313), but he also “had conversation 
with Mr[.] Christie on the subject of establishing mag-
netic observator[i]es to cooperate with those established 
by Humboldt” (Reingold et al., 1979: 303). Joseph Henry 
became the fi rst secretary of the Smithsonian Institution in 
1846 and established a program that placed an emphasis 
on the coordination of large-scale research projects, argu-
ing that there were no other institutions in the United States 
equipped to do so. The fi rst such project Henry embraced 
was the development what Elias Loomis, one of Henry’s 
consultants in meteorology, characterized as “a grand me-
teorological crusade” for collecting meteorological obser-
vations (Smithsonian Institution, 1848: 207).

The system devised by Henry had two distinct but 
interrelated components, both requiring cooperation. 
The fi rst was a system of observers who— using standard 
apparatus, techniques, and forms to the greatest extent 
possible— maintained monthly logs of weather condi-
tions that were sent to the Smithsonian for reduction. 
These logs were used to understand climate and weather 
tendencies over the long term. From the onset, it was 
recognized that “to give this system its greatest effi ciency, 
the  co- operation of the British government and of the 
Hudson’s Bay Company [in Canada] is absolutely indis-
pensable” (Smithsonian, 1848: 207). Both the  British gov-
ernment and the private Hudson’s Bay Company quickly 
agreed to cooperate (Fleming, 1990: 123). The program 
soon expanded throughout North and Central America. 
Observers were recruited in Bermuda, Mexico, all the 
Central American countries, and throughout the West In-
dies, frequently drawing, in the latter two regions, upon 
Americans residing overseas (Smithsonian Institution, 
1872: 68– 69). The second component was the use of the 
telegraph to forward data on weather in real time to the 
Smithsonian, allowing, in the late 1850s, for the publica-
tion of the fi rst scientifi cally based weather forecasts in 
newspapers and the fi rst publicly posted weather maps. 
These forecasts were based on the conclusions drawn 
from the monthly data logs. Unlike the data gathering, 
the forecasting only lasted a few years and ended before 
the dream of making it international was accomplished. 
Among the obstacles it ran into was the realization by 
the commercial telegraph companies that weather data 
was a valuable commercial commodity; the companies 
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wanted to charge for the use of the lines (Fleming, 1990: 
145; Rothenberg et al., 2007: 102).

Henry’s international system worked in part because 
there were no government meteorologists involved who 
felt the need to protect their own national systems. In-
stead, Henry was relying on an international network of 
independent observers. Two efforts bracketing Henry’s 
establishment of the Smithsonian network demonstrated 
that meteorology was not yet ready for extended interna-
tional cooperation.

In 1845, an international meeting of scientists inter-
ested in terrestrial magnetism and meteorology was held 
in conjunction with the meeting of the British Association 
for the Advancement of Science. Efforts to establish some 
sort of coordination of meteorological observations, akin 
to the Magnetic Crusade, ran into a very serious obstacle. 
The government meteorologists of the various European 
nations had too much invested in their own systems to lay 
them aside for some common system. As Edward Sabine 
remembered two decades later (1866: 30), the government 
meteorologists “manifested so marked a disposition . . . 
to adhere to their respective arrangements in regard to 
instruments, times of observation, and modes of publica-
tion,” as to make it clear the time for a uniform system 
“had not then arrived.”

Another effort came a few years later. Matthew Fon-
taine Maury, a naval offi cer, oceanographer, and director of 
the Naval Observatory (Williams, 1963) was a keen student 
of meteorology. For example, he had independently recog-
nized the possibilities presented for weather forecasting by 
the telegraph almost as early as Henry had (Fleming, 1990: 
109). In 1851, a request from the British government to the 
United States government on behalf of the Royal Engineers, 
who were conducting meteorological observations through-
out the empire, ended up being forwarded to Maury for 
a response. The Royal Engineers had suggested the need 
to establish a uniform system of recording meteorological 
data. Maury attempted to expand this request into a broad 
international cooperative venture covering both nautical 
and terrestrial meteorology. What this venture demon-
strated was that the European meteorological community 
was still not yet ready for such a bold stroke. Although 
Maury did manage to organize an 1853 meeting in Brussels 
to which 10 nations sent representatives, the roadblocks to 
international exchange of information, let alone real coop-
eration, were still huge. The sole major accomplishment of 
the meeting was the agreement that nations that did not 
use centigrade as the standard scale for temperature would 
add that scale to the standard thermometer (Fleming, 1990: 
107– 109; Anderson, 2005: 245).

After 1870, a new player in American and interna-
tional meteorology appeared. Albert J. Myer, the com-
mander of the United States Army Signal Corps, seized 
on the transmission of storm information as a worthy re-
sponsibility for a military organization facing budget cuts. 
Eventually the Smithsonian transferred its system to the 
Signal Corps (Hawes, 1966).

Myer’s organization came to the forefront of American 
meteorology just when the international community was be-
coming more open to the possibilities of broad cooperation. 
At the 1872 meeting of the Gesellschaft deutscher Natur-
forscher und Ärzte in Leipzig, meteorologists called for 
an international gathering to further standardization and 
cooperation for terrestrial observations. The result was the 
1873 congress in Vienna, which ultimately attracted repre-
sentatives from 20 nations. At the Vienna Congress, Myer’s 
proposal for international simultaneous observations was 
agreed to, leading to the Bulletin of International Simulta-
neous Observations, fi rst published by the Signal Offi ce in 
1875 (Hawes, 1966). There were, however, still obstacles 
to be overcome, such as the continuing confl ict between 
the metric and English systems of measurement (Anderson, 
2005: 246). Even so, the discussions had begun (Luedecke, 
2004) and, with the second international meteorological 
congress of 1879, held in Rome, “a pattern of voluntary 
cooperation between meteorologists on inter national prob-
lems” had been established which bypassed the national 
meteorological organizations (Weiss, 1975: 809).

COOPERATION IN ASTRONOMY

Henry and the Smithsonian were involved in other in-
ternational cooperative efforts, for example in astronomical 
communication. As the quantity and quality of telescopes 
increased in the nineteenth century, so did the number of 
comets and asteroids discovered. C. H. F. Peters, professor 
of astronomy at Hamilton College in upstate New York, 
a prolifi c discoverer of asteroids, was aware of the impor-
tance of the dissemination of observations to other astron-
omers to aid in the calculation of orbits (or even the relo-
cation of the object). Because he was also German-born 
and educated, he was in closer touch with his colleagues 
on the European continent than most of his colleagues in 
American observatories (Rothenberg, 1999) He wrote to 
Henry in January 1872, suggesting a system of communi-
cating discoveries among the world’s astronomers using 
the Atlantic cable and the land telegraph systems of the 
U.S. and Europe. Peters’s system would be modeled after 
the Smithsonian international exchange system for publi-
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cations, in which the Smithsonian served as the intermedi-
ary between American scientists and scientifi c institutions 
seeking to distribute their publications throughout the 
world, and their foreign counterparts seeking to distribute 
publications in the United States. In the case of astronomy, 
the Smithsonian would serve as the American node, receiv-
ing announcements of discoveries and distributing them 
to two proposed European nodes— the observatories at 
Leipzig and Vienna— and vice versa. Given Henry’s well-
known inclination to support international cooperation, 
Peters expressed his optimism that the Smithsonian would 
be willing to pick up the cost of trans-Atlantic telegraph 
transmission (Rothenberg et al., 2007: 447)

Henry, responding as Peters had anticipated, immedi-
ately began seeking support for Peters’s plan. It took eigh-
teen months for Peters’s proposal to be fully implemented, 
in part because Henry wanted to avoid having science pay 
for the use of the telegraph. Within a year, Henry had se-
cured the support of Cyrus Field, the father of the Atlantic 
cable, and William Orton, president of Western Union, for 
free employment of the Atlantic Cable and the telegraph 
system in the United States for the transmission of astro-
nomical data. By February 1873 the Smithsonian had be-
gun transmitting information to the Royal Greenwich Ob-
servatory for further dissemination to Europe, and through 
the Associated Press, to astronomers throughout the United 
States. On the other side of the Atlantic, the European state 
telegraph companies eventually also agreed to carry the 
data free of charge. By May 1873 that Henry was able to 
announce the launching of the system, with European nodes 
at the major national observatories: Greenwich, Paris, Ber-
lin, Vienna, and, a little later, Pulkova. Working out some of 
the confusion over which of the observatories had what re-
porting responsibilities took some time to work out, as did 
developing a standard lexicon, but by 1883, when Spen-
cer Baird, Henry’s successor at the Smithsonian, turned the 
responsibility for the U.S. node over to Harvard College 
Observatory, the information exchange was world-wide. 
Approximately fi fty European observatories were linked to 
Harvard’s counterpart in Europe, the observatory at Kiel, 
and connections had also been made with observatories in 
South America, Australia, and South Africa (Rothenberg et 
al., 2007, 448; Jones and Boyd, 1971: 197).

TRANSITS OF VENUS

Transits of Venus, the observation from Earth of the 
passage of that planet across the face of the sun, are rare 
astronomical events. Two occur eight years apart, with 

a gap of over a century between pairs. Because of their 
application in establishing the astronomical unit, the dis-
tance between the earth and the sun, which is the essen-
tial yardstick for solar system astronomy, the astronomi-
cal community was very eager to take advantage of the 
opportunities provided by the transits of 1874 and 1882. 
Ultimately, 13 nations sent out observing expeditions to 
observe one or both transits. A number of nations estab-
lished government commissions to oversee the efforts, in-
cluding the United States. Astronomers exchanged copies 
of their observing protocols and coordinated with each 
other in selecting observing sites (Dick, 2004; Duerbeck, 
2004; Dick, 2003: 243, 265).

Planning had begun as early as 1857, with the publi-
cation of Astronomer Royal George B. Airy’s suggestions 
of possible observing sites (Airy, 1857). Among the de-
sirable locations, from an astronomical perspective, was 
Antarctica. For the fi rst time, there was serious discussion 
of establishing a scientifi c observing site in Antarctica.

But the transits occurred in December. Were astronomi-
cal observations in Antarctica that time of year practical? 
Scientists were divided. Airy, using information provided 
him from Edward Sabine, concluded that “December is 
rather early in the season for a visit to this land, but prob-
ably not too early, as especially fi rm ice will be quite as good 
for these observations as dry land” (1857: 216). He called 
for a reconnaissance ahead of time to test whether it was 
practical to establish an observing station in the Polar Re-
gions. J. E. Davis, a British naval offi cer and Arctic explorer, 
was even more optimistic, although very realistic as to the 
diffi culties. He developed a plan in 1869 for observations of 
the 1882 transit from Antarctica, but noted in his presenta-
tion to the Royal Geographical Society (1869), that such 
observations would have required the observing parties to 
winter over. There was insuffi cient time to fi nd a safe har-
bor and establish the observing station prior to the transit. 
In the case of the 1882 observers, Davis argued that they 
should be landed in late 1881 with suffi cient supplies to last 
two years, even though the plan was to have them picked 
up in about a year. It was necessary to leave a margin of 
error. He did warn of the problematic weather conditions, 
describing the weather as “either very bad or very delight-
ful” (1869: 93). To Davis, it was a gamble worth taking, 
but it seemed less attractive to astronomers who were going 
to be making once in a lifetime observations. In contrast 
to Davis and Airy, Simon Newcomb, the leading American 
astronomer and a member of the American Transit of Ve-
nus Commission, was much more pessimistic. He rejected 
the idea of astronomical observations from “the Antarctica 
continent and the neighboring islands . . . because a party 
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can neither be landed nor subsisted there; and if they could, 
the weather would probably prevent any observations from 
being taken” (1874: 30).

Although observations were not made from the con-
tinent of Antarctica, the 1874 transit was observed by 
parties from Britain, Germany, France, and the United 
States from stations on islands within the Antarctic Con-
vergence, including Kerguelen (Newcomb apparently 
thought  Kerguelen suffi ciently north not to be considered 
“a neighboring island”) and Saint-Paul. The 1874 observa-
tions were only moderately successful because of weather 
problems (Bertrand, 1971: 258; Duerbeck, 2004;). But the 
seeds were planted for a more extensive investigation of 
the Antarctic. Davis had argued from the beginning that 
the Antarctic stations should also “obtain a series of ob-
servations in meteorology and other branches” (1869: 
93), while the American expedition conducted biological 
and geological collecting which “resulted in a signifi cant 
contribution to the scientifi c knowledge of the Antarctic” 
(Bertrand, 1971: 255). Although the combination of the 
uncertainty of the weather and the diffi culties, dangers, 
and expense of sending parties to Antarctica seemed to 
have discouraged most further efforts in that direction for 
the 1882 transit, Germany sent an expedition to South 
Georgia for the dual purpose of conducting transit of Ve-
nus observations and other observations as part of the IPY 
(Duerbeck, 2004: 14).

Later observers have recognized the signifi cance of 
the transit of Venus expeditions in establishing a prece-
dent for later cooperative research in Antarctica. Julian 
Dowdeswell of the Scott Polar Research Institute has called 
these observations of 9 December 1872, “the earliest ex-
ample of international coordination in polar science and a 
clear precursor to the fi rst IPY” (Dowdeswell, 2007). The 
geographer Kenneth Bertrand also argues that the transit 
observations belong to the history of Antarctic research, 
although he skips over the IPY, because it was primarily 
an Arctic venture, and contends that the international pro-
gram for observing the transit was a “predecessor of the 
International Geophysical Year” (1971: 255).

POLAR STUDIES: SURVIVING 
THE ELEMENTS AND MORE

So if the fi rst IPY was not a path breaking forerunner 
of later international cooperative research programs, what 
was its signifi cance? It was ‘Polar.’ That may seem obvi-
ous, but at the time when it was organized, uncertainty 
hung over Polar research, at least in the United States. The 

question might be asked: would any effort to gather data 
in the Polar Regions be a waste of human and scientifi c 
resources?

The United States, and especially the Smithsonian, 
had supported scientifi c research in the Arctic during the 
three decades prior to the IPY (Lindsay, 1993; Sherwood, 
1965; Fitzhugh, this volume). Some of this could be sol-
idly placed under the heading of international coopera-
tion, though not at the level exemplifi ed by the fi rst IPY. 
For example, the Smithsonian had developed strong ties 
with the British Hudson’s Bay Company, and in a spirit 
of international cooperation, company employees had col-
lected natural history specimens and made meteorological 
observations. In addition, Francis L. McClintock, a British 
Polar explorer, had turned his Arctic meteorological ob-
servations over to the Smithsonian for reduction (Rothen-
berg et al., 2004: 142, 143).

The Smithsonian had also arranged for the reduction 
and publication of the geophysical observations made by 
two U.S. polar endeavors, the second Elisha Kent Kane 
expedition (1853– 1855) and the I. I. Hayes expedition 
(1860– 1861). The apparatus used in the latter expedi-
tion were on loan from the Smithsonian (Rothenberg et 
al., 2004: 142– 144). In addition, the Smithsonian encour-
aged natural history research at relatively lower latitudes 
in Alaska as part of its broader program of supporting the 
scientifi c exploration of the American West (Fitzhugh, this 
volume; Goetzmann, 1966). Among the collectors were 
Robert Kennicott, working in conjunction with the West-
ern Union Telegraph Company’s survey of a telegraph 
route across Alaska, and W. H. Dall, who was Kennicott’s 
successor and then served with the U.S. Coast Survey 
(Rothenberg et al., 2007: 128, 397). Both were very closely 
associated with the Smithsonian and its northern research 
and collecting program (Fitzhugh, this volume).

Polar research was dangerous, as Henry admitted in 
1860, requiring “much personal inconvenience and per-
haps risk of life” (Rothenberg et al., 2004: 141). That 
opinion was no doubt further reinforced by the death of 
Kennicott in 1866 and the disaster of the U.S. Polaris Ex-
pedition, led by Charles Francis Hall, in 1871. This latter 
expedition has been renown in the history of exploration 
because of the debate over whether the expedition’s scien-
tist/physician murdered the commander (Loomis, 1991). 
But beyond the human cost, the expedition’s failure tem-
porarily dashed the hopes of the American scientifi c com-
munity for governmental support for intensive research in 
the Polar region.

Although it has been claimed that Hall, an experienced 
Arctic explorer, was “lacking credibility as a man of sci-
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ence” (Robinson, 2006: 76), he had received the endorse-
ment of Joseph Henry during the debate over who would 
lead the expedition (Rothenberg et al., 2007: 288). There 
was no question that science was to be a part of the expedi-
tion. The legislation which established the expedition, and 
provided an appropriation of $50,000 for it, ordered that 
“the scientifi c operations of the expedition be prescribed 
in accordance with the advice of the National Academy of 
Sciences” (United States, 1871: 251). That advice, including 
the selection of the scientist, Dr. Emil Bessels, a zoologist, 
came primarily from Henry, as president of the National 
Academy of Sciences, and his Assistant Secretary at the 
Smithsonian, Spencer F. Baird, who chaired the Academy 
committee for the expedition. In his report on the prepa-
ration for the scientifi c aspect of the expedition, Henry 
acknowledged that Hall’s primary mission was “not of a 
scientifi c character” and that to have attached “a full corps 
of scientifi c observers” to it would have been inappropriate 
(Rothenberg et al., 2007: 352). Offi cially, he recognized the 
reality of the politics of exploration and was willing to settle 
for having Bessels and a few junior observers on the expedi-
tion, armed with instructions from some of the leading sci-
entists in the United States on collecting data and specimens 
in astronomy, geophysics, meteorology, natural history, 
and geology. Unoffi cially, Henry had the expectation that 
if the Polaris Expedition was successful, Congress could be 
persuaded to follow up the triumph with an appropriation 
“for another expedition of which the observation and in-
vestigation of physical phenomena would be the primary 
object” (Rothenberg et al., 2007: 355). But with the failure 
of the Polaris Expedition in 1871, the hope of additional 
Congressional funding was dashed. It would be another de-
cade before another U.S. government-sponsored expedition 
would be sent to the polar region, and it would occur under 
the auspices of the fi rst IPY in 1881.

Participation by the United States in the fi rst IPY in 
1881– 1884 was coordinated by U.S. Army Signal Corps, 
which was experienced in conducting meteorological 
observations. However, the Smithsonian was in charge 
of many aspects of the U.S. IPY scholarly program and 
laid claim to all its resulting ‘natural history’ collections 
(Krupnik, this volume). The eastern U.S. mission, on Elles-
mere Island, under the command of Lt. Adolphus Greely, 
was a reasonable success from the perspective of its scien-
tifi c observations and data returned. But the expedition 
was plagued by mutiny, bad luck, and poor judgment, and 
more than two-thirds of the participants perished. In con-
trast, the Alaskan (Point Barrow) mission, commanded 
by Lt. P. Henry Ray, had an uneventful time, returning 
valuable scientifi c data and abundant natural history and 

ethnology collections with little fuss (Burch, this volume; 
Crowell, this volume; Krupnik, this volume). Furthermore, 
the little fuss that accompanied Ray’s expedition may be 
the most important aspect of it and the reason why it was 
a turning point in the history of American scientifi c ven-
tures in the polar regions. For the fi rst time, an expedi-
tion “made survival in the Arctic wastes at 70º below zero 
look routine to Americans” (Goetzmann, 1986: 428). That 
survival was at least a reasonable expectation was a neces-
sary premise to further scientifi c exploration of the polar 
regions.

CONCLUSION

There is an important caveat to this apparent success 
story of increasing science cooperation. An agreement for 
international cooperation was not always followed by 
implementation. As one representative to the unsuccess-
ful 1853 Brussels conference noted, when the delegates 
returned home, “every one followed his own plan and 
did what he pleased” (Fleming, 1990: 109). Even after the 
founding of the International Meteorological Organiza-
tion in 1879, confl ict was avoided by the issuing of “reso-
lutions and recommendations that national weather ser-
vices could, and often did, ignore” (Edwards, 2004: 827).

In addition, William Budd (2001) was correct in iden-
tifying the same half century between roughly 1835 and 
1885, which I argue was marked by increased efforts at 
scientifi c cooperation, as also a half century of intense 
international rivalry. And that rivalry is the fl ip side of 
the history of scientifi c cooperation. Prestige and glory 
were strong motivations for participating in collabora-
tive ventures. National scientifi c communities could, and 
frequently did, point to the activities of international ri-
vals to encourage their governments to provide fi nancial 
support for research. Participation in certain international 
endeavors, such as the Magnetic Crusade or the transit 
of Venus observations, the argument went, was absolutely 
necessary if a nation was to maintain status within the 
international community. Scientists would use the activi-
ties of other governments to shame their own to action. As 
Cawood noted, the willingness of the Norwegian Parlia-
ment to fund a geomagnetic expedition in 1828, while at 
the same time denying the funds for the erection of a royal 
residence, “became an almost obligatory precedent to be 
quoted in all British pleas for the government backing 
of terrestrial magnetism” (1979: 506). Cawood warned, 
moreover, that there was “a very narrow dividing line be-
tween international cooperation and international rivalry” 
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(1979: 518). When international relations soured, or na-
tionalistic emotions increased, the presence of government 
funding and the recognition of the domestic political value 
of scientifi c success could possibly result in national fac-
tors overwhelming the cooperative, international aspects 
of research. International cooperation in meteorology suf-
fered from the unwillingness of government-funded scien-
tists to turn their backs on the immense investment they 
had made in their own systems and accept a foreign sys-
tem. It remains to see, when historians look back, whether 
rivalry or cooperation will be the dominant theme for the 
latest International Polar Year in 2007– 2009.
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