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On completing his studies at Princeton in 
the late 1870s, Henry Fairfield Osborn, 
smitten by the romance of science, did not 
follow his father into the family (railroad) 
business as had been expected; and al- 
though his father was strongly opposed to 
this decision he was reluctantly persuaded 
to let his son spend a year studying in 
England. Here the young Osborn received a 
"sound training" in embryology and com- 
parative anatomy under Francis M. Balfour 
at Cambridge and Thomas Henry Huxley at 
the Royal College of Science, London, and 
he remained resolute even though these 
studies were cut short by his father's con- 
tinuing efforts to interfere with his career 
plans. By the mid 1880s Osborn was firmly 
ensconced at Princeton. where he beean - 
developing new biology courses along the 
lines of those created by W. Keith Brooks 
and H. Newel1 Martin at Johns Hopkins. 

Initially Osborn had clearly identified 
himself with the "new biology" and its 
concerns for tracing the development of the 
germ layers as a means for determining 
homology and phylogeny. Recognizing his 
limitations for doing this kind of research. u 

however, he turned his attention away from 
embryology to vertebrate paleontology- 
then dominated by two warring titans, Oth- 
niel C. Marsh and Edward Drinker Cope. 
As elsewhere, this area of scientific study 
was still considered a marginal field at 
Princeton, and the college had only a mod- 
est program, which was under the control of 
Osborn's former classmate William B. 
Scott. Amicably, however, Osborn and 
Scott joined forces and during the next five 
years collaborated on several major research 
projects on fossil mammals. At the same 
time they both became disciples of Cope, 
whom they endeavored to assist in his 
continuing feud with Marsh. By 1890 Os- 
born had created both a reputation and a 
niche for himself, but, contrary to his ex- 
pectations, the program at Princeton re- 
mained subordinate to those of Yale, Har- 
vard, and Johns Hopkins. Ambitious and 
impatient, Osborn made the important de- 
cision to quit Princeton and move to Co- 
lumbia University, where he saw better 
prospects of promoting his work on a grand- 
er scale. During the next four decades 
Osborn did precisely this. Besides emerging 
as a dominant figure in American verte- 

brate paleontology, Osborn also trans- 
formed the American Museum of Natural 
History (AMNH) into a major research 
center for the discipline in the United 
States. 

In An Agenda for Antiquity Ronald 
Rainger is primarily concerned with docu- 
menting and analyzing how Osborn 
achieved his ambitions in New York City. 
Thus, Rainger's study does not cover in 
detail Osborn's entire career, nor does it 
examine in depth all aspects of his later 
activities at the AMNH. Among the mat- 
ters left underdevelo~ed is Osborn's con- 
nection with the Immigration Restriction 
League and the Galton Societv. But while 

.2 

Rainger's book does not pretend to be a 
definitive biography of Osborn, it covers 
most of the essential details, examining 
them in their historical context and me- 
thodically documenting them, primarily 
from archival sources, in 65 pages of notes. 

According to Rainger, Osborn's rapid 
rise to prominence was in large part due to 

his familial and social ties with some of 
New York City's wealthiest and politically 
most powerful families (including the 
Sturges, Dodges, Morgans, and Roosevelts). 
But, as Rainger notes, while these resources 
provided him with both financial and polit- 
ical clout, it is important not to lose sight of 
his entrepreneurial and administrative tal- 
ents. Furthermore, as Rainger documents, 
the progress of Osborn's plans in New York 
was also greatly enhanced by an ability to 
capture in his scientific agenda the priorities 
and concerns of his future benefactors. And 
the fact that the likes of J. Pierpont Morgan 
and Morris K. Jesup were more actively 
interested in funding public institutions such 
as the New York Zoological Society (that is, 
the Bronx Zoo) and the AMNH was not lost 
on Osborn. He deliberatelv increased efforts 
to establish connections with both of these 
institutions and to link them informallv with 
the academic program at Columbia. Like the 
anthropologist Franz Boas, who during the 
late 1890s had also harbored a vision of 

Vignettes: Personal Assessments 

I heard [Peyton Rous] say quietly, "I never did like [Oswald] Avery very much." 
When I asked him why, he said, "What would you think of a man who got a medal 
from the Royal Society and never went to pick it up?" 

-Gerald Edelman, in Bright Air, Brilliant Fire: On the Matter 
of the Mind (Basic Books) 

I can never develop a social acquaintance into anything more . . . , but people who 
are forced to associate with me can generally find something to like and I don't 
think I'll drive any of your friends away. 

-Macfarlane Burnet writing to his fiancee (1926), as quoted by Christopher 
Sexton in The Seeds of Time: The Life of Sir Macfarlane Burnet 

When I read over what I had written about these five brothers [the sons of 
Charles Darwin], I felt that it might seem that I had made them too good, too nice, 
too single-hearted to be true. But it wastrue, for in a way that was what was wrong 
with them.. . . they never seemed to me to have quite grown up. No doubt my 
attitude to them arose partly from the arrogance of my youth . . . ; but still, when I 
think of my uncles beside some of their friends, they seem to me to show a sort 
of innocent lack of imagination, which was exceptional. . . . 

My grandfather said once: "I have five sons, and I have never had to worry 
about any one of them, except about their health." Well,. . . One ought to have 
to worry sometimes about young people, because they ought to be growing out 
in new ways and experimenting for themselves. But my grandfather was so 
tolerant of their separate individualities, so broad-minded, that there was no need 
for his sons to break away from him; and they lived all their lives under his shadow, 
with the background of the happiest possible home behind them. . . . 

At any rate, I know that I always felt older than they were. Not nearly so good, 
or so brave, or so kind, or so wise. Just older. 

-Gwen Rauerat, Darwin's granddaughter, in 
Period Piece (Ann Arbor Paperbacks) 
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developing a symbiotic relationship between 
Columbia and the AMNH. Osbom recoe- - 
nized the value of linking an academic pro- 
gram to the resources of a large museum. 
The latter provided research and educational 
opportunities for a still marginal academic 
discipline, and also the prospect of future 
employment. But for many reasons Boas, in 
direct contrast to Osbom, failed to form a 
power base at the AMNH, and ultimately 
quit to develop his agenda for anthropology 
in an essentially academic milieu. 

Although Osbom continued throughout 
his career to maintain his academic position 
at Columbia, his energies, from the mid 
1890s onward, are seen to be directed pri- 
marily to nurturing his political and re- 
search agenda at the AMNH, which in- 
volved not only the development of his 
own special creation, the Department of 
Vertebrate Paleontology, but ultimately 
control of the museum itself (achieved in 
1908 when he was made president of the 
Board of Trustees). Rainger's meticulous 
accounting of these and subsequent events 
provides some intriguing and tantalizing 
glimpses into both Osbom's character and 
his scientific agenda. And perhaps most 
revealing in this regard are those chapters 
dealing with two of Osbom's most notable 
students at the AMNH, William D. Mat- 
thew and William K. Gregory. Indeed, 
these two chapters in themselves are worth 
the price of the book. 

In light of Rainger's obvious command 
of the archival sources and the ~eriod to 
which they are related, it is hopeh that he 
might undertake a full-blown biography of 
Osbom. In the meantime, for anyone in- 
terested either in Osbom or the develoo- 
ment of American vertebrate paleontology 
during the opening decades of the 20th 
century, Rainger's book will be required 
reading. 
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