
CRUSOES OF CANTO ISLA D 

Life on a Tiny Pacific Atoll That Has Flashed Into 
World Importance 

Bv IRVI E C. GARD ER 

EVERY TA;'\1 has a secret yearning 
lo be a Robinson Crusoe. To us 
opportunity to satisfy this desire 

came when we landed on Canton Island to 
observe an eel i pse. * 

Our adventure began as soon as the 
. ational Geographic ociety-U. . Navy 
Eclipse Expedition of 193 7 left Honolulu. 
Our ship, the Navy eaplane tender Avocet, 
was traveling southward, and the heavens 
began the change which was to continue 
until we reached our destination. 

BLAZING SUN BUT O SHADOWS 

At noon of the second day out, the sun 
was neither north nor south of us, but 
exactly in the zenith. everal of us left 
our noon meal to check this unusual spec-
tacle. The dictionary has a name for us, 
ascians; that is, beings who ca t no shadows. 

During the remainder of our voyage the 
sun each day was farther and farther north 
of us. 

The pole star sank toward the horizon 
until it finally remained quite oul of sight, 
and Alpha Centauri, one of our nearest 
fixed stars (distant 4.3 light years, a little 
more than 2 5 million million miles), first 
appeared above the southern horizon and 
finally attained considerable height. The 
Southern Crosses, both the true and the 
false, replaced our familiar but now in-
visible constellations of the northern skv. 

On the morning of the seventh day, after 
sailing a cour e 27° we t of south, we 
reached Enderbury, a coral island approxi-
mately three miles long and one mile wide 
(page 7 50). This was the spot originally 
selected for our eclipse observations, but 
unfortunately it afforded no anchorage. 

Balked by these unfavorable conditions, 
we were obliged to proceed 43 miles far-
ther to Canton, another island of the same 
group (page 7 51). We anchored at Can-
ton in the early afternoon and a landing 
party went a hore. 

• See " ature's Most Dramatic Spectacle," by 
S. A. Mitchell, and ''Eclipse Adventures on a Desert 
Isle." by J. F. Hellweg, in THE ATIONAL GEO-
CRAPHll' M AC:Az1:-ii:: for September, 193 7, and Color 
Plates IV and V, accompanying this article. 

Those of us who remained on the Avocet 
enjoyed the most remarkable angling of 
our lives. The water was literally alive 
with fish. chools of them could be de-
tected by modifications of the ocean sur-
face a half mile away, and when they ap-
proached the ship we saw that they were all 
of a size and packed together like sardines. 

Possibly the fact that the ones in the cen-
ter are safest from enemies accounts for this 
crowding. In the aquarian world the law of 
survival is ruthless, creatures of each size 
erving as food for the next larger. 

Projecting above the surface of the water 
were the dorsal fins of many sharks. \\' e 
had been told that the sharks were not 
particularly dangerous to a living per on 
and that if one came too near us while we 
were in swimming, our proper procedure 
was to kick it in the nose. Authority for 
this can be found in print. 

However, after about 30 minutes of 
sport that first afternoon, Dr. Paul A. 
Mc • ally pulled out the head of a large 
fish which he had just hooked. A shark 
had bitten off 20 or more inches of the 
catch while it was being landed. Enthu-
siasm for kicking sharks in the nose was 
greatly dampened. The nose and mouth 
are too close together. V. hen in swimming, 
everyone immediately compromised with 
any shark that appeared by giving the 
hark the water and taking the land. 

FISH THAT STRAIGHTEN HEAVY HOOKS 

Even more dangerous than the shark was 
the Ling ray, also called the stingaree. We 
aw this large, flat creature swimming hori-

zontally, with its body, perhaps six feet long 
and four feel wide, just below the surface, 
suggesting a floating blanket. everal were 
hooked at Canton but none was pulled 
ashore. They swam very rapidly and could 
dispose their bodies to offer vigorous resist-
ance when caught on a hook. Heavy hooks, 
specially forged on the ship, were used, but 
they always straightened out and released 
the fish. 

Canton Island is an atoll, a coral island 
with a lagoon in the center. It is shaped, 
as George Hicks described it in a broadcast, 
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inside is a smooth 
tretch of sand 

sloping rather 
steeply to the la-
goon floor. That 
facing the ocean 
is a narrow sand 
strip sloping 
downward to the 
frino-ing reef, 
which extends 
perhaps 200 feet 
from the shore 
and upward to a 
sea wall of jagged 
pieces of coral, 
each larger than 
a football. 

Walking along 
this strip of sand, 
one could find 
large numbers of 
small cowrie 

Photo);raph from U.S. Uepartn1t·nl of the lnto:rlor 

hells and the 
larger scalloped 
clamshells. In 
places the beach 
was broken by 
projecting ridges 
of dark-colored 
rock which I at 
first thought were 
parts of the origi-
nal mountain or 
island rising 
from the bottom 
of the sea and 
upon which the 
coral island had 

TWE TIETH-Ct-: TURY PIO EERS RAISE THE STARS A O STRlPF.S ON grown. 
F. DERBURY 

A contingent under direction of the Department of the Interior touched at thi 
South Sea atoll in the Coast Guard cutter Taney on March 6, 1938, and left behind 
four Hawaiians as permanent residents. Their dwelling, erected close to the flag-
pole, was built of material unloaded from the cutter. A tall signal tower, how-
ever, will be constructed of coral rock. 

Later I learned 
that this could 
not be the case, 
because borings 
on similar islands 

like a hollow pork chop. The strip of land 
is from 50 yards to a third of a mile in 
width. The distance around the lagoon, 
which is some nine miles long and three 
miles wide, is about 2 7 miles. The quiet 
stretch of water is almost encircled by the 
coral strip. 

The Pan American Airways has surveyed 
Canton Island, which promises to be an 
important commercial airplane base in the 

outh Pacific. 
On the island are two beaches. The one 

have shown that 
the coral rock extends as far as a thousand 
feet below the water. ince reef-building 
corals do not live more than 200 feet be-
neath the surf ace, that found at greater 
depths must have once been much nearer 
the surf ace. 

The building of a coral island above the 
water requires the action of waves, and 
consequently the land seldom ri es more 
than 30 feet above sea level. 

This flatness of the island presents a pe-
culiar appearance from a distance. Canton 



Photograph from ti. . Department of the Interior 
PERMANENT U. S. SETTLERS ARRIVE ON CA TON ISLA '0 

Boats from the Coast Guard cutter Taney pushed into the lagoon March 7, 1938, with seven 
colonists, supplies, and building materials. A radio station, residences, and a lighthouse of coral rock, 
similar to those recently completed on Howland, Baker, and Jarvis Islands, are being constructed. 

appears as three narrow horizontal lines-
the lowermost the bright sand; next, a dark 
line corresponding to the broken fragments 
of coral; and above that the beautiful blue 
of the quiet water in the lagoon. 1\/Iuch of 
the lagoon was very shallow and contained 
coral ridges which extended to within a 
few inches of the surf ace. 

Only a few coconut palms have been 
hardy enough to survive the small rainfall. 
These formed a small cluster near where 
we camped and, under each tree, there was 
the debris of fallen coconuts and broken-off 
leaves that had accumulated, almost undis-
turbed, over a period of years. The sparse 
grass is poorly rooted, and has a dusty, 
bedraggled look such as is characteristic of 
the vegetation on mountains just at the 
timber line. 

The remaining prominent plant is a large 
kou tree, pyramidally shaped, with a base 
perhaps 30 by 15 feet that serves as an 
apartment house for birds. On parts of the 
island there are low-lying bushes that also 
serve as nesting places, although the ma-
jority of the birds are content to rest on 
the bare ground. 

About our camp, the most ubiquitous, 
entertaining, and persistent animal was 
the hermit crab (page 763). This queer 
creature furnished the comic relief. He is 
shaped like our fresh-water crawfish, about 
five or six inches long, but, unlike the craw-
fish, he lives in an appropriated shell which 
he constantly drags along with him. The 
hermit crab may be said to be the original 
trailer inhabitant, and he formed the habit 
long before we had automobiles. 

Each tiny hermit crab, shortly after 
being hatched, instinctively searches for 
a particular kind of spiral shell shaped 
like our snail shells and backs into it. 
It does this to protect its hind body, which, 
unlike its armored fore body and exposed 
appendages, is soft and vulnerable. 

The tail is curled into the spiral so that 
the shell becomes a part of the crab and 
is dragged along with it, trailer fashion, 
wherever it goes. As the crab grows, the 
shell is traded for a new and larger one. 
The full-grown crabs have shells about as 
large as the closed fist. 

I saw a few large piles of these shells, 
unoccupied, and imagined that they might 



be trade-in places where the crabs a semble 
each season to barter their old shells for 
new ones. 

One day I saw such a trade take place. 
One crab had apparently abstracted the 
shell from another by force. The success-
ful crab was wearing one shell and care-
fully examining the other to see if it offered 
any improvement. He balanced it in his 
pincers and carefully examined it from all 
sides, turning it, feeling it with his claws, 
and inserting his head into the interior. 

After a most painstaking examination of 
several minutes the crab decided to make 
no change and moved on, leaving the extra 
shell. I placed it in front of the despoiled 
crab. A cursory examination apparently 
convinced him that it was the shell of 
which he had been dispossessed, or at least 
that it was much better than no shell at all. 
He quickly turned, backed into it, and went 
off rejoicing. 

The portion of the crab that normally 
projects from the shell is a bright red simi-
lar to that of a boiled lobster, but the por-
tion that is shielded from the sun by the 
shell appears anemic, lacking in color and 
strength. 

The action of the crab indicates that he 
realizes his vulnerability when deprived of 
his shell. When frightened, he retreats into 
the shell and folds his large pincers across 
the opening, so that he is well protected. 
To clear the shell, his legs grow forward 
from their point of attachment to the body 
and then down, giving him a curious under-
slung appearance when traveling. 

To us the marked characteristic of the 
hermit crab was his persistency. He was 
harmless, but the continuous scraping of his 
shell on the coral sand as he dragged it after 
him on his endless peregrinations through 
the tents was most annoying, particularly 
when we were trying to sleep. The remedy 
was to pick him up and throw him out, but 
he, or one of his colleagues, was again pres-
ent in a surprisingly short time. 

UNWELCOME BEDFELLOWS 

The crabs are instinctive climbers and, 
like experienced mountaineers, they care-
r ully reach upward with one claw and se-
cure a firm hold which they test before 
they let go with the first. A blanket hang-
ing down from an army cot to the tent 
floor presented a cordial invitation to the 
crab to climb up into the bed, and the 
invitation was always accepted! 

, oap had to be placed out of reach or 
the crabs would gnaw it to pieces or carry 
it away. At evening they gathered in large 
compact masses at the water's edge as if 
holding a convention and, when the sun 
rose in the morning, they advanced up the 
beach to our tents, to seek shelter in the 
shade of the tent walls. Usually as many 
as a dozen could be found lying closely in 
a row on the shady side of the tent walls. 

l\Ir. Charles Bittinger, the artist of our 
expedition, began marking the crabs on 
their shells with prominent numbers in In-
dia ink. This was soon discontinued, for it 
was evident that he would need a crew of 
file clerks to record the visitors to his tent 
alone. The tracks left by the crabs on the 
sand gave evidence of their large numbers 
and untiring activity ( page 7 62). 

NEEDED, A PIED PIPER 

The rats on the island were less amusing, 
although probably more plentiful than the 
hermit crabs. When we first arrived, they 
did not seem particularly numerous. As 
they became familar with our ref use pile 
that accumulated near the mess tent, they 
increased in number until it appeared that 
they might have sent emissaries to summon 
all their fellows on the island. 

These rats were not like the native spe-
cies of our country, but of a smaller variety 
found on many of the South ea islands. 
They were unbelievably tame and showed 
no hesitation in taking food from a wash-
pan held in the hand. 

I never saw more than two rats in my 
tent at once, although one member of the 
expedition insisted that there was a well-
attended reunion in his tent each night. 

ome of the men awakened to find them on 
their cots. At any time after dark hun-
dreds could be seen at the garbage pile. 

Captain J. F. Hellweg had been fore-
warned about rats and had brought a shot-
gun with 500 shells. Few were shot, how-
ever. With only 500 shells one could do 
little more than fire a salute in the crea-
tures' honor. 

Several cans of rat poison had been 
brought by one member of the party and 
this, mixed with crackers, was fed to them 
for several successive nights. The rats 
partook willingly, and hundreds should 
have died, but the number returning each 
evening increased instead of diminishing. 

At evening a powerful flashlight would 
show hordes of rats approaching from all 



ST.\RS i\ '0 . TRIPES REFLECT Sl..i:S:HISE .\ND SU.i':SET 01' C.\:S:TOl\ ISi.AND 

Capt. J. F. Hellweg, U.S. 1 .. and Dr .. A .. Mitchell hear George Hicks broadcast the rere-
monies of unveiling the marker on Memorial Day, 1937. President Roosevelt placed Canton and 
Enderbury Islands under the Department of the I11terior on March 3, 1938. Colonists landed and found 
intact this monument erected by the ational Geographic Society-U. S. Navy Eclipse expedition. 

© National l;co1,traphic. ocicty Finlay Photo(lraphs by Richard II. Stewart 
ON TJJE .\STl<O:S:O:\IER'S FRONT LINE, '•MICIIEL.\l\GELO" PUE IIIS Hl<l"SII 

Charles Bittinger, member of the ational Academy of Design, the expedition artist, sets up his easel 
between Dr. Irvine C. Gardner· corona camera (left) and Dr. F. K. Richtrnyer's clock tower. 



© l\ a11<rnal l;co"ra11h1c Soc1Ct> Finlay l'ho101Zraph h> Ric ha, d 11. Stewart 

U~DER .\ IIL.\7.11'(; Tl<Ol'IC.\I. SU:--:. TITE l~XPEOITIO:\' L.:\'\'EJLS ,\ ST.\R-SP.\:\'GLEI> ~IAl<KER o:-; ~1E~IOl<I.\I. DAY 

Captain Hellweg. in uniform. is about to remove the l'\ational Geographic Society Aag irom the concrete block. The flags, of porcelain enamel on 
steel. embeddecl on opposite sides, were presented to the expedition by Representative Virginia Jenckes. of Indiana (Plate T). Canton Island. on the 
route from Hawaii to Kew Ze,1),1nd. is a potentiill mid-Pacific base for seaplanes. A coral ring encloses a quiet lagoon, nat11ral berth for Aying hoats. 



© .\'a1ional Geoiiraphic Society 

l'.\1:-JTI.\'(; I.\' Till~ I.El•: OF C.\.\'TON ISL.\.\'l)'S "C\.\'.\'0:-1" 

?\Ir. Bittinger portrays on can,·as Dr. Richtmyer's driving clock 
nicknanwd by his colleag11es the ·•oil derrick_·· The structure houses 
cquipmem ior stttclying the polarization of corona light. In the backgro1111d 
~tands Dr. Gardner·s corona camera. 

Finlay Photo11raphs by Richard 11. Stewart 

Sll(H RED QUILLS GR.\CE11 GIRLS' HATS OF TIIE GAY .\'l.\'1•:Tll".S 

Polynesian chiefs also decked their headdre%es with the long. wiry 
fe;-i1hers which <listinguish the red-tailed tropic- or bo;-itswain-bir<l. To 
snatch tht' scarlet median tail quills. the purloiner wave~ one hand to 
attract the bir<l's attention. an<l quickly plucks them with his other. 



Kodachrome l'hotocraph h} Or. Irvine C. (~:trdn< 

O.'\I.\ \\III·:.' TJJE st·i\" IS llllllll•::-s 1)01•:S TIii•: ~1vs·r1-:1no1 (01{U:\.\ \l'l'E.\R 

As the elusive 1na11tle came into view. this 11a1ural-color photograph oi the ,olar corona was made 
b~· th<' same camera that caught the 1936 eclipse in Russia (See •• Observing an Edipse in Asiatic 
Ru%ia.·· >iational Geographic .\lagazine. February. 1937). The large black disk is the unilluminated 
iace oi the 1110011. which has come between the earth and sun. The red projections. termed promi-
nences. are tongues oi glowing hydrogen reaching tens oi 1housands oi miles from the sun's surface. The 
greenish glow extending beyond the prominences comes irom matter which is re!lecting sunlight. To 
the c~·e the corona appears pearly white. but its spectrum has a prominent green line which may 
account ior the tint shown. Because this photograph was made by a series oi intermittent exposures 
equivalent to about 1/15 of a ,econcl in all. the hrilli,11ll prominences stand out clearly. but the exten-
sion< oi 1he cornna are 1101 <o long a,s thnse shown in the painting on the opposite page. :\ longer 
<>xposure would have recorcl,-d the .;rrca111ers. but the brighter prominences would have lost their detail. 



;\ auo11al Gcol.!ra"'hic Society Paintin~ by Ch~rlc:-, Uiu1nger 

I.IKIC: 1\ Fl.0\\'l•:I< IH.HSTIX(; l:>ITO Hl.00~1. TIii·: COl{OX.\ HEC0:\11•:S \·1s111r.E .\T To·r.\l.lTY 

As the s1111 was blotted ou1 011 June 8. 1937. :\Ir. 11ittingcr. artist with the t'Xpcdition on Canton 
Island. rccordecl hi~ i111pressions on c111,·as. Through high-powt'red binoculars. ,haib oi white streamers, 
s0111e extending as far a, 5.000.000 miles. were seen. Streamers are oi a mysterious nlmposition. still 
undetermined. and their activity may be likened to the violent eruptions oi a ,·olcano. Rose-colored 
prominences dose to the edge oi the moon are hydrogen. The duration oi the eclipse 011 the island was 
3 minutes and 33 seconds. Twelve hu11clrecl miles out to sea. maximum duration was 7 111i1111tc,; 4 secouds. 
the longest si nee 699 . \. D. The artist, to capture as 111 uch as possible oi the detai I in thi~ ,hon space oi 
time. prepared in advance hali a dolen ba,·kgrounds. The only variations in these sketches were in 
the sky. S0111e were blue. some violet. and others greenish. corresponding to the actual variations 
which were likely to occur. \Vhen the moon started acro~s th .. iace oi the sun. he eould clev<>te his 
time to capturing the effect ui the streamers. prominences, and similar phe11ume11a. 



© 1'sattonal Geo11raphic Society Finlay l'ho1011raph by l<fchard 11. Ste:-" art 
OLD GLORY ANO THE GEOGRAPHIC FLAG FLEW 1\80\'E A~IF.IUCA'S NE\\'EST COLONY DURING TTIE SOCIIC:TY'S ECl.ll'SE EXPEDITION 

Four Americans, including a radio operator and three Hawaiians, settled on Canton island under Department of the Interior instructions on :"11arch 
7, 1938. A group of four Hawaiians was placed on Enderbury Island, 32 miles away, the day before the U. S. colonists lan<le<l at Canton. American 
officials visited the two islands in October and November, 1937, to prepare for the arrival of the permanent residents. 



© Xational Gcoiiraph1c Society Kodachrome Pho1011raph by Dr. Paul.\. ~lcNally-
SEA ANO SKY ~IIXGLE I:'\ A (;l.0IH0l'S (01.0R Rll.\l'SOOY AS TIIE StTN SETS 1:-. TIIE l',\CIFIC 

Just as Kipling's dawn "comes up like thunder." so does the sun go down on Canton. Because the 1slanri 1s near the Equator. the sun's descent 
is rapid and almost vertical. As a result. twilight is short. On these waters American whaling vesseb sailed more than a century ago. Canton [,land 
was named for the sailing ship Canion, out of Kew Bedford, ~1assachusetts. which was wrecked there in ~1arch. 1854. In the manner of Captain 
Bligh of the Bounty, the crew of 31 rowed in open boats northwestward for 49 days. finally reaching Guam. 



LIKE \\"IIITE c;1,11n:R:- .\l;.\IK.T .\1' .\ZURE SKY. LOVE TER:-IS SOAR o,·1rn111~.\I) 

Fluttering within arm·~ reach, the curiou:,, birds would peer under the brims of men· s hats to i n:,,pect 
their eyes. Several members of the expedition tried to entice the coy visitors with bits of food. 

© Xational Geo11raphic Society Finlay Photoaraph by Richard 11. Stewart 
ALI. Pl'FFED UP WTTIT PRIDE. ANGER .. \NO LOVE IS ,\ :'-l.\:'\-0'-\\".\R-BI J<D 

Enormously inAatecl i the blood-red throat sac of the male dttring the breeding season. Despite 
the size of the halloon, expanded by a gas of strong odor, its owner is not hampered in the air. :.fr. 
0. E. Sander pread the bird's wings, which measure about seven ieet irom tip to tip. 



directions a far as the ray could be fol-
lowed. Perhaps the rats lived on bird egg . 
l f so, this would explain why the bird popu-
lation on Canton is less dense than on 
Enclerbury. 

Brnos OBSERVE TJIE I TRUDERS 

s oon as we set foot upon Canton, the 
beautiful white tern came in pairs and 
poised in the air just out of reach, watching 
u curiously to ee what we might be 
planning. After a few clays the terns near 
our camp cea ed to find u interesting and 
returned to their usual occupations, but as 
soon as we wandered away from the camp 
to seldom visited parts of the i land the le s 
ophisticated terns would repeat the in-

vestigation. 
It is a curious sensation to be followed 

by a pair of terns that remain not more 
than four feet di Lant. I unsucce fully 
tried to induce them to alight on my out-
tretched hand. Their curiosity, however, 

enabled me to obtain the colored picture 
shown on Plate VTII. This was not taken 
with a telephoto lens, but with one of 
SO-mm. focal length on a 35-mm. film, 
and the entire picture, without trimming, 
i reproduced. These white terns are con-
sidered the most beautiful of the terns and 
are ometime called '·love birds·' because 
they usually fly in pair . 

The boobies are very numerous, but are 
not dramatic in action or manner. Thev 
re emble domestic ducks in general appea;-
ance and exist on Canton in two species, the 
blue-faced and the red-footed. They are 
industrious, hard-working bird that devote 
their time to caring for their young. One 
evening a school of flying fish entered the 
lagoon, and the boobies bu ily swooped 
down upon them as they emerged from the 
water. 

1 ATURE'S MAJESTIC AIRPLA)lES 

The hermit crab may have been the most 
amusing, but the most kingly of the animals 
wa the frigate bird, ometime called the 
man-o '-war bird ( Plate \'Ill). The male 
is characterized by a large red pouch on 
the throat which can be inflated to nearly 
the size of a football to project even be-
yond the powerful hooked beak of the 
bird. This pouch is a secondary sexual 
characteristic and the bird can fly with it 
inflated or with it half inflated and Rap-
ping from ide to ide. 

In its con truction the frigate bird ha 

rrior claim to many of the features of 
our mo t recent airplane . His wings are 
narrow and very long, a wing span of seven 
feet being attained in one species. The body 
i mall and treamlined. Jn flight his feet 
are pre ed to his body like the retractable 
landing gear of a plane. The frigate bird 
is a marvelous flyer, one of the be t in the 
world. 

\\ hen this bird has a fi h, he does not 
carry it in hi bill, becau e that would pro-
duce extra wind resistance. J nstead, the 
fish i swallowed; that is, stored in the 
fuselage, and regurgitated to feed the 
young at the ne t. Thi practice is al o 
foil owed by the booby and other water 
birds. 

Curiou ly enough, these birds, although 
they nest on mall islands and fly over the 
water, do not take off from it. Con e-
quently, a frigate bird must catch its fi h, 
if it secures them hone tly, by swooping 
down to the urf ace of the water without 
making a landing. 

By nature also it i a hijacker and obtains 
many of its fish by attacking the booby and 
other birds in the air and frightening them 
until they drop their prize. The frigate 
bird then deftly catche the falling fish and 
returns with it to its own ne t. 

Canton also ha the reel-tailed tropic-bird, 
or bo 'n-bird. The e birds are white with 
a tinge of pink and fron1 the white tail pro-
ject two long, narrow, red feathers. 

o ardently were the e feathers sought 
as souvenirs by the sailors that probably 
most of the tropic-bird on the island are 
now flying without them, awaiting the new 
feathers which will grow the following year 
(Plate III). 

ooty terns, upper part dull black in 
color, plover, and bristle-thighed curlew 
were al o seen, but not in large numbers. 
All of the larger birds were relatively tame 
and would remain on their nests while one 
approached a close as three or four feet. 
They could be caught with con iderably Jes 
difficulty than a chicken loose on the aver-
age merican farm. The e birds do not 
rise from the ground readily and are more 
ea ily captured on a still day or when 
chased down the wind. 

Contrary to my expectations, Canton 
was not unduly hot when one had shelter 
from the sun. \Ve were there in June, 
which is midwinter for points outh of the 
Equator, and at that time the sun was 
actually nearer the zenith at \\ ashington 



Photo11raph by Dr. Irvine C. Gardner 

NOT TRACTOR TRACKS-JUST THE TRAIL OF AN ARMY OF HERMIT CRABS! 

Soon after they are hatched, the scarlet creatures seek a small, spiral shell for a home. As they 
grow, they discard the old houses for larger ones. Captain J. F. Hellweg was amused one afternoon 
by one Canton lsland veteran which took 35 minutes to make up its mind which of two shells it 
wanted. It inspected them carefully. Finally the crab made a choice, walking off with the new 
dwellin11: and leaving the old behind. 

( un about 16° south of the zenith) than 
at Canton (sun 26° north of the zenith). 
The air temperature was approximately 85 
degrees in the daytime, and the trade winds 
provided a decidedly strong breeze at all 
hours. The sky was a deep blue with beau-
tiful white cumulus clouds that show in 
most of our photographs. 

The coral sand reflected light almost as 
well as the water, with the result that a 
photographic exposure meter registered 
higher illumination when directed at the 
sand than when pointed at the blue sky. 
Because of the bright sand, one was ex-
posed to radiation from all directions, and 
it was very uncomfortable in the sun; but, 
with an overhead shelter for shade, one even 
felt chilly at times. 

A pleasant feature was the absence of 
flies, mosquitoes, and similar pests. The 
trade wind made it impossible for them 
to remain on the island. The nights were 
delightful and we could sit outside in the 
evening and read by the light from our 
portable electric light plant in perfect 
comfort. 

One aspect of Canton that appeals 
strongly to the Crusoe instinct is its rela-
tion to man in the past and the evidence 
remaining of earlier visitor . 

ISLA OS KNOWN TO NEW BEDFORD 
WHALERS 

Canton and Enderbury Islands are not 
shown on maps published in London in 
l 791 and were presumably undiscovered at 
that time. 

The American whaling ships captured 
most of the whales in the neighborhood of 
the Equator, and the islands were certainly 
known to the whalers prior to 182 8, for they 
are listed in a report to the ecretary of the 
Navy, prepared by Captain J. r_ Reynolds 
in that year. 

Captain Reynolds, who served several 
terms in Congress as a Representative from 
Ohio, partly based his report on conversa-
tions with . ew Bedford whaling captains. 

t that time Canton was known as Mary 
Balcout's Island, and it has also borne other 
names, such as Swallow, Mary, Balcout, 
and Bulcot Island. 



Photograph by Richard 11. Stewart 
HERMIT CRABS ENJOY SUN-BROILED S APPER :FOR BREAKFAST 

Carefully dragging their shells with them, the scarlet creatures finrl a fish that has been washed 
ashore on Canton Island during the night. The constant scraping of their "hou cs" as they pulled 
them along the beach was annoying (page 7 51). Snappers (Lutianidae) are common in the South 
Pacific and arc closely allied to the red . nappers of the Atlantic coast. 

The ·ew Bedford whaling ship Canton 
was wrecked on the island in 1854. Inter-
esting details regarding the wreck are set 
forth in a letter from Horace Guild, of 
Boston, ::\[assachusetts, who writes: '·The 
information has been largely derived by 
word of mouth from Captain \\ ing and 
others of the crew to my mother (:V1rs. 
Clara Wing Guild, of :\Iedford, Massa-
chusetts) and various members of her 
family. 

THE "CA TO 's" EPIC VOYAGE 

"The whaling ship Canton, of -ew Bed-
ford, l\ [ assachusetls, sailed from that port 
on August 12, 1852,' continues the grand-
son of Captain Wing. "Her clearance 
papers indicated that she wa to fish for 
whales in the Atlantic and orth Pacific 
Oceans. 

"The captain of the vessel was Andrew 
Johnson Wing, of what was then Fairhaven 
and now Acushnet, ::\Iassachusetts. (The 
town of Acu hnet was set off from the town 
of Fairhaven at a later date.) At that time 
he wa 32 years of age and had been at sea 
in the whaling indu try on everal voyages. 

He was an experienced navigator and fa-
miliar with conditions in and on Pacific 
equatorial waters. 

"The vessel was reported at Tahiti on 
January 27, 1854. 

"On l\Iarch 4, 1854, the vessel was struck 
by a severe equatorial storm. Her posi-
tion at that time was supposed to be 2 ° 04' 
south latitude, 172° west. The charts which 
they had indicated nothing of danger within 
90 miles, but at 1 :30 a. m., :\larch 5, 1854, 
the ve sel struck. At 6 a. m. the ship bilged, 
the larboard quarter washed away, and she 
began to go to pieces. 

"\\'illiam B. Carrol of rew Bedford, 
first mate, volunteered to go through the 
surf to the sand bar, which had become vis-
ible, with a line, which he succeeded in 
doing with great difficulty. 

"By the help of this line and the four 
small boats which the Canton carried, all 
32 men reached the sandbank in safety, and 
later they were able to bring off a quantity 
of water and provisions. 

''The place was a small uninhabited 
i land. The men remained there until 
:\[arch 30, 1854, by which time their pro-



PERHAPS SOME DAY THIS BIT OF QUIET LAGOON WILL BECOME A BUSY MID-PACIFIC HAVEN FOR FLYIKG CLIPPERS 
A city of tents has mushroomed overnight to house the Eclipse Expedition's scientific apparatus and personnel. The Stars and Stripes and Lhe National Geographic Society 

flag flutter from the same pole. 

Photol(raph~ by Richard H. Stewart 

ANCHORED BEYOND THE SURF, MOTHER SHIPS OF TWO EXPEDITIONS STAND BY OFF CANTON ISLAND 
U. S. S. Avocet, right, carried the National Geographic Society-Navy eclipse party to the coral isle in May, 1937. H. M. S. Wellington brought ~cw Zealand scientists. 
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~IAROONF.D ON BARREN ENDERBURY ISLAND, A HORSE AND ~ULE SUSTAINED THEMSELVES FOR SEVERAL YEARS 

Captain J. F. Hellweg and the eclipse group mascot, Jerry, inspect a cut on the island where guano was dug for export. In the latter half of the nineteenth century 
an American company gave up operations here and left the animals behind. When another firm renewed the work some years later, they found both ali,·e and we11. The 
mule was caught and used to pull trucks. Enderbury is 43 miles southeast of Canton. 



v1s1ons and water had begun to run low. 
··On the latter date, the 32 men set out 

in the small boats, intending to make the 
Kingsmill Group of islands in the hope of 
being rescued from that point, a it was 
often frequented by whaling ves els at 
that time. 

45 DAYS WITHOUT A LA DFALL 

·'Having in ufficient navigating instru-
ments, they mi ed their destination entirely 
and found no land until they reached the 
island of Tinian, 45 day later. Thi is one 
of the Ladrone , or ~Iarianas Island , and 
at that time was panish territory. The rep-
re entative of the pani h Government on 
that i land would not believe the story of 
their voyage, but, after permitting them to 
take on board some coconuts and fresh 
water, forced them to leave. 

"Four days later, on 1\Iay 19, 1854, they 
arrived at Guam. All four boats made the 
entire trip safely. -o lives were lost, but 
great hardships of hunger and thirst en-
dured. 

"The four mall boats in which this re-
markable journey was made were 30 feet 
long, 6 feet beam, with t~e g_unwale 22 
inches above the water amid hips. They 
were propelled by 5 oars and each had a 
mall spritsail which could be u ed in fa-

vorable weather. 
·• aptain Wing, the first and secon~ of-

ficers and two seamen reached Hong Kong 
Augu~t 22, 1854, from which port notice of 
the loss was sent to the owner , which notice 
included a location of the island upon which 
the Canton was cast awav.* 

'·No logbook of the {:anton is extant. 
uch a thing wa not preserved through so 

difficult an experience. 
" aptain Andrew J. \\'ing has been dead 

for many years. I do not believe any of the 
crew are still alive. The youngest man on 
the boat at the time of the wreck probably 
was Thomas E. Bralcv. He would be close 
to 100 years of age if still living." 

J n commemoration of this epic adven-
ture, the island wa renamed Canton by 
Commander Richard \\". Meade of the 
U ... Narragansett, who tells of it in his 
report of 18 7 2-7 3. 

Enderbury J land was worked for guano 
• Captain Bligh and 18 men went from Tofua, 

Friendly l lands, to Timor, in an open boat, 23 feet 
long, in 42 days. The distance was 3.618 nautical 
miles. The crew of the Canton, 31 men, went from 
Canton to Guam, in open boats, in 49 days-dis-
tance 2,900 nautical miles. 

by an American group in 1858 or shortly 
thereafter. At this time guano apparently 
was not taken from Canton T land, po si-
bly becau e the deposit wa not con idered 
rich enough to justify the expense and 
labor. In the eighties John J. Arundel and 
Company of London reworked the guano 
deposits at Enderbury and also collected 
guano from Canton. 

. ailing ve sels were u ed to transport 
the guano. They anchored in the lee of 
the i land, neces arily do e to shore, and, 
on the relativelv rare occa ions when the 
wind changed ·its direction, the sailing 
boats were quite helpless and unable to 
keep off the reef. On Canton the 0 uano 
ve el Howard de Troop went ashore in 
this manner in 1884-85. 

Today, when one approaches Canton, the 
most prominent object seen on the beach 
i the steam winch from this ship. At the 
place where the ship struck, not much re-
mains except a large number of iron spikes 
approximately two feet long which lie in 
profusion on the reef. 

The hollow metal mast lies near the shore 
of the lagoon and has been rolled across 
the i land bv waves or been carried in-
to the lagoor; with driftwood and washed 
ashore. \\'ith it there are many long, heavy 
timbers, some still sufficiently firm to be 
used in con tructing the wharf where our 
apparatus was unloaded. 

The metal parts from a large number 
of old heaves were on the island and were 
used by Dr. Richtmyer to supply additional 
weight to drive the clock that operated his 
camera (Plate ITT). The huts used by the 
guano collectors are entirely flattened, only 
the corrugated roofing remaining. 

A lonely grave, protected by coral slabs 
turned on edge in the ground, tells of the 
death of one of the natives employed in 
the collection of guano. 

These islands that have been lightly 
touched by history at long intervals in 
the past now apparently have an intere t-
ing future. Formerly of value only for the 
depo its of guano which have been ex-
hausted, they may become important as 
teppingstones for the flying Clipper ships 

which navigate the outh Pacific Ocean 
(page 764). 

The united tales Government has re-
cently reasserted its claim to Canton and 
Enderbury, and coloni ts have been sent 
to occupy the two i lands (Plates I and 
1I and page 7 50-51). 
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