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WHATEVER HAPPENED TO THELMA ADAMSON? A FOOTNOTE IN 

THE HISTORY OF NORTHWEST ANTHROPOLOGICAL RESEARCH
1 

ABSTRACT 

WILLIAM R. SEABURG 
University of Washington 

A biographical sketch is presented of the life and brief anthropological career of 
Pacific Northwest pioneering fieldworker Thelma Adamson ( 1901-1983 ). 

Pioneer fieldworker, Thelma Ramona Adamson, the daughter of William Ernest (1875-
1941) and Lela Mae McKenzie Adamson (1874-1963), was born on March 27, 1901 in Piru City, 
California. Her father was an oil driller, who was working in the California oil fields at the time 
of her birth. Her siblings included an older brother, Carl (1899-1981 ), and a younger sister, 
Aline (1909-1957). Sometime during 1904 the family moved from California back to New 
Matamoras, Ohio, where Adamson spent her childhood years. 

An obituary in the Marietta Times (14 April 1983) lists Torey Hills, California, as place 
of birth. Her Columbia University Transcript of Record lists Peru City, California, while 
correspondence from Brattleboro Retreat indicates place of birth as Piru City, California. 
According to Adamson's niece, Mazie Stitt (personal communication 1996), the oil field where 
Adamson's father worked was at Torey Mt., California. The Adamson family went to California 
around July 1900 and returned in 1904, (perhaps) to New Matamoras, then to Marietta around 
1915-1916. Mrs. Stitt's mother, Aline, attended early grade school in Marietta. Mrs. Stitt also 
remembered that Thelma's middle name, Ramona, was from the novel Ramona by Helen Hunt 
Jackson and that Thelma and Lela were cared for by an Indian woman while in California. 

At some point, the family moved from New Matamoras to Marietta, Ohio, where 
Adamson graduated from Marietta High School and enrolled in Marietta College in 1919. 
According to a Marietta College Religious Census card, she was not a member of any church, but 
was nominally a Baptist (personal communication 22 October 1986 from Adamson's niece, 
Mazie Stitt, indicated that the family's religious affiliation was mostly Baptist.). 

Adamson majored in geology at Marietta College, graduating cum laude and Phi Beta 
Kappa in 1923. As an undergraduate she was apparently quite active in campus social life. She 
was a member of the women's basketball team, of the Alpha Nu Sigma Sorority, and of 
Y. W.C.A. For the academic year 1922-1923 she was one of two students representing Alpha Nu 
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Sigma on the Student Council and she appeared on the masthead of the college newspaper, The 
Olio, as one of its two Society Editors. In addition she was Organization Editor for the 1923 
college yearbook, Mariettana. Adamson's profile in the 1923 Mariettana reads, in part: 

"Pep" should have been "Ted's" name for she is never still a minute. She plays 
basketball like a whizz, debates like an oldtimer, and dances-well, she just exists 
till a good orchestra comes to town. Next to all these things, her passion is for 
hats, any kind, any shape, any color. And anthropology is her favorite subject. 

The American School in France for Prehistoric Studies 
In her senior year Adamson was "one of three students in the United States to receive 

fellowships to the American School in France for the study of Anthropology" (Marietta Times, 
29 April 1923). She was the first Marietta College student to receive this award. According to 
the October 1923 issue of the Marietta College Alumni Quarterly, the American School in 
France for Prehistoric Studies was begun in 1921 "under the direction of Dr. Henri-Martin. 

The purpose of the school is to give American students an opportunity to obtain a 
first-hand acquaintance with paleolithic sites and with methods of prehistoric 
research. . . . Each year the school has been under the leadership of a director ... 
during 1923 Dr. Aries [ Ales] Hrdlicka of the Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington. 

The plan to be followed under Dr. Hrdlicka's direction ... this year is visiting 
many if not all the principal localities in Europe where either the actual skeletal 
remains of prehistoric man or his marvelous handiworks have been found. At the 
same time the important Museums and collections of prehistory will be seen and 
studied; and the newest opinions of the European anthropologists heard. 

The Alumni Quarterly printed a letter (dated 7 August 1923) that Adamson had sent to her 
former Marietta professor, Ralph W. Whipple, describing the first two months of her trip. It is 
not clear how long Adamson stayed in Europe or whether she participated in any archaeological 
digs. She expected "to be assigned museum work mostly" during her fall and winter stay in 
Paris. She may have returned to the United States in January: 

I have been told several times that I would not have to stay a whole year. The school at 
most can only last until Easter, as it did last year, because the courses in Paris are over 
with at that time. Miss Galrin [ one of the other award recipients] has only a six months 
leave of absence and plans to come home the first of January; and Dr. Hrdlicka said I 
might come home then, since the summer has been so expensive. 

According to family tradition, it was in Paris that Adamson met her future husband, the. physicist 
Edward 0. Salant (1900-1978). 
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Graduate School at Columbia University 
Adamson was admitted to Columbia University to pursue a graduate degree in 

Anthropology in September, 1924. She took course work in the academic year 1924-1925, the 
summer of 1925, and the academic year of 1925-1926 (Fig. 1). During her first year she took: 
Introduction to Comparative Anthropology (2 sem.) (Boas and Reichard), Anthropological 
Methods (Boas), Seminar in Anthropology (2 sem.) (Boas), Introduction to the Science of 
Language (Remy and Boas), Ethnology of North American Indians (Benedict), and Race 
Relations (Boas). During the summer session of 1925 she took Introduction to Anthropology and 
Fundamental Problems in the Study of Human Culture, both taught by Edward Sapir. 

Adamson's second year of course work at Columbia involved: Seminar in Anthropology 
(Boas), The Negro in Africa and in America (2 sem.) (Herskovits), The Mythology of Primitive 
Peoples (Benedict), General Ethnography: Technology and Primitive Art (Goddard), 
Anthropometry; Biometrical Methods (2 sem.) (Boas), Languages of North America (Boas), 
Ethnology of North American Indians (Benedict), and Phonetics and Pronunciation {Tilly). 

Little is known about Adamson's life as a graduate student. She became good friends 
with fellow Anthropology graduate students Melville Jacobs and George Herzog. She may have 
been engaged to her husband-to-be Edward 0. Salant (personal communication from K.lineberg 2 
October 1985), who was a Johnston scholar at Johns Hopkins University from 1925-1927. One 
photograph along the route to her 1926 fieldtrip in southwest Washington shows Adamson 
spelling out Salant's initials, E.0.S., with pebbles in the snow somewhere in Montana or Idaho. 
(The photograph, with Melville Jacobs' comments written on the back, is in the author's 
possession.) 

Adamson's First Fieldtrip, Summer 1926 
During the summer of 1926 Thelma Adamson, Melville Jacobs, and Otto Klineberg drove 

across country together in order to undertake field research with Native Americans in 
Washington State. Jacobs studied Klikitat Sahaptin language, folklore, and music; Klineberg 
conducted psychological testing with Yakima children; and Adamson studied Chehalis and 
Cowlitz Salish folklore (1926) and ethnology (1927). In a letter from Klineberg to me (2 
October 1985), sixty years after the 1926 fieldtrip, he said: 

I came to Columbia in the summer of 1925 to start work on my doctorate in 
psychology, but I was quickly fascinated by cultural anthropology and identified 
with both departments. Mel and I became good friends, and he (and Thelma) 
planned to spend the following summer to collect more material on mythological 
texts and language among Washington Indians, he suggested I join them and do 
something "psychological". Which I did, and it changed my life! I had seen little 
of Thelma until that summer, but we got along well, all three, and had a very 
pleasant trip-also very proper-together. 

Adamson's first summer's fieldwork "was devoted entirely to the recording of tales, 
especially from the Upper Chehalis and Cowlitz tribes" (Adamson 1934:ix). These texts, 
together with those recorded in 1927, were eventually published in her (1934) monograph Folk
Tales of the Coast Salish. I have located three letters from Adamson's 1926 trip-one to Boas 
(Archives of Traditional Music, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana [ATM]:9 August 
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Fig. I. Thelma R. Adamson in the anthropology office, Columbia University, spring of 1926. (Photo by Melville Jacobs from 
William·R. Seaburg.) 
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1926) and two to Herzog (ATM:7 and 30 August 1926). Not too surprisingly, the picture of 
fieldwork drawn for her mentor Franz Boas differed somewhat from that sketched for fellow 
graduate student and friend, the musicologist George Herzog. From the letters to both 
correspondents it is clear that Adamson's first field research was not an unqualified success. 
Among the Chehalis, she wrote Boas, it was difficult to establish good working relationships: 

I had some difficulty in assuring the Chehalis people and I am not sure that they 
believe me even now, that I wasn't going to sell their stories and make a fortune 
from them. Some people were very nasty about it. Last year an Oakville girl in 
collaboration with an Indian, wrote a book called "Honne, the Spirit of the 
Chehalis." This led the people to believe that I was collecting the stories in order 
to sell them in book form later. 

Adamson is referring to Palmer ( 1925), though the source is more Nisqually than Chehalis. After 
about three weeks at Chehalis she went to the Cowlitz river valley. She told Boas: 

There are a few scattered families living there. I was very disappointed in this 
trip. It seemed that as soon as I would locate a family, they would decide to make 
a visit they had already planned. It is very difficult to find them home as they shift 
from one place to another. 

Her "chief complaint," she related to Boas, was the lack of good transportation: "I lose so 
much time in making distances. Often these people live in fairly inaccessible places, and I have 
to wait for stages to take me there. At Oakville, I often walked ten miles a day, as there was no 
other way to get around." Adamson's complaints about inadequate transpiration as well as 
consultant disinterest and absence were typical of complaints made by others who worked in this 
area. 

Adamson's trip to Toppenish and the Yakima Reservation in early August in search of 
Cowlitz families living there was also an exercise in frustration. She wrote Herzog (A TM:30 
August 1926): 

Life isn't treating me nicely these days. I want to come home and I can't, and all 
because of one & the only Cowlitz family I care about. They just won't come 
home from the mountains, where they have been picking berries ever since I came 
here. I have been waiting for over two weeks now & they haven't put in their 
appearance yet. I've got to the point where I' 11 almost be disappointed if they do 
come. I am ready to come home. 

Adamson's letters to Herzog were written near the end of a three-month long fieldtrip
one that had been physically and probably emotionally tiring and lonely for her. The attitudes 
she evinces toward the people she was working with and towns she was living in should be seen . 
in this context. Her first letter to Herzog begins: "I don't know where to begin, so much water 
has flowed under the bridge since I saw you last. In sum total I might say, 'I have been bored, I 
am bored, I shall be bored"' (A TM:7 August 1926). Her later letter to Herzog from Toppenish 
laments: "To be alone in Toppenish is an experience one would not care to have more than once 
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in a lifetime. There is absolutely nothing to do except go to the movies every other night (the 
same movie is shown two nights in succession)" (A TM:30 August 1926). 

Her course work finished, Adamson probably spent the 1926-27 academic year working 
up her summer's fieldnotes and perhaps thinking about a dissertation topic. 

Neither the original 1926 field notebooks nor copies of the notes have been located. 

Adamson's 1927 Summer Fieldwork 
Adamson returned to southwest Washington during the summer of 1927 to continue her 

fieldwork. She noted in the "Introduction" to her Folk-Tales of the Coast Salish (1934:ix), "The 
second summer's work was devoted to a study of the general culture of the Upper Chehalis and 
to a comparative study of the Cowlitz dialect; the tales obtained were merely incidental to that 
work." 

In a letter to George Herzog (ATM:2 August 1927), Adamson reported on her summer's 
fieldwork. As in her 1926 letters, she complained about being bored and about the provinciality 
of Oakville: 

I really enjoyed seeing him [Melville Jacobs] very much, as he was the first 
person I have really had a chance to jabber and gossip with. He drove me down 
the high-way after dark and I smoked a Phillip Morris, the second cigarette I have 
had since I have been in Oakville. I think that I certainly would loose my 
boarding-place if I ever smoked a cigarette in public or near-public. 

But her assessment of her fieldwork that summer was quite positive: 

I have been getting some very nice material. I have been digging out Ethnography 
all summer and have some quite nice things, particularly Guardian Spirit material. 
To be brief, I am getting as much of the old Chehalis culture as possible and hope 
to piece it together until it fills fairly decently a very large void hereto-fore in this 
part of the country, anthropologically speaking. I am really get[ ting] material I 
never thought existed last year. I think that it is probably due to the fact that I 
know more what to look for and this year the Injuns are more used to me. 

Boas also spent time in Oakville in the summer of 1927, perhaps six weeks or so, 
studying Chehalis grammar and recording texts in the language. Adamson reported that she had 
"dabbled more or less in linguistics" and had found that "Salish phonetics are terrific but very 
interesting, and I feel that I manage them pretty well." In fact, Adamson's transcriptions are of 
fairly poor quality (Kinkade 1991 :v-xii). Boas and Adamson also recorded a variety of song 
types on thirty-seven Edison wax cylinders while in the field (Seeger and Spear 1987:59-60). 
Transcriptions by George Herzog of seventeen of the songs appear as an "Appendix" to 
Adamson (1934:422-429). 

Adamson's original field notebooks from 1927 have not been located. A carbon copy of 
a 402 page typescript of the notes is archived in the Melville Jacobs Collection at the University 
of Washington Libraries, and condensed by Jay Miller in a companion article in this issue. The 
ethnographic material has never before been published. Included in these 1927 notes are a few 
stories of French provenience that were omitted from her Folk-Tales of the Coast Salish (1934). 
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Associate in Anthropology, 1928 
Jacobs described his and Adamson's appointments to the University of Washington as 

follows (Melville Jacobs Collection, University of Washington Libraries, Seattle, 1926-1928 
[MJC]): 

In the spring of 1927 Dr. Leslie Spier resigned to go to the University of 
Oklahoma. Negotiations to secure Dr. Paul Radin failed in August. About 
September 1 Professor Franz Boas recommended that Miss Thelma Adamson and 
Mr. Melville Jacobs be appointed Associates in Anthropology at the University of 
Washington. 

Jacobs began his appointment in January 1928 and Adamson in April 1928. Adamson 
taught one course during spring term, "Indians of the Northwest Coast." Her salary was set "at 
the rate of $1600 a year for twelve months' service" (American Philosophical Society Library, 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania) [APS] :letter from Thomson to Adamson, 11 October 1927). 

It is not known how Adamson funded her 1926 research. According to Jacobs (MJC) her 
1927 fieldwork was supported by a grant of $800 from Columbia University. Her 1928 research, 
however, was funded by the newly established Committee on Research in Native American 
Languages, administered through the American Council of Learned Societies. Adamson was 
awarded $500 for her Nooksack research (Leeds-Hurwitz 1985:135). In a letter (APS:18 April 
1928) from Boas to Edward Sapir and Leonard Bloomfield recommending Adamson's 
appropriation, Boas stated: 

Miss Adamson has been working under my direction last summer among the 
Cowlitz. She is familiar in a general way with the structure of the Coast Salish 
languages. Her ear has been quite well trained in the exceedingly variable 
consonantic pronunciation which characterizes the Chehalis. The Nootsak are, 
according to what we know, the most divergent of the Puget Sound tribes and very 
few speakers of the language are left. 

Adamson had planned to spend a few days in fieldwork at Oakville in 1928, but 
apparently didn't make it (APS:letters to Boas, 27 May and 17 June 1928). In the June 17th 
letter, written at Everson, Washington, she described the field situation with the Nooksack. The 
Nooksack language "has been entirely replaced by" Halkomelem-"and has been for some 
time." A number of individuals, though, still remembered some Nooksack, and she worked with 
one of them, George Swaneset. "He is, I believe, as informants go, rather good and seems to 
know a good deal of Nooksak. I have yet tried to get texts from him but shall very shortly." She 
asked Boas whether she should stick with Nooksack and "run the risk of getting an incomplete 
grammar" or work on Halkomelem or some other dialect. Unfortunately, it is not known whether 
or how he replied. 

Adamson resigned her position at the University of Washington and left in September 
1928, according to Jacobs, because of marriage to Edward Salant.(MJC) She wrote Herzog: 
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I sometimes wonder what will happen when I say that I am married. I may 
tell it at any time if I think that it will give me more freedom-more freedom from 
such questions as where I live in the winter time and how much I pay for my room 
rent. Of course this is entirely entre-nous; I don't need to say that to you, of 
course (ATM:letter from Adamson to Herzog, 2 August 1927). 

She may have been married before she accepted the position and had kept it a secret from Boas, 
perhaps fearing that he would have been reluctant to recommend a married woman for such a 
job. Boas was chagrined by Adamson's abrupt resignation from the University of Washington. 

At the end of 1928, Boas wrote a letter of support for Adamson's Social Science 
Research Council grant to study Shaker religion. His letter described her as "an exceedingly 
industrious worker" who "has much tact in handling the natives." 

The problem suggested by her is one which has been discussed off and on 
as of considerable importance. Miss Adamson happened to become very intimate 
with the leader of the Shaker religion [Peter Heck] and she has unusual facility, 
therefore, of obtaining intimate information. The problem itself is of unusual 
interest for the understanding of the assimilation of primitive religions and 
Christianity. 

Adamson's proposal was not funded. None of Adamson's Nooksack fieldnotes from 1928 has 
been located. 

Dissertation 
Adamson dissertation, "Trickster and Transformer Myths of the Coast Salish," was 

approved May 6, 1929, but never deposited with the Columbia University Library (letter, 
Mcilvaine to Seaburg, 11 August 1986). The Boas papers at the APS Library contain a copy of 
what appears to be Boas' s reading report on the dissertation, reproduced below: 

Miss Thelma Adamson has made a comparative study of the Trickster and 
Transformer Cycle of Puget Sound. The essential point of her thesis is the 
discussion of the reason for separating these two figures of Indian mythology, 
which in other regions appear as a unit. For this purpose she has undertaken a 
detailed comparison of the Puget Sound material and of that of the Northwestern 
plateaus on the northern coast. 

The arrangement of the material does not bring out her point clearly 
because the discussion is interspersed with long abstracts of tales. It is understood 
that Miss Adamson will re-arrange the material so as to separate the discussion 
from the tales and so that the essential point will be brought out more clearly than 
it is at present presented. In this form the thesis will be a valuable contribution to 
our knowledge of American mythology. 

For some unknown reason, perhaps the onset of tuberculosis, Adamson never submitted a revised 
dissertation, nor was the dissertation ever published, a requirement for the Ph.D. at Columbia at 
that time. 
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Tuberculosis 
Adamson apparently came down with tuberculosis sometime during 1929 and spent time 

recuperating at a TB sanitarium at Saranac Lake, New York. In a letter to Boas from there 
(APS:4 March 1930), Adamson thanked him for sending her a copy of Oliver La Farge's recently 
published Laughing Boy. She continued: 

I feel happier lately as I am rather certain of leaving here in April. I am to 
have an X-ray in two weeks. There's no reason why it shouldn't turn out well. I 
walk an hour and a half a day now and do about an hour's work in addition. In 
another week or so I shall be walking over two hours a day. I am very anxious to 
get back and can scarcely wait. The routine grows so monotonous. 

It is not known when she left the sanitarium. Little is known of her activities during the rest of 
1930 and 1931. She may have been preparing the manuscript of her Folk-Tales of the Coast 
Salish. 

Fieldwork with Nooksack, 1932 
As part of an acculturation study under the direction of Ruth Benedict, Adamson 

conducted fieldwork on Nooksack during the summer of 1932 in Everson, Washington. This 
was the last known fieldwork undertaken by Adamson. As with her 1928 Nooksack notes, none 
of Adamson's 1932 field research has been located except for two wax cylinder recordings, 
which are located in the Archives of Traditional Music at Indiana University (Seeger and Spear 
1987:26). It is not clear whether the recordings date from 1928 or 1932. 

Folk-Tales of the Coast Salish 
Adamson apparently saw the manuscript of her book Folk-Tales of the Coast Salish into 

proof stage, although Jacobs (1959: 123) indicated that it "required lengthy editing" by Boas. In 
the George Herzog Papers in the Archives of Traditional Music at Indiana University is 
correspondence between Adamson and Herzog from April to June 1933 regarding song text and 
music transcriptions to accompany Folk-Tales of the Coast Salish. In November 1933 Ruth 
Benedict wrote Herzog: 

Of course you know how ill Thelma is. Her husband has gathered together 
all the proof he can find of her Salish Tales, which we're bringing out as a 
Memoir of the AFLS, but the music is not with the proof. ... We'll have to put 
the volume through the press as best we can without Thelma. Isn't it heart
breaking that she is so ill? 

Correspondence between Herzog, Benedict, and Boas about problems and questions 
regarding the song transcriptions continued through September 1934. Folk-Tales of the Coast 
Salish was published in 1934 as Memoirs of the American Folk-lore Society, Volume 27. 

Folk-Tales of the Coast Salish is a major contribution to our knowledge of western 
Washington Salish oral traditions. It contains 190 texts collected from 19 consultants-with a 
few exceptions, all collected in English or in English translation. The bulk of the stories (155) 
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represents Upper Chehalis and Cowlitz Salish narrative traditions, primarily myths and tales, and 
constitutes the largest published collection of oral literature for either of these groups. One 
valuable part of this collection is the inclusion of as many as four variants of the same tale-type. 
Adamson also included a useful 43 page section of abstracts with comparative notes from eight 
regional text collections. Although the consultants' language has probably been altered to 
conform to standard English, the stories do not appear to be bowdlerized. Among other research 
purposes, this collection provides a rich data source for those interested in the content-and-style 
analysis of Native texts told in English. 

The End of a Scholarly Career 
From 1932 until 1941, little is known about Adamson's life. Bits and pieces from 

Jacobs's and Herzog's correspondence files suggest that she may have experiencing the onset of 
the mental illness that eventually resulted in her institutionalization in 1941. 

From a letter to his wife, Elizabeth Jacobs (13 December 1934), Jacobs writes: 

Learned from the anthropologists that Thelma never had a T.B. relapse at 
all; the theory is that she went melancholia for two years now, or had a nervous 
breakdown, or something, though she was reported as recently seen at a theatre, 
with Eddie, who reported her to somebody as "much improved." I'll get in touch 
with him soon. 

During 1937 there was an exchange of letters between Jacobs and Herzog about 
Adamson's condition and the possibility of her visiting the Jacobs in Seattle, but such a visit 
never transpired. She was a resident of Brattleboro Retreat, a private psychiatric hospital in 
Brattleboro, Vermont, from ca. 1942 until the mid-l 970s. Edward Salant was granted a divorce 
from his wife in 1946 after making provisions for her maintenance and support for the rest of her 
life and for the payment of reasonable funeral expenses (certified Copy of the Final Decree For 
Divorce, No. 11981, Circuit Court for Montgomery County, Maryland). 

After leaving Brattleboro Retreat, Adamson lived in several group homes in Vermont. 
She died at the Springfield Convalescent Center, Springfield, Vermont, on 12 April 1983 at the 
age of 82. Her cremated remains were interred in Grandview Cemetery at New Matamoras, 
Ohio. 
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NOTE 

1 
An earlier draft was presented at the 48th Annual Northwest Anthropological 

Conference, 23-25 March 1995, Portland State University, Portland, Oregon. 
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