








PORTRAIT of a young girl sewing 

Longfellow, who it is said found in it the 
inspiration for his famous Song of Hiawa­
tha. It was the poet's interest in this picture 
which caused Hesler to recount many times 
over the experiences he and Joel Whitney 
had shared on the trip. One of his most 
picturesque reports is in an undated letter 
addressed to the St. Paul Pioneer Press and 
probably written in the late 1880s, which is 
now in the society's collection. 

In it Hesler relates that after returning 
to Galena George Sumner, who also had 
been visiting the upper river, called on him 
and wished to see the views taken there. 
"I gave him several," writes Hesler; "among 
them was one of Minnehaha that he ad­
mired above all the others." Not until 1856, 
however, after he received a signed presen­
tation copy of Hiawatha, did Hesler learn 
that Sumner took the picture East with him 
and gave it to his neighbor, the poet Long­
fellow. According to Hesler's letter, the poet 
took the view "out in the woods with him 
and from it conceived the thought and 
poem of Hiawatha." ^ 

Fortunately, Hesler also included in his 
letter a detailed review of the events of 

August 15, 1852, when, with Whitney, he 
"left St. Paul at 4 A.M. for a day viewing." 
He continues his report as follows: "At 6 
A.M. we pitched our viewing tent on Hen-
nipin [sic] Island, and began operations, 
Mr Whitney buffing & coating the plates 
while I selected the views, made the ex­
posures — and developed & fixed the plates. 
By 10 A.M. we had secured 30 fine views 

"We were so absorbed in our work, & 
elated with the scenes — that we had taken 
no thought to the wants of the inner man — 
but as we were preparing to leave the 
Island, we Stumbled across a Small [boy] — 
who was munching away at a huge 'Dough 
Nut' — Then we were awful!! hungry — and 
interviewed the young man as to where he 
procured such a delicasy — To which he 
replied 'Down There' pointing through the 
Thicket to the lower end of the Island, 
which was at that time thickly covered 
with woods & underbrush. We 'Down 
There' found a squatters cabin in which 
was a woman busily cooking the said 
Dou[g]hnuts; a large plateful standing on 
the table These we exchanged for fifty 
cents, and made for the Ferry above the 
Falls. The ferry was Propelled as all early 
sett[l]ers will remember by a rope stretched 
across the river to which the boat or Scow, 
was attached by ropes & Pullies, and as the 
forwart [sic] part was shorten [e]d up & the 
stern let out, the force of the current pro­
pelled the thing along. 

"On the west side where now stands the 
Beautiful City of Minneapolis! not a house 
was to be seen, save a tumbledown unin­
habited log cabin near the edge of the falls, 
which site is now cover [e]̂ d with those huge 
flowering [sic] mills whose products feed so 
many millions. 

"On the west side we went to the Bluff 

"For discussions of the possible influence of 
Hesler's picture on the writing of Hiawatha, see 
Minnesota History, 8:281, 422-424. The subject 
is mentioned also in Taft, Photography and the 
American Scene, 98. According to this writer, the 
autographed copy of Hiawatha "is still the prized 
possession of the Hesler family." 
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below Spirit Island & made several views 
looking up the river; taking in the whole 
fafl, spirff Island, St. Anthony, & Nicol[l]et 
Island this I still have in my Possession 

"At one P.M. we started for Minnehaha. 
Arriving there, we prospected for the best 
view, and selected that from the upper side 
where the bluff makes a turn south, where, 
looking west you face the fall, with the 
gorge in the foreground. The fall in the 
middle —& the rapid with the country be­
yond [in] the distance. Here after cutting 
down two trees we had an unobstructed 
view and secured 25 or thirty pictures. While 
at work, a man from the Emeral[d] Isle, who 
had built a claim shanty just north of the 
fall, discovered our tent and came up with 
anger in his voice, and fire in his eye — ex­
claimed—'And vhat air yees doing here 
jumping me claim.' After assuring him that 
on the contrary we were only doing that 
which would make the place famous and 
known over the civelized [sic] world with 
this explaination [sic] he became our obedi­
ent servant and procured us a jug of cold 
water that flowed out of the rocks at the 
foot of the fall on the South side. 

"We the[n] went to Ft. Snelling & took 
that. Then crossed the St. Peters [Minnesota 
River] and climbed the Bluff back of Men-

' Whitney died in January, 1886. 

dota. from here we took St Paul with the 
junction of St Peters & the Mississippe [sic] 
in the foreground and the great river with 
its Islands in the middl[e] & St Paul & sur­
roundings in the distance. The air was clear 
as Crystal & ev[e]rything was sharply & 
Clearly defined over the entire distance. All 
I had of these [views] were destroyed in the 
great Chicago fire ( I t is possible Mr Whit-
neys effects may contain some of these )" 

"The view from this mound is or was 
beautifully grand!! We reached the Hotel 
at St Paul at 10 P .M. with only the plate of 
D[o]ughnuts and a small jug of Coffee & 
Cold Spring water for the long days proven­
der, having secur[e]d over Eighty fine 
views." 

On this summer excursion of 1852 Hesler 
and Whitney must have set a record for 
daguerreotyping outdoors. In another ac­
count, published in the Photographic Times 
for September 2, 1892, Hesler states that 
they made some views on daguerreotype 
plates of full size (six by eight inches), and 
others on plates of one-sixth size ( two and 
three-fourths by three and one-fourth 
inches). The camera for the larger plates 
was a mammoth affair, and the sheer labor 
of dragging it around must have left the two 
friends worn out. Small wonder that forty 
years later Hesler wrote that this was "the 
longest and hardest day's work I ever did!" 
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