
From The Grove Archives 
 

Robert Kennicott 
“A young person enthralled with natural history”1 

 
On March 10, 2017, the Smithsonian Institution opened a new exhibit called “Objects of 
Wonder: From the Collections of the National Museum of Natural History.” The museum 
says the exhibit gives visitors the sense they are on a behind-the-scenes tour of the 
Smithsonian’s collections. The 
exhibit showcases rarely displayed 
artifacts and specimens that are 
part of the museum's archives and 
are resources for scientists to better 
understand the world. Some of the 
objects on display include: Martha, 
the last known passenger pigeon; 
the “Blue Flame,” one of the world’s largest pieces of gem-quality lapis lazuli; preserved 
meat and hair from a woolly mammoth; earwax from a whale and a fossil of a Pinniped, 
one of the earliest members of the group of animals that includes seals, sea lions and 
walruses. However, only one human is on display in this exhibit, Robert Kennicott, “a 
Renaissance Naturalist.”2 
 
A group of us from The Grove were lucky enough to be invited to the exhibit’s preview 
night. Steve Swanson and his family, Michael McCarty, the Glenview Park District’s 
Executive Director, Red and Katie Kennicott, Kathleen Atlass-Redfield and I travelled to 
Washington, D.C. to attend. During cocktails and appetizers, Dr. Kirk Johnson, Director 
of Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History greeted the group and spoke of 
Robert Kennicott and how he started it all. There was great pride among our group. Dr. 
Johnson was thoughtful enough to introduce Kennicott and Redfield family members to 
the gathering. Then the evening’s guests were taken to the climate controlled gallery to 
view the new exhibit.  

                                                           
1 Two Smithsonian Scientists Retrace the Mysterious Circumstances of an 1866 Death and Change History, by Allison 
Keyes, March 8, 2017. 
2 Ibid. 



 
Near the start of the exhibit lay Robert Kennicott’s 
skeleton which was beautifully arranged on glass. 
Smithsonian anthropologist, Kari Bruwelheide, describes 
Robert as a “special person and somewhat emblematic of 
curators at the Smithsonian even today.” She believes that 
he was dedicated to his work which was not a job but a 
way of life and she found his case “the most complicated 
and interesting mystery we have ever encountered.” 
 
Guests were advised that “The artifacts and specimens 
Robert Kennicott collected…can be found in every 

department of the Museum from anthropology to vertebrate 
zoology. Even today scientists continue to study these objects to learn new things about 
our world.” Then the exhibit went on to describe Robert as “An enthusiastic naturalist, 
Robert Kennicott collected many specimens and artifacts for the Smithsonian Institution 
from 1852 to 1866. Kennicott’s descendants donated his remains to the Museum, where 
they are now part of the research collections he helped create.” 
 
In conjunction with the opening of this exhibit, Smithsonian.com published a wonderful 
article about Robert Kennicott, entitled Two Smithsonian Scientists Retrace the 
Mysterious Circumstances of an 1866 Death and Change History, by Allison Keyes, 
March 8, 2017. In it, Robert’s life story is unraveled from his years as a teenage collector 
for the Smithsonian until his death on the bank of the Nulato River. The article states 
“Kennicott contributed hundreds of pieces [to the Smithsonian] during his short life and 
the exhibition examines how scientists use the museum’s collection to illuminate 
understanding of nature and human culture.”  You can read the entire article here. 
 
It was a wonderful evening and I would urge all of our readers to stop at the Museum of 
Natural History, when you are in Washington, D.C. and visit the exhibit. It will be there 
until 2019. The Smithsonian.com article puts it best when they wrote that “Kennicott will 
be there, in bones, if not in spirit, too.” 
 
Elizabeth Kopp 
Grove Archivist 

http://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/two-smithsonian-scientists-retrace-mysterious-circumstances-1866-death-180962417/?utm_source=smithsoniandaily&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=20170308-daily-responsive&spMailingID=28173754&spUserID=NzQwNDUzMzk0ODES1&spJobID=1001260671&spReportId=MTAwMTI2MDY3MQS2

