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The first Merriams immi-
grated to the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony in 1637. Clinton 
Hart Merriam was born in 
New York City on December 
5, 1855. His father retired 
from the banking and bro-
kerage business at age 40, 
when Hart was nine, and 
returned to the family home 
north of Utica, New York, 
where he represented his 
district in Congress from 
1871 until 1875.

Merriam showed an 
early interest in animal life 
and hunting, and started 
collecting bird, animal, and 
insect specimens when he 
was five years old. He was 
tutored privately until 14, 
t hen at tended pr ivate 
schools, and apprenticed as 
a taxidermist. When Merri-
am was 16, taking advantage 
of his father's inf luence, he 
accompanied t he 1872 
Hayden Survey on one of the 
first expeditions into the 
Yellowstone region. His Re-
port on the Mammals and 
Birds of the Expedition (1873) 
was well received, but Mer-
riam demonstrated an ob-
stinacy that accompanied 
him all his life. He conclud-
ed that the male rabbit suck-
led its young and, despite 
ridicule, never retracted 
that observation.

PHYSICIAN AND 
ORNITHOLOGIST
Merriam studied natural his-
tory and zoology at Yale Uni-
versity from 1874 until 1877, 
entered medical school, and 
received his medical degree 
after two years. He also ac-
tively pursued his ornitho-
logical interests and pub-
lished the Review of the Birds 
of Connecticut, with Remarks 
on their Habits (1877). Bird 
specimens were obtained by 

hunting, and Merriam's rep-
utation as a crack shot result-
ed in his being refused entry 
into turkey shoots.

Merriam had become 
one of America's most re-
spected scientists. In 1888, he 
was one of six founders of the 
National Geographic Society, 
and in 1902 was appointed by 
Theodore Roosevelt to the 
National Academy of Science.

Merriam established 
his medical practice north of 
Utica, but his interest was 
still natural history. During 
the summers of 1881 and 
1882, he took trips into the 
Gulf of the St. Lawrence. ln 
his two-volume set, Mammals 
of the Adirondack Region, 
Northeastern New York, pub-
lished in 1882 and 1884, he 
was one of the first to suggest 
that the length of daylight 
influenced animal behavior.

Merriam gave up his 
practice in 1883 and became 
one of the founding members 
of the American Ornitholo-
gists' Union (AOU). The fol-
lowing year he accompanied 
a sealing vessel out of New-
foundland, sending back one 
crate and four barrels of 
specimens, and a year later 
visited mammalogists and 
ornithologists in Germany, 
England, and Holland.

FIELD EXPEDITIONS
Merriam's most famous and 
controversial work was in 
the distribution of plants 
and animals. Different “zoo-
graphic” zones had been 
proposed for centuries. Mer-
riam dominated the field of 
mammalian distribution, 
but having reached his con-
clusions, he never consid-
ered revisions in the face of 
new evidence.

San Francisco Moun-
tain near Flagstaff, Arizona, 

towers 8,000 feet above the 
surrounding Colorado Pla-
teau. Spending three months 
there in 1889, Hart deter-
mined that it contained seven 
distinct floral and fauna “life 
zones.” He concluded that a 
mountain simply distributes 
vertically what flat land does 
over thousands of miles. He 
hypothesized there were two 
basic North America life 
zones, the northern “boreal” 
and the southern “subtropi-
cal,” with each extending 
“interpenetrating” arms into 
the other. He went on to say 
that average temperature 
and humidity were the two 
most important factors gov-
erning the distribution of 
plants and animals.

Two years later, Mer-
riam headed an extensive 
expedition into the western 
Death Valley and adjacent 
Sierra Nevada Mountains. 
Numerous specialists in eight 
different field parties were 
involved, scientists coming 
and going. The study area was 
20 miles east-west by 500 
miles north-south. The 
“Death Valley Expedition” 
collected 6,000 mammals, 
1,000 birds, 1,000 herptiles, 
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4,500 insects, and 25,000 
plants. The parties lived off 
the land, eating fish and game 
from the Sierras. In 1898, 
Merriam published his re-
sults in Life Zones and Crop 
Zones of the United States.

WASHINGTON POLITICS
Merriam never recognized 
the limitations of his findings. 
His research had been done 
in western states, and was not 
applicable to the rest of the 
country. He also never pub-
lished enough data to back up 
his results. He neglected to 
consider soil, other vegeta-
tion, ground cover, predators, 
topography, and geological 
structure as important fac-
tors in fauna and floral dis-
tribution. Further research 
by others in later years would 
find that extreme cold was a 
more important temperature 
consideration than Hart's 
daily averages.

The Division of Eco-
nomic Ornithology and Mam-
malogy and the Division of 
Entomology became Bureaus 
in 1906. Although this raised 
salaries and gave the Survey 
added status, the years 1900 
through 1910 were a period 
of contrast for Hart. He had 
b e f r ie nde d T he o dor e 

Roosevelt, a respected natu-
ralist in his own right, when 
TR was appointed to the Civ-
il Service Commission in 
1889. In 1893, Merriam 
named the Roosevelt's elk in 
honor of his friend.

Their friendship con-
tinued through Roosevelt's 
presidency years, and Merri-
am was a frequent visitor to 
the White House. However, 
Merriam disdained politi-
cians, and had a miserable 
relationship with the Con-
gress that gave him funding. 
He was above all a scientist 
and had little patience for 
Congressmen. Congress al-
most gleefully harassed the 
Survey, and more than once 
threatened to remove its 
funding, only to be saved by 
Roosevelt's intervention. 
Merriam relished pure sci-
ence, while Congress wanted 
pragmatic applications from 
his research. In addition, the 
Survey was now charged 
with federal game law en-
forcement. Hart's 1909 pam-
phlet titled Relations of Birds 
and Mammals to the Natural 
Resources led to the establish-
ment of the bureau's longtime 
policy of predator control.

While in Death Valley 
in 1891, Merriam was 

appointed by the president 
to represent the United States 
in the investigation of seal 
harvests around the Pribilof 
Islands in the Bering Sea. 
This assignment turned into 
a 20-year odyssey. Hart 
sailed immediately to Alaska 
to investigate, along with 
representatives from Russia, 
Japan, and Canada, whose 
foreign policy was repre-
sented by Britain. The initial 
d iscussions lasted one 
month, and nothing was 
agreed upon. Further meet-
ings in Washington were 
repeated for years. Pelagic 
(sea) hunting had to be dis-
tinguished from land hunt-
ing. Good scientific evidence 
was lacking. Meanwhile, the 
seal numbers were drop-
ping. Finally, the Fur Seal 
Advisory Board was created 
in 1911, a year after Hart left 
the Bureau.

Merriam had been 
spending summers for years 
in Marin County north of San 
Francisco. After retiring, he 
would leave Washington for 
California in late spring and 
not return until late fall. 
While still head of the Survey, 
he maintained close contact 
with the Harriman family, 
and after her husband's 
death, Mrs. Harriman created 
the “Harriman Fund,” ad-
ministered by the Smithso-
nian Institution, specifically 
to give Merriam a stipend for 
research and writing. Mrs. 
Harriman also purchased 
Hart's extensive specimen 
collection and donated it to 
the Smithsonian.

Merriam helped estab-
lish the California Museum 
of Vertebrate Zoology at the 
University of California, 
Berkeley. He included the 
naturalists John Muir and 
John Burrows among his new 
friends, and camped with 
Muir in Yosemite. He became 
the first president of the 
A mer ica n Soc iet y of 

Mammalogists in 1919. He 
had notes and unfinished 
manuscripts all around his 
California home, but to Mrs. 
Harriman's dismay, couldn't 
get himself organized enough 
to publish. He finally submit-
ted his bear manuscript but, 
despite voluminous notes, 
never did finish his treatise 
on mammalogy. In 1931, the 
same year he was awarded 
the Roosevelt Memorial Med-
al for excellence as a natural-
ist, he was admitted to a 
nursing home, where he re-
mained until his death on 
March 19, 1942. His library 
was purchased by a philan-
thropist and given to the 
University of Kansas.

CONCLUSIONS
C. Hart Merriam became an 
anachronism. Right at home 
among the “splitters” of the 
late 19th century, he wasn't 
able to change and subse-
quently fell out of favor in 
the world of “lumpers” of the 
20th century. He had trained 
many of those mammalogists 
and collectors who disagreed 
with him. He was the last of 
the generalists; all who fol-
lowed were specialists with-
in mammalogy's various 
disciplines. Hart's greatest 
scientific contribution was 
his methodology and tech-
niques in trapping, hunting, 
preparing, labeling, and ex-
tensive note taking. He also 
fostered the idea that the 
federal government should 
take responsibility for scien-
tific research.

It is unclear at what 
point he became a Profession-
al Member of the Boone and 
Crockett Club, but Merriam's 
extensive field studies, the 
high standards he required 
of his staff, and his expertise 
in both ornithology and mam-
malogy justify his designa-
tion as the patriarch of Amer-
ica's mammalogists, as well 
as its wildlife biologists. n

C. Hart Merriam named the Roosevelt's elk 
after his friend Theodore Roosevelt.


