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Pep Wheeler was a quietly spectacular man 
who became legendary in his own time. 
He lived a career of discovery, both geo
graphic and scientific, that places him among 
the great naturalists of his day. Three geo
graphic features in Canada now bear his 
name. He did not publicize himself; few 
readers will have known of his exploits at all, 
and still fewer will have comprehended the 
scale of his contributions. By his grace, wit, 
warmth, and culture he delighted those 
around him. Whether as petrologist, explorer, 
naturalist, gourmet, or storyteller, he did 
things extraordinarily well. He needs no 
monument besides his life's work, nor any 
memorial in the minds of those fortunate 
enough to have been his associates. For them 
the real life looms large and present. But 
after his lifetime of courteous self-restraint, 

we ought to record for posterity some of the doings and facets of this rare man. 
Wheeler's scientific output was prodigious, particularly in terms of his mapping, 

his notes and collections, and the stimulus he gave others to make use of them. The 
territory he mapped in forty-eight years covers approximately 27,000 square kilometers. 
This is equivalent to 48 fifteen-minute quadrangles at the latitude of his home in the 
Adirondacks. (He always said if he couldn't average a quadrangle a year he was falling 
behind. It is nice to know he came out even.) Until the post-World War II period 
brought aerial photography, his base maps were the product of his own surveying. Even 
later the restricted photo coverage of inland areas forced the continuation of his topo
graphic mapping. He was the first and principal student of Labrador anorthosites, and 
he devoted his career to the igneous rocks of the Nain Complex and their metamorphic 
surroundings. His 1 :63,360 geologic manuscript map of the Nain Complex, completed 
in 1973, appears to be the only one in the world at such a scale covering a large anortho
site complex; it is unique also in containing much petrographic information. He recog
nized "fossil" evidence of the high pressure mineral ferrosilite, and he collaborated in 
the discovery of the important mineral osumilite in metamorphic rocks, a mineral which 
may furnish a powerful "water barometer" in conjunction with cordierite. He left 
a legacy of 2,000 hand specimens, thin sections, maps, and typewritten field notes. 
The photograph shows him at Wyatt Harbour, Labrador, in 1971. 

Hindsight shows that by nature and nurture Wheeler was well prepared for an 
unusual and productive life. His ancestor, the redoubtable Colonel (Sir William) Pepper
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rell of Massachusetts, took the fortress and privateering haven of Louisburg on Cape 
Breton Island for Britain in 1745, thirteen years before it was retaken for Pitt by 
Jeffrey Amherst. His grandfather (the first Everett Pepperrell Wheeler) was a New York 
lawyer whose Modern Law Carriers was the standard of its time. His father, Dr. David 
Everett Wheeler, was killed in action in 1918 while caring for the wounded at the front, 
but he had packed his brief life with the practice of medicine in New York and wilder
ness experience in the north, hunting musk ox near Great Slave Lake, journeying down 
the Peace River, and writing magazine and journal articles. At age ten Pep was intro
duced to the New Brunswick woods, where he spent many summers and Christmas 
vacations with his parents and a favorite guide, Uncle Henry Braithwaite. His mother 
also enjoyed the wilderness trips to New Brunswick, Wyoming, and Newfoundland, 
painting mushrooms and wild flowers as teaching guides for her son and husband. 

After preparation at St. Paul's School, the young Wheeler entered Cornell, thus 
beginning a lifelong association with the university as well as with geology. He gradu
ated in 1923, received the M.S. in 1926, and the Ph.D. in 1930. In the meantime his 
own adventures had begun. 

In 1924 he and a Russian mining engineer sailed a twenty-eight-foot whaleboat 
from Grays Harbor on the Washington coast almost to Juneau before capsizing in a 
gooseneck jibe among the whirlpools and tricky winds of the inland waterway. Even
tually they made it to Juneau where Wheeler worked in and around the mines as a 
laborer until summer's end. 

A 1926 sailing trip to Newfoundland with a family friend took him for the first 
time to southern Labrador. The next year he went to Nain to begin his thesis work for 
the Ph.D. ("He has come to study our rocks!" says the Moravian Mission diary.) 
In 1928 he endured a second shipwreck as a passenger on a government store boat near 
Port Manvers on the Labrador coast. By the early 1930s his work and travels in Labra
dor became known to the British Admiralty, who made use of his knowledge in a new 
coastal survey. And by the 1970s his feats of travel were so much a part of local lore 
that some of them appear ascribed to Esau Gillingham in a romantic novel based on 
that very real and curious character. We shall return to these matters. 

The Alaska trip yielded Wheeler's first paper, on stellerite from Juneau (1927), 
quickly followed in the same year by one on fayalite from Monhegan Island, Maine. 
By the time these papers were published, he had finished his master's degree at Cornell 
and started his doctoral research. The dimensions of the anorthosite problem were such 
that this research was to become his lifetime occupation. There were not even the 
requisite base maps on which to plot the geology. Aside from casual visits there were 
no previous geologic investigations. The decade of the 1930s was therefore devoted to 
such activities that resulted in several things: major geographical discoveries, the first 
accurate and detailed maps of north coastal Labrador, the first petrological understand
ing of the suite of rocks encountered under the anorthosite problem in Labrador, and 
the field wisdom that allowed him not only to survive the rigors of this remote area 
but also to do so with a good measure of comfort. 

Among the first to greet Wheeler at Nain was the admirable Moravian missionary 
and keen student of nature and man, the Reverend Paul Hettasch. The family embraced 
him. Mrs. Hettasch soon became "Tante" (auntie) to Pep. Although not himself for
mally interested in the church, there came a time when he led the service in the absence 
of the minister. The daughter Kate who was Wheeler's age and endowed with terrifying 
energy, high spirits, and Christian zeal, became a lifelong friend. Finally, and perhaps 
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most important of all, Wheeler was taken on as a trainee by the superb Inuit (Eskimo) 
hunter and community leader, Martin Martin. He was thus able to spend a winter of 
travel, hunting, and daily life with an Inuit family and an exemplary teacher. It was a 
measure of Martin's respect (and a source of embarrassed pleasure to Wheeler) that 
when Wheeler wore a seaman's yellow oilskins on his last visit to Martin's house in 
1973, Martin said, "For a moment I thought you were a Kablunak (white man)." 

By the late 1920s Wheeler was making wider excursions inland, interspersed with 
mapping in the coastal area. In 1935 these culminated in a long discovery trip (he 
wouldn't have called it that) by dog team westward into New Quebec, down the Whale 
River to Ungava Bay, east to the northern Labrador coast, and back to Nain. The total 
distance must have been well in excess of 700 miles. 

"What is perhaps the largest tributary from the west enters at the expansion. Near 
its mouth is a high fall that does not freeze. Below the expansion the average width of 
the [Whale] river increases to about 1,000 feet ... " (Wheeler, 1938). Thus did Wheeler 
describe a river unknown to mapmakers. By 1945 his "largest tributary from the west" 
had been mapped by government surveyors who awarded it the name Wheeler River, 
and, to its major lake, the name Wheeler Lake. The river is about the length of the 
Androscoggin in Maine and has a drainage basin of some 9,000 square kilometers. 
It seems almost incredible in this age of photography from space that one of our con
temporaries could have discovered, the hard way, a substantial river. Perhaps he was 
one of the last to do so. The evident appreciation of later surveyors for his work no 
doubt derives, in part, from his celestial relocation of major lakes and rivers up to 
forty miles west of their old positions. Official appreciation of his work yielded a third 
tribute in the naming of Wheeler Mountain, a 1,800-foot massif near Okhakh Bay, 
in 1957. 

The major nautical chart of the Nain area, as yet not superseded, was made from 
surveys done in the early 1930s by HMS Challenger under Commander A.G.N. Wyatt. 
Wyatt relied on Wheeler's mapping (1930) for navigational purposes and the work of 
the Challenger afforded Wheeler several memorable opportunities for transportation 
and collaboration. He first approached the vessel by canoe while she was at anchor off 
Base Island, where a base line was being established for the survey. Wheeler was wel
comed aboard and asked for all the information he could give, which included most or 
all of the many Inuit names still appearing on chart BA 265. This experience left him 
dissatisfied with the current status of Inuit orthography and led to his 1953 List oj 
Labrador Eskimo Place Names in which he tried very hard to preserve the sounds and 
meanings of the language as carefully spoken by older people. As he pointed out, 
it may be vitally important for travellers to know whether a place is "with water" or 
"without water," and for geologists and archeologists to know which are the soapstone 
islands, Ukasiksalik. As a matter of fact, the geologic importance of the soapstone 
localities is not yet fully appreciated-they represent Archean ultramafic rocks. At least 
one of them is some 3.5 billion years old. The orthography is still in disrepair, and 
Wheeler's adoption of a Royal Geographical Society convention has done much to 
preserve meanings, even if it appears awkward to contemporary users. 

In return for his services, Wheeler was offered a season's-end ride to Halifax 
aboard the Challenger and a return trip the following spring. On the trip to Halifax 
the sherry ran out, and Wheeler was fond of saying he had drunk the Royal Navy out 
of sherry. On the same trip, Wheeler made known his problems with timekeeping for 
his own survey work. Wyatt knew that a number of pocket chronometers had recently 
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been retired from the submarine service and were available at Greenwich Observatory 
to certain ranks of naval personnel. On rejoining Challenger in Halifax the following 
spring, Wheeler was presented with two of the retired pocket chronometers. No one 
who ever saw Wheeler fish out (from its isothermal berth next to his stomach) one of 
those timepieces, which was encased in a caribou skin pouch and suspended from a soft 
caribou thong, will soon forget the sight. 

Over the years many legends arose about Wheeler in Labrador, some accurate, but 
all reflecting his unusual abilities and his capacity for travelling light and far. It is true 
that he cut the handle off his toothbrush, that he carried apricots but not prunes because 
the stones were excess baggage, and that he had occasion to taste dog meat. He shot 
Amos Voisey's dog for devouring one of his new sealskin boots just at spring breakup 
when they were essential to his work and well-being. Dr. W. A. Paddon of the Grenfell 
Mission describes him as "undrownable, unfreezable, and wholly undefeatable
a fascinating man who saw more clearly perhaps than most of us the verities of man's 
position. He realized our dependence on nature and understood the values that have 
applied to all human beings and societies close to nature." He also remarks, "Pep was 
incredibly tough and no one else in his right mind would take a canoe from Nutak to 
Nain [some 90 miles, more than half in the open sea] in November." Paddon and 
Wheeler had hot debates about the virtues of a native diet. Like Stefansson and Ras
mussen, Wheeler was a living demonstration of the success of adapting to local ways 
in the Arctic. 

A pleasant tale of Wheeler's flair for life afield is the extended caption for his 
stunning color slide showing the face of an otter that fills the screen, droplets of water 
clinging to its whiskers. The burden of the tale is that Wheeler saw the otter swimming 
down a meadow stream in the uplands with a large trout in its mouth. Being out of 
fresh fish, he whooped, the otter dropped the trout in surprise, Wheeler stole the trout 
and ran to the tent to fetch his camera. The otter, greatly displeased, kept popping up 
to see where the trout had gone as Pep lay on the bank and clicked away. 

His early travels made use of an odometer on a wheel, which was behind the sledge 
or pushed while walking to measure distance. The latest of these lightweight wheels 
is now in the museum at Nain. Beginning with the early travels, Wheeler kept a diary 
and a separately indexed set of nature notes. Both provide important records and in
sights from which he occasionally drew for the benefit of others, as in Notes on 
Pinnipedia (1953), describing the distribution and habits of seals. Even without recourse 
to the notes, he was a mine of valuable information. In 1973 he was able to respond 
at length to inquiries from a wildlife biologist about the spawning habits of arctic char, 
Salvelinus alpinus, describing (in vivid detail and with map references) places where 
deep, narrow brooks were choked with spawning char. 

By 1940 Wheeler had spent all or part of twelve years in Labrador, most of them 
in mapping and geological field work. His Ph.D. had been completed in 1930, and a 
paper on diabase dikes had appeared in 1933. The major publications of the 1930s, 
however, were the geographical contributions of 1930, 1935, and 1938 that represent 
the difficult and painstaking groundwork upon which the larger geological contributions 
were to be built. The first of these was the 1942 paper describing for the first time the 
Nain anorthosite and setting the stage for detailed investigations to come. In this paper 
emerges the scope of the prohlem of the Labrador anorthosites-their vast size, large 
variety of rock types, large volumes of associated intrusive rocks, excellence of exposure, 
and important contact metamorphic effects undisturbed by later regional metamorphism. 
It is a ground-breaking paper. The importance of its observations i.s exceeded only by 
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the understatement with which it is presented. This became the hallmark of Wheeler's 
contributions, and in an age when many scientists place high value on freewheeling 
ideas expressed early and often, Wheeler's habitual reticence seems anachronistic and, 
to some, mystifying. 

Part of this tendency to understatement no doubt stemmed from a temperament 
which abhorred extravagance in expression. Part may have stemmed from a profound 
sense of scale of the geologic problems, so that from early days we see a tendency to be 
working for posterity, to establish a baseline for another generation, "to say something 
useful for the survivors, to say: I was and now you are, and I leave you as good a map 
as I could make of my own travelling," in the words of Vidal. Private discussions made 
it clear that he understood and appreciated what he had done or was doing, but felt 
it was for others to make the judgment and pursue the consequences. The survivors 
have clearly been the beneficiaries of his hardheaded, selfless wisdom. 

The wartime years brought major changes to Wheeler's life. He joined the U.S. 
Army and served as an enlisted man in the European theater. In 1946 he married 
Eleanor Peer, who had seen him first leave for Labrador twenty years earlier, and he 
settled down to work for two years as geologist at Tahawus in the Adirondacks. The 
Adirondacks, the mountains of the Northeast, the wilderness-all were common bonds 
for Eleanor and Pep, a constant symbol in their fascinating life together. Within a short 
time they were to begin a durable pattern of work in Labrador interspersed with re
search and attention to cultural needs in Ithaca and later at Blue Mountain Lake. 
This quarter-century of activity saw the fruition of much of Wheeler's early work and 
brought the two of them into relationships with new colleagues and friends. 

Through Wheeler's instinctive attention to detail, the stage had been carefully if 
unwittingly set for the postwar research boom. Now with Eleanor's company, he re
turned to Labrador in 1948 and began a work pattern of summer-winter-summer in the 
field, winter-summer-winter at home, that was to last nearly two decades. When asked 
how one could do field work in the winter in such a place, he was fond of point
ing out that the wind-swept uplands offered more rock exposure in winter than the 
unglaciated southeastern United States at any season. The major winter effort was 
mapping, hitting the summits for triangulation, and covering ground that was in
accessible in summer. And then there was spring with its magic weeks of bright sun, 
warm days without black flies or mosquitoes, and easy travel until breakup. Summer 
became the time for more intensive investigations where prior work had shown they 
were needed. 

Soon there were air photos, and, for the first time, geologic rather than topographic 
mapping became the major preoccupation. Published topographic maps came too late 
to help except in compilation, and Wheeler's preprints of these are covered with editorial 
corrections of drainage and topography for which he possessed the only ground control. 
Shortly after the air photos came the first support of Wheeler's research-initially in 
the form of logistic support from British Newfoundland Exploration, Ltd., and even
tually from the young National Science Foundation. When one panelist, perhaps look
ing for quick payoffs in research, questioned support of such a project, the late Harry 
Hess quietly asked him where else he could buy so much research for so little money. 
The sawed-off toothbrush and simple diet were old news to him by then through 
Wheeler's association with Buddington. 

In short, geology became even more productive through the 1950s and 1960s. 
Major papers appeared in 1955, on adamellite associated with anorthosite in a key 
area now being restudied to great advantage c'> R. A. Wiebe, and in 1960, on the 
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anorthosite-adamellite complex as a whole, bringing up to date the 1942 work. There 
followed in 1965 a remarkable paper concerning fayalitic olivine which actually de
scribed, with typical indirection, the high-pressure exsolution of ferrosilite in iron-rich 
augite, followed by a low-pressure breakdown to olivine plus quartz. This paper is the 
foundation stone of geologic barometry in the Nain area, a topic pursued with great 
success by his collaborators, Douglas Smith and J. H. Berg. 

Housekeeping becomes an inevitable topic in discussing these productive postwar 
years with Eleanor. Two unique and somewhat bizarre structures served as their homes 
at Tessiuyakh Bay in Labrador and near the university in Ithaca. The homes had in 
common a comfort and grace that vividly reflected their owners; aside from that 
they were light years apart in scale, setting, and function. One was an 8 x 11-foot log 
structure in which an enamel cup looked like a dipper and two loaves of fresh bread 
created a space problem. When buried by winter snows, it was all but invisible except 
for the smoke and the stage with its frozen seal meat, wind-dried cod, and box of 
frozen cranberries. Somewhat off the beaten track of winter travel, it was nevertheless 
a magnet for knowing native winter travellers who appreciated a warm house and good 
company. Few know such luxury today; many houses in Nain are big, raised off the 
ground, and rarely warm except when they are on fire. The house at Tessiuyakh was a 
paradise of warmth with its miniature wood stove and sod banking. And convenience 
was defined when steps across the kitchen were not only unnecessary but impossible. 

At the other pole, his mother's house in Ithaca had a living room made over from 
a squash court, a high-ceilinged yet cozy space graced by a corner fireplace. One wall 
was hung with a Chinese tapestry, others with trophies from the parental big game 
hunting days. Cocktails were taken downstairs where the carriage was once kept. 

It became a practice to hold a midwinter conference in Ithaca for people working 
in Labrador or interested in the north. Wheeler dubbed this annual gathering the 
"Mountain and Muskeg Society." Its object was to convene on the weekend that held 
maximum probability for getting snowbound-it was often successful. 

At Cornell, Wheeler held the title of Senior Research Associate. He felt that the 
pressures of research left no time for teaching, and this was undoubtedly true, given 
the scope of his work. At the same time, he was a splendid tutor, and those graduate 
students who found their way to him were rapidly rewarded. He accepted them as 
equals, in fact, as co-conspirators and fellow sufferers in the sometimes dark passage
ways of the anorthosite problem. Always he sought to enlist fieldworkers to the cause, 
and by the mid-1960s his efforts had begun to payoff. His early work had already led 
to the discovery and study of the Kiglapait layered intrusion in 1957 and had influenced 
the study of Michikamau and other unmetamorphosed anorthosites in northern Labra
dor. In 1966 before the Anorthosite Symposium was held in Plattsburg, New York, 
he was encouraged by Y. W. Isachsen to lead an excursion to the Nain area. This he 
did, treating a lively group of ten geologists to a nineteen-day whirlwind tour of some 
of nature's most spectacular field relations, replete with illuminating and heady dis
cussions on and off the outcrop. At the same time, he attracted Professor Dirk de Waard 
to field work in the Nain area, thus establishing a productive and enduring working 
relationship. This relationship was signified in part by their 1972 joint paper, but even 
more by their close collaboration in the field and in their neighboring Adirondack 
homes. At the ensuing symposium, his paper on minor intrusives opened yet another 
door on the anorthosite problem, laying the groundwork for what is becoming a strong 
case for iron-enriched residual liquids. 



7 MEMORIAL TO EVERETT PEPPERRELL WHEELER 2nd 

By 1968 he began to "retire" from Ithaca and Cornell by obtaining yet a third 
unique home, a cottage protected by balsam forest on a hillside near Blue Mountain 
Lake in the Adirondacks. Gradually this was transformed into a year-round home, 
and the move was made from Ithaca. At the same time, Wheeler, de Waard, and I 
began planning the Nain Anorthosite Project, an enterprise designated to take advantage 
of his decades of research, to begin full force the detailed mapping and laboratory 
studies for which he had found so little time. Less shy than he, I called the project 
"a vehicle for scientific discovery and the training of students" because I knew both 
were guaranteed by the groundwork he had laid. 

With National Science Foundation support we designed and built the fifty-one-foot 
research vessel that he named Pitsiulak as a logistic base. Wheeler and de Waard set 
out the first field camps while the vessel was still on the ways in 1971. We joined them 
in August. The vessel turned out to be all he had hoped for: "My God, isn't she sweet," 
he said, as we rolled along in heavy seas. It was clear that this beat a man-powered 
canoe. The vessel afforded laboratory and mapping space and a supply base far more 
reliable than aircraft. Wheeler remained the guiding light of this project until his death 
and for three busy seasons served as tutor, guide, and investigator. He reserved several 
weeks each season for his own work. He was alone except in 1972 when Eleanor once 
again joined him for work in the bush. Field conferences at the start of each season 
gave students and colleagues a chance to learn how graciously he lived in the field 
as well as to review the intricate and demanding geological problems with him and 
de Waard. The discoveries have been many, not the least of which was Wheeler's 
discovery with Berg of the first-known occurrence of osumilite (1976) as a metamorphic 
mineral. 

Compilation of the geologic map of the Nain area (on seven large sheets at one 
mile to the inch) occupied much of Wheeler's last decade. At last there was a topo
graphic base in the form of enlarged preprints from Canada, to which he transferred 
the geology from his own maps and air photos. These will eventually be published, 
with a descriptive text composed by him. Considering that much of this work required 
construction of the base map as well, the output is phenomenal. Wheeler has been 
places no geologist will be in a hurry to visit again. Some of the terrain is remote and 
exceedingly difficult of access-a visit to the osumilite locality in 1975 by three strong 
youths required struggling for five hours through hell's own alder patch. But the key 
fact in this statement is that they reached the locality and sampled it successfully, 
guided by Wheeler's incomparable set of notes and map indexes. 

As a scientist, Wheeler chose an appallingly difficult problem and did a masterful 
job with it. The rocks he dealt with represent the Earth's crustal evolution over a period 
of 2.5 billion years, from 3.5 to 1 billion years ago. His knowledge of these rocks was 
profound. He grew with the science and frequently turned up nasty inconsistencies in 
instrumental or other laboratory procedures. These often led to new discoveries or 
insights, for example, the mineral osumilite and the staining of thin sections. In the last 
few years of exhiliarating discovery and argument in the field, many a wild idea was 
brought up short on the hard fact of his experience, and many a good idea was tested 
to the hilt against his comprehensive knowledge. His perceptions were never ruled by 
preconceptions. He was flexible and resilient but dogged in pursuit of disturbing evi
dence of all sorts in the rocks. He forebore to synthesize, seeing too clearly the un
comfortable details which failed to fit the picture. He saved his choicest pieces of re
search to the end, after the drudgery of mapping was finished (in the time it took to 
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work up the surveying calculations in the days before computers and pocket calculators, 
he could have written a handful of research papers). His enthusiasm was infectious. His 
sense of irony about the rocks and about his life on Earth filled our days with laughter. 
He was an island of sanity, warmth, and humor whose presence enriched any enterprise 
uncommonly well. 
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