1902 A.DONALDSON
1903 LUIGI AMEDEOQ, Dt
1904 GEORG VON'S
1904 SVEN VON HED
[906 ROBERT F. SCOTT * %
[906 ROBERT BELL

1908 WILLIAM MORRIS DAV
- 1909 FRANCISCO P. MORENO

Louise Boyd signing the American Geographical Society’s Fliers’ & Explorers’ Globe in 1938

Louise Arner Boyd: “The World’s Most Enterprising Woman Explorer”
By Scott Fletcher
Marin History Museum Volunteer

The incredible life story and extraordinary accomplishments of San Rafael native Louise Arner
Boyd are worthy of the term legendary. Last week, the Marin History Museum celebrated the
anniversary of Boyd’s birthday with tours of her family’s former estate (now split between the Boyd
Park Gatehouse and the San Rafael Elks Club) while hosting a two-day exhibit of photographs and
artifacts from her life and expeditions.

Boyd was born in San Rafael on September 16, 1887, to John and Louise Boyd, heirs to the
Bodie Gold Mine Bonanza. Under her parents’ loving care, she developed a strong sense of self-
confidence and an unquenchable curiosity while chasing after her two older brothers at their San Rafael
home and large ranch at the foot of Mt. Diablo. At thirteen, her idyllic world ended abruptly when both
of her teenage brothers died within months of each other of a congenital heart condition. She spent the
next twenty years caring for her grieving parents and learning to manage her father’s business at a time
when few women were entrusted with such responsibilities. After her parents’ deaths in 1919-20, Boyd
began to pursue her own interests unfettered from the restrictions and expectations that family and
society placed on women of that era.

She traveled extensively in the United States and Europe, journaling and learning the nascent art
of photography. In 1924, while visiting Norway, she sailed to the island of Spitzbergen in the Arctic
Ocean and beheld the wonders of the pack ice that she had longed to see. This experience changed
Boyd’s life as she would eventually organize, finance and lead multiple scientific expeditions to
Greenland with the assistance of the American Geographic Society (AGS), botanist Alice Eastwood, and
numerous Scandinavian and European Arctic experts. The AGS published two books for Boyd based on
her expeditions and she was awarded the prestigious Cullum Medal in 1938 by the AGS.



In 1934, she was chosen as delegate to the International Geographic Congress in Warsaw,
Poland. While there, she travelled the countryside photographing and chronicling the customs, economy
and daily life of Poland’s rural peasants. The AGS published her third book, Polish Countrysides, based
on her notes and photographs. During WWII, she worked for the U.S. Intelligence Service as an “Expert
Consultant” and led a secret arctic expedition for the National Bureau of Standards that was essential to
understanding “radio transmissions in high latitudes” and the feasibility of building a landing field at
York Sound in Canada’s Northwest Territories.

Later in life, Boyd traveled widely throughout the world while putting her wealth to work for
many local charities in Marin and San Francisco. In 1955, she chartered a plane for a record-setting
flight over the North Pole, becoming the first woman to accomplish that feat. With her fortune all but
spent, Boyd sold the family’s San Rafael home in 1963 and lived in San Francisco until her death in
1972. She was cremated and had her ashes scattered over Pt. Barrow Alaska. Geography historian J.K.
Wright summed up Boyd’s legacy when he wrote that Louise was, “the world’s most enterprising
woman explorer.”
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