BETWEEN THE FIRST BLIND CAVEFISH AND THE LAST
OF THE MOHICANS:
THE SCIENTIFIC ROMANTICISM OF JAMES E. DEKAY

By Aldemaro Romero

James DeKay, the man who first described a species of blind
cavefish for science, was an unlikely hero in the history of
biospeleology: he was a physician by training, not a natural
historian: he was closer to the romantic literary writers of his time
than to any group of scientists; there 1is no evidence that he ever
visited any cave, and the cavefish he described was collected by
someone else in Kentucky, far away from New York State, his area of
research. Yet his name is indelibly tied to the beginning i
biospeleology in the United States. Einsiannclel S e prEsenis e
attempt to understand DeKay’s scientific approach to his work,
particularly to the first scientific description of a blind cavefish.

THE BEGINNINGS

James Ellsworth DeKay (he himself spelled it sometimes as Dekay or
De Kay) was born in Lisbon, Portugal, on 12 @ctobert HEO2sEle wias
the eldest son of George and Catherine (Coleman) DeKay. George
was a descendant from a Dutch family that settled in America in the
seventeenth century (Fisher 1973) while Catherine was from Conk.
Ireland. George was a sea captain sent by the U.S. government to
Europe in 1775. He and Catherine met in Lisbon at a dance. James
was brought back to Scarsdale, New York, when he was 2 years old.
His mother died when he was 6 and his father when he was 10.
Apparently his father left him with a pension of $3,000 a year, a
sum with which he would live comfortably for the rest of his lific

James received his secondary education in Connecticut and from an
early age showed a great deal of interest ing annra s tons
Although he attended Yale from 1807 to 1812 (he seems to have
repeated his junior year), he never graduated (Massa Jr., pers.
comm.). His may have studied medicine with a physician 1in the
summer of 1811 in Guilford, Connecticut, ‘and . may have pursued
some other medical studies in New York City. He enrolled in the
University of Edinburgh, Scotland, (1818) receiving his M.D. in
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1819. This is intriguing since at that time it took three years of
study, not just one, to graduate as a physician from that university
@Yalseny Sperset conm.):

The title of his thesis was De Erroris Scaturigine in Experimentis
Physiologicis (On observational errors in physiological EIP SR C il
A2 lopapes uninteresting dissertation about g perrncntal
misinterpretations where he provided no new information.
Apparently he also traveled to Paris and Germany pursuing his
medical studies (Anonymous 1852, Fisher 1973). He may have used
previous schooling in order to shorten his stay ak<Edinburgh =S Erem
the dedications in his thesis, it can be inferred that he may have
studied with Samuel Latham Mitchill whom he described as a
professor of natural history in Academia Novae Eboracensi (New
York?). The other dedication 1is to Aemelio (Emil) Osann, M.D.,
whom he described as professor of “materia medica” in the
Academia Literarum Regia Berolinensi (Berlin). Mitchill, as DeKay,
had graduated from the University of Edinburgh, and it is possible
that the former played a role in getting James into that University.
Also. Mitchill switched from medicine to the natural sciences and
was the founder of the New York Lyceum of .Natural History, an
association in which DeKay participated actively; therefore, it is
reasonable to think that Mitchell acted as both mentor and role
model to the young DeKay. We know much less of Dr. Osann as to
speculate on his influence on the young American.

After returning from Europe, DeKay became very close to Henry
Eckford (b. Kilwining, near Irvine, Scotland, 12 March 1775; d.
Constantinople, Turkey, 1832), the eminent marine architect and
shipbuilder, who built in 1822 the Robert Fulton which made the
first successful trip by a steam boat from New York to New Orleans
to Havana (Eckford & Huxley 1988). DeKay would marry Henry’s
daughter Janet Eckford (1802-1854) on 31 July 1821. He traveled
briefly to Quebec with Fitz-Greene Halleck and later sailed with his
father-in-law as surgeon in the frigate built for Constantinople’s
Sultan’s navy. Eckford was to take charge (as superintendent) of the
navy yard at that Turkish city but died the year after his arrival. In
1833 DeKay published (anonymously) his impressions of Turkey in a
volume called Sketches of Turkey by an American, in which he gave
a favorable view of the country and its institutions; yet, Hellenists of
the day were incensed that an American should appear as a defender
pithefapiessorsioie Grcece.
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DeKay’s father-in-law at one time had a controlling interest in The
Natiorral Advocate, a New York political journal, and toyed with the
idea of installing DeKay as editor. DeKay also wanted to start a
literary magazine with Halleck as editor, but nothing came of that
initiative either (Dictionary of American Biography, Vol. 3:203-204).

While in Turkey, DeKay made a special study of the Asiatic cholera,
about which little was known in America. After his return to New
York he had the opportunity to put in practice what he had learned
on this disease: in 1832 he became famous because he promoted the
use of port wine as a cholera remedy. Despite its uncertain health
benefits, the advice was so highly regarded that “Dr. DeKay" became
one of the bar pours of New York's cholera days while he was being
nicknamed “Dr. Port.” Yet, none of the city's doctors had any idea
what caused Asiatic cholera (Koeppel 2000). This is the last time we
know he practiced as a physician, a practice that he found
repugnant (Wilson & Fiske 1888) at a time when anesthesia did not
exist and medical treatments were usually more harmful than
" beneficial.

Shortly after his return from Europe he settled permanently in
Oyster Bay, Long Island, devoting himself to cultivate friends in
literary circles, studying natural history, and sOntribliin oS 6 Selie
INev SO ke nre st Among the literary men he befriended were
Washington Irving (b. New York City, 3 April 1783; d. Tarrytown,
New York, 28 November 1859) the author of The Legend of Sleepy
Hollow and Rip Van Winkle; Joseph Rodman Drake (b. New York
City, 7 August 1795; d. New York City, 21 September 1820, who
would marry Sarah Eckford, sister of DeKay’s wife) a noted poet and
physician, James Fennimore Cooper (b. Burlington, New Jerseneielss
September 1789; d. Cooperstown, New York, 14 September 1851)
who wrote The Last of the Mohicans (1826), and Fitz-Greene Halleck
(b. Guilford, Connecticut, 8 July 1790:d. Guilford, 19 November
1867), a famous poet. In 1837 they started the Authors Club
(Washington Irving president, Halleck vice-president), with all the
members being part of America's romantic literary movement.

The main characteristics of the American romantic literary
movement were the sense of frontier philosophy (a vast country
with the ideas of freedom with no geographic limitations), optimism
(greater than in Europe because of the presence of vast frontier
lands), experimentation (in both science and institutions), the
mingling of races (epitomized by the arrival of immigrants in large
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numbers to the US), and the growth of industrialization (with the
subsequent polarization of North and South; where North becomes
industrialized while the South remains agricultural). We will see
how DeKay transferred some of those values into his scientific
writings.

SCIENTIFIC CAREER

DeKay’s first scientific paper was published in 1821, just two years
aliter@diisSrein s iromssBurspetstilems onnioine detthesima s scicnithic
assgciamonseion New R ork S abar e taniples el ed SRR nid S i als
@urator tefithes v litenary and ik hilosephical s Secietyi ot New i orks
Piespite ihename “efthiss zroup, founded tin 181 sarthally=alleais
officers were naturalists. This association disappeared by the end
the 1820's when most of its members, including DeKay, joined the
Lyceum of Natural History of New York, founded inl1819 by Mitchill.
James owias ones of Mthelfmoesti dctive Emembers ol that associalion
where he acted as a Librarian (1826-1827), Editor of the Annals
@SOS RRE () Fie ditdradiiv elume S S nd RPN @ o e i ond i SIc ene i
(1824-1836), Recording Secretary (1834-1836), and First Vice-
president (1840-1846). He was also largely responsible for the
developmentsoistcaltvecnmesscollcctionissstlc s wasSasnicmbor o shli
American Association for the Advancement of Science (1848-1851,
Kohlstedt 1976). He also published in The American Journal of
Science and Arts, Transactions of the Albany Institute, Monthly
American Journal of Geology and Natural Science (Philadelphia).
Although some claim that he was one of the founders of the
Academy of Medicine (Wilson & Fiske 1968), archival papers from
thaisnsunoneidonsnoi isnphortsisnchidSconicnitonE(S Ianers s Spics:
GO )

However, it was a new government-sponsored initiative that placed
him in the position of generating his main scientific opus while
contributing to the advance of the study of biospeleology in the U.S.
On 18 Aprl 1835 the New York State Legislature approved the
Grenlogical st Snivey s ofl e Newisi v orkiaiiihchi Swa sstetosssin el desssiihe
preservatigns oftspecimens ol “izoplogical praduciionst s (Bixy 236
The legislature was responding to lobbying from the Lyceum of
Natural History and the Albany Institute, among others, that were
seeking a statewide survey of natural resources. That, and the need
foritcoal Siconvinced@ithe SStateMiios punsmeisithishsinl fiatve S (Siterling
1999). This can also be framed within the movement that started in
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thie ks 40 stwhen’ fsevieral Wistates ot the ilnited ¥ States man srated
natural history surveys and published catalogues of the local faunas
(Coe 1918). The Survey was established in Albany in 1836, which
makes it the oldest continuously functioning geological (and
biological) survey in the New World (Fakundiny & Albanese 1988).
The Survey hired DeKay as its zoologist in July 1836 with an annual
salary of $1,500 (Anonymous 1837).

In the wake of his literary friends’ vision of an expanding America,
DeKay soon began to include as fauna of New York, virtually
everything he could think of in the North American continent. He
justified it by saying that

“The State of New York is connected on its southern border
with the ocean, and its numerous products; at the north will
be found many inhabitants of the arctic regions; while the
rivers on its south-western frontier will be found to connect it
with the great valley of the Mississippi. From its magnitude
andstccapraphicaliipnsition s ntwill Siherefore bet Sfound fitio
comprise in all probability, more than two-thirds of all animal
species existing within the limits of the United States.” (DeKay -
(RS

Yet, most of the citations to non-New York species were rather brief.
Although DeKay made extensive use of correspondence in order to
acquire both information and specimens from farmers, hunters, and
fishermen, he also embarked on extensive fieldwork, including a
water-borne tour of the Adirondacks. He helped to establish what
wouldSSibecomsiihel ima jerfielaberationts Saf el st onve St a s tie
Adirondacks as a romantic landscape and setting the pattern for
increasingly popular camping trips seeking to recapture the vigor of
body and soul weakened by the stresses of modern life. Native
AaHenleansiwetc i o manticired i iiose iames S nowaRihai Stheyet i
been placed in reservations and, as far as the northeast Americans
Welel i eon Genne d S etetmn ol oniocriisan W ol s Fiel I n R AT el e a
expansignisyisEliere ciicoTiE S Ehist works tookhim Sershe ans S ((ItE 0 6=
1844) and the results were published between 1842-1844 in the
form of five quarto volumes titled Zoology of New York; or, the New
York Fauna, comprising detailed descriptions etc.. It encompassed
both recent and fossil organisms, although most the latter were
mentioned only briefly.
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Additionally, a list of mammals, birds, reptiles, and amphibians,
dratiedt by SDckeaviinrion lisd carhissimiaissilisswe e Sniblishcdinmiehe
Catalogue of the Cabinet of Natural History of the State of New York
and of the Historical and Antiquarian Collection Annexed Thereto.
Eorlonheros onpseeotsaninials S helwnolctislihcmFichesiMinsc e sptsinc iy
€ gl iane S fortilic e presenMsonmiticdomtingthcRhopes b eyt may s c ol
increased in number, and duly arranged and named” (DeKay 1853).

This contribution by DeKay is still considered a monumental work
pioneering the knowledge of a fauna for which very little had been
puidldshc dSSpi ol ih A ne SRl it id S ne o ekt nib e i o

contenpenan s crticsT I Hor e xample S spme i cornplaine detiharsilhc
Zoology of New-York contained mostly non-New York species
(mmelnding Siheidilonda smanatec) il aiie isiliacishie s Snotssinchudediath mse

“extralimital” species, some like the blind cavefish would not have
been described at that time (see Smallwood 1941 for some insights
anehs AN b o e S awe neiis hocleed o iR e ve (S e o it onhiE
publication ($130,000), an astronomical sum for that time (Welch
1998 p. 00 Bor many, quality was mnot necessarily at the level ol
fllct e xpense st andsssomes ip onndedsabortheEiiic S iconie niisesandigsiahic
ilnsteations st cludinoi thelS e mpliasistii el s putiinisnsins silacalision
vernacular and Indian names (Dictionary of American Biography
Wialtees-2is =2 0t

THE BLIND CAVEFISH

A number of cavefish tales had been published for China and Europe
from" the “sixteenth  throughput s the s esichtesnthsceniire s (R amera
Zu s sihisE S oubiliche diie cwid So S conimEnie dEsaol o imioiEiilc
fish in the Western Hemisphere was probably that of James Flint
(R LTS ES R0 B s B G il 2 S R Sl e W ol e e[S T o AR S
Jeffersonville, Indiana, in 1820 and recorded that “a Colonel C - of
Indiana told me that a settler in his neighbourhood digging a well,
penetrated into a stream of water, and found blind fishes in it.” He
added as a footnote that “Since the above was written, a notice of
blind fishes has appeared (if I mistake not) in the memoirs of the
Wiie el S o CTE A o R dimi e A e s e o I R ST R el
pubishicdesiaSnin S ousnINs e crSNcAlvaRa coliS N e e ol
North America was by Robert Davidson (1808-1876), who visited
Viaimmerh S Eave i SKeninckyisoma Ul ctoler alB 68 B ccomipantd ed Sy
Sitepien S BishopiEE s O=1 83 0h ESanids ontrc ponic disaila e iire S e
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were found here without eyes” whose existence was already known
by some of the locals (Davidson 1840) [Italics in the original].

The first time that an American troglomorphic fish was mentioned
in the scientific literature was in a short note in the Proceedings of
the Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia (Anonymous 1842).
There it was reported that a W. T. Craigie donated to the Academy at
the 24 May 1842 meeting a specimen of “a small white LSS
eyeless (presumed to belong to a subgenus of Silurus), taken from a
small stream called the ‘River Styx’ in the Mammoth Cave, Kentucky,
about two and one-half miles from the entrance.” iBoday T at e
collection of the Academy there are three specimens of Amblyopsis
spelaea in alcohol, that appear linked to this donation. Two are
catalogued as ANSP 7964 collected by W.T. Craigie, and the OThiciE
ANSP 7964, collected by ‘Mrs. C.H. Graff, Messrs. Craigie & Lambert’,
All three specimens were captured in Mammoth Cave, but no dates
are given (Romero 2001).

Yet, following the Rules of the Zoological Nomenclature, none of
these references count as a scientific description since no scientific
name was given. It was DeKay who did so in his Zoology of New York -
where he named the fish “Amblyopsis spelaeus” (known today as
Amblyopsis spelaea). The description was not very detailed nor of a
great quality. This could have been due to the fact that it was based
O @ poor specimen in the Cabinet of the Lyceum of Natural History
of New York (Putnam 1872) or to the fact that DeKay was not a
trained ichthyologist (Smallwood 1941). Yet, we must be careful in
judging scientific procedures  with standards that were net i rn
common place until almost 100 years later. Although this cavefish
was captured 1n Mammoth Cave, DeKay included it in his New N0
faunal list because “It cannot therefore fail to be perceived that the
Ichthyology of New-York will embrace a very large proportion of the
Fishes of the United States” (DeKay 1842:iv). He actually placed this
new species under a list of fishes under the subheading ‘(EXTRA-
LIMITAL)’. Again, this is consistent with his romantic views of an
expanding frontier but also with his desire of making sure that a
potential species, whose specimens had been circulated already in
scientific circles, did not g0 unnamed and, therefore, he included it
in a footnote although without i1llustration.

What is less clear is what happened to the original specimen
(holotype) used to describe the species.  The specimen belonged
originally to the Cabinet of the Lyceum of Natural History of New
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York and cannot be located today. I strongly suspect that it was lost
duringeihes 366 itsteiithats sdestroyed dithe s Bllyic e umitclolllcerions
(Fairchild 1887). The New York Survey Museum (NYSM), which is
the depository of the specimens collected by the NY Geological
Survey, has two specimens of A. spelaea; one NYSM11464, was
collected at River Styx in Mammoth Cave on May 1844 by J.A.
@ranrermoi@anandaizua SNSRIl e Bitranisie ral Ml e nicrdeis o sk Rla ey in
Beck, a physician from Albany, who was head of the Albany Medical
College. His brother, Lewis Caleb, was a mineralogist with NYSM. A
second specimen at the same collection lacks information. Neither
seemiswiobesthe ianesmced.sby B eltayviinuhish dec cription e ofdtlelsimsil
North American cavefish. DeKay would never write again about
Amblyopsis (or any other fish); however, this fish caught the
attention of a number of anatomists who immediately began
studying Wit (Reomero 20015

DEKAY’S LAST DAYS

Bromsthertcimeoishis e tiremen = it sthcsiNewiE orkiG cololrical
Survey in 1844 until his death, DeKay lived at his house in Oyster
Bay and did not publish anything else. Some .biographical notes
seem to indicate that he spent his last years trying to recover from
the physical demands of his work on the New York Fauna (“The vast
labors, demanded of him in the preparation of his State Reports on
Zoology, impaired his health, which he never afterward fully
feraned st nony MousE 82t Ty e s ol e e Skl c ol s e nnans
what was his medical condition nor the causes of his death. He died
I @ stenEayaste g SN G e T c RS I e e o BB O i e
above-average age for people at that time. He was buried in St.
Georges Churchyard in Hempstead, New York. (Anonymous 1851,
Welch 1996) and according to his testament and last will, left all his
EStalctoshistioviie:

Although James and Janet had four sons and four daughters (for
ikiengsname st andsthia smaphoc sEs cefbsh e (OSSP on VESon o tihien
survived him. He was described as a man of “uprightness, amiability
and cheerful temperament.” (Anonymous 1852)

This unlikely pioneer of biospeleology left us with the first scientific
description of a cavefish for the Western Hemisphere, a voluminous
zoological work, and a sense of science as a romantic endeavor. All
three legacies are worthy of a man’s life dedicated to the pursue of
knowledge.
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Only known portrait of James Ellsworth DeKay
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