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PREFACE 

Geologic studies in Rensselaer and Columbia Counties began in the infancy 
of American Geology. It is especially noteworthy that our host, Rensselaer 
Polytechnic Institute, played a vital role in the development of this then 
new science. The founding of the Rensselaer School (1824) by Stephen 
Van Rensselaer, Patroon of Albany, was a distinct departure from the conven
tional classical institute of higher learning of that day. This school of 
science (the idea of an engineering school came later) claimed the unique 
innovation of having science taught by personal contact in laboratory, field, 
and by classroom functions in which students lectured while professors 
1istenedl That geology was highly regarded is evidenced by the Rensselaer 
circular of 1827 which reads, " •••• it is now required that each student take 
two short mineralogical tours to collect minerals for his own use, for the 
purpose of improving himself in the science of mineralogy and geology." Into 
this promising environment, as Director of the Rensselaer School, came Amos 
Eaton, who had studied science under Benjamin Silliman and law under Alexander 
Hamilton. 

In 1820~22, Van Rensselaer sponsored the first commissioned geological 
survey in this country, that of Albany and Rensselaer Counties. Amos Eaton 
was Geologist-in-charge with Joseph Henry, who was later to achieve fame in 
his own right, as his assistant. In the same year, Chester Dewey prepared 
a structure section from Troy, N.Y. to Williamstown, Mass. Again, under the 
patronage of Van Rensselaer, Eaton executed Governor DeWitt Clinton's far
sighted plan to make an agricultural and geological survey along the Erie 
Canal. This extraordinary accomplishment included a cross-section of the 
rock formations from Buffalo on the west to Williamstown on the east. Eaton 
further displayed his versatility by authoring textbooks on botany, zoology, 
and chemistry, as well as geo1ogy---thereby demonstrating his keen perception 
for related sciences. No more fitting tribute could be bestowed than that by 
his favorite student, James Hall, who said, "If we with great means do what 
he did with small, we sha1~ deserve weB -of cOIUing generations." 

An impetus to geologic investigation was given in 1836 by the creation 
of the N.Y. Geological Survey, with the appointment of not one but four 
"State Geo1ogistsli, all energetic men of equal authority and (it was hoped) 
equal competency: W. W. Mather, First or southeastern District; E. Emmons, 
Second or northern District; T. Conrad, Third of central District; L. Vanuxem, 
Fourth or western District. Conrad was selected for his reputation in 
conchology and because the ~ew York rocks were known to be full of fossils 
and hone of the other three knew anything about them. It soon became obvious 
that Conrad was overwhelmed with the business of identifying fossils and in 
1837 the Survey was reorganized. Conrad was named first state Paleontologist, 
Lardner Vanuxem transferred to the Third District, and James Hall assumed 
responsibility for the Fourth. The fruit of this colossal endeavor'was the 
monumental Geology of New York in four parts, which even today, forms the 
basis for any stratigraphic stUdies within the State. 

The geological bibliography of the Troy area boasts the names of many 
of the pioneers of American Geology_ Aside from Eaton, there were J. D. Dana~ 
To N. Dale, C. D. Walcott and Ebenezer Emmons, about whom. we shall have more 
to say. 

D. W. Fisher 
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