
Robert William Schmieder

Edward Cordell 
and the 
Discovery of 
Cordell Bank



Edward Cordell and the Discovery of Cordell Bank





Robert William Schmieder

Edward Cordell  
and the Discovery  
of Cordell Bank



ISBN 978-3-030-02028-6    ISBN 978-3-030-02029-3 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-02029-3

Library of Congress Control Number: 2018966522

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2019
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or part of 
the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, 
broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information 
storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology 
now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication 
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant 
protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors, and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this book 
are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the authors or the 
editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any errors 
or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims 
in published maps and institutional affiliations.

This Springer imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature Switzerland AG
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

Robert William Schmieder
Cordell Expeditions
Walnut Creek, CA, USA

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-02029-3


To the cherished memory of the explorers 
who inspired me in childhood and became 
friends in my adult years:

Jean Pierre Hallet
Thor Heyerdahl
Edmund Hillary

and the teachers who guided me into the 
sciences and became role models for my own 
work:

Palmer Dysart (Electronics)
Tom Thorpe (Physics)
Mabel Barnes (Mathematics)
John Rodes (History)
Robert Sharp (Geology)
Edward O. Wilson (Biology)



vii

Preface

This book is the fraternal sibling of the Cordell Bank National Marine Sanctuary 
(CBNMS), a rocky seamount off the Northern California Coast. The book and the 
sanctuary had simultaneous birth: a 1977 article in the Oakland Tribune about the 
dumping of radioactive materials on the continental shelf near San Francisco, about 
25 miles from a rocky seamount called Cordell Bank. The article triggered my per-
sonal discovery of the Bank and of its namesake Edward Cordell, and both became 
personal obsessions. Both projects took more than a decade but were finally suc-
cessful. Almost certainly, you will never see Cordell Bank in person, and since 
Edward Cordell died in 1870, you will never meet him. This book might help.

In order to find out about Cordell Bank, I assembled a large team of divers. The 
project extended over most of 10 years. With support from numerous organizations, 
the CBNMS was designated by an Act of Congress in 1989. It is documented in my 
other book Ecology of an Underwater Island and the sanctuary websites.

This book documents the man who discovered the Bank and how it happened. 
Cordell immigrated from Germany to the USA and went to work for the US Coast 
Survey. In the middle of an illustrious career as a marine hydrographer, he died of 
an accidental fall in San Francisco, 2 months before his 42nd birthday. Because he 
came from Europe and because he worked for the U.S. Government, the records of 
his life are preserved in the U.S. National Archives, the Bancroft Library at the 
University of California (Berkeley), and the Stadtarchiv in Karlsruhe, Germany. 
Almost all of this book is original source material. Herein is essentially everything 
that exists about Edward Cordell in the world.

The research originally made little use of the Internet. It mostly involved multi-
ple trips to various archives and libraries and endless paper copies of documents. 
The original version of the book was completed on a Macintosh around 1990, but 
then it “incubated” for 25 years or so. When Springer agreed to publish it, I thought 
the manuscript needed only minor updating and touch-up. To my surprise, conver-
sion from the draft to the final manuscript took most of a year and included signifi-
cant new information that was not previously available. With so many new Internet 
tools (search engines, genealogical websites, blogs, etc.), every revision became not 
just proofing but also updating. Although the material is extensively  source- referenced, 
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a few sources accumulated over the past 25 years have been lost, and for that, I 
express my regrets and apologies. On the whole, however, the book retains its look 
and feel from the earliest days of drafting.

One literary tragedy remains: even with decades of searching, I was unable to 
find a single photograph of Edward Cordell himself. Apparently there are none in 
the official records. My hope has always been that some individual in some periph-
eral branch of the family might have inherited a box of old photographs, one of 
whom is Edward Cordell. If you are such a person, trust me, a phone call day or 
night will bring whoops of joy and unlimited appreciation. Would you please check 
your attic now and see whether you have that precious box?

Walnut Creek, CA, USA Robert William Schmieder 

Preface
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Born in Germany in 1828, fleeing the revolution in 1849, Edward Cordell immi-
grated to the United States and became an American. With his technical education, 
he found employment at the U.S. Coast Survey, working first as a draftsman, then 
as a member of a survey party.
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The Early Years 1828–52
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Chapter 1
Origins 1828–48

This is the story of Edward Cordell, who is immortalized by a place in the Pacific 
Ocean called “Cordell Bank.” This story is about the man, and how his name came 
to be associated with the place, and why it’s important in the History of the United 
States of America.

The story begins in a small village near the Black Forest in Southern Germany. 
In the outskirts of the ancient Roman city of Trier there was a small settlement that 
is now called Kordel. In 1727, in or near the district of Kordel, was born a boy 
named Anton. Originally, one name was enough, but as the population grew, people 
started adding a second name. One way to do this was to use the place where you 
lived. The German word Kord means cordage or twine. “Kordel” therefore means 
ropemaking or cordmaking. It seems obvious: Anton Kordel made, and probably 
sold, rope or cordage. Unlike most of the local inhabitants, who were farmers, 
Anton Kordel was a rope merchant.

For reasons we don’t know, Anton Kordel moved about 90 miles to the east, to 
another tiny town, dating from the reign of Charlemagne. Originally founded as 
“Huitenheim” in AD 784 on the banks of the Rhine River, the town later was moved 
a few kilometers away, and from AD 1191 was known as “Udenheim.” In 1623, 
Philipp Christoph von Sotem, the Bishop of Speyer, himself named after the Apostle 
Philipp, renamed the town “Philippsburg.” Whatever its name, the environs of 
Philippsburg have been central to military events for centuries. For some reason, 
everyone with sword or a spear seemed to want to assemble there and fight. This 
was the setting into which one Eduard Kordel was born, in 1828.

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-02029-3_1&domain=pdf
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Fig. 1.1 Edward Cordell was born as Eduard Kordel into mid-nineteenth Century Germany, in the 
city of Philippsburg, Germany

1 Origins 1828–48
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Fig. 1.2 Philippsburg was founded beside a bank of the Rhine River

1 Origins 1828–48
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Fig. 1.3 Philippsburg originally was situated near a large meander in the Rhine River, about 
300 m wide. Eventually this and nearby meanders were cut off and filled, leaving a 40–50 m wide 
waterway. The Rhine River is now 3 km from Philippsburg. This plan view is rotated–north is to 
the right

1 Origins 1828–48



7

Fig. 1.4 Philippsburg was the center of a region with long history of warfare and political activ-
ism. Its most prominent landmark was the septagonal wall around the fortress. This image is from 
1635

Philippsburg was centered on an ancient fortress that had been the scene of 
repeated battles and sieges. Outside of town, about a mile from the fortress, was a 
mill that had existed in one form or another for more than 500 years. It had been 
burned during the French invasion in 1734 and rebuilt the same year. Eventually it 
was known as the Engelsmühle (Angel’s Mill), and in 1764 Anton Kordel bought it. 
On the corner of his property, Anton Kordel erected a Bildstock, a triangular reli-
gious picture made of stone, mounted on a stone pedestal [1.1]. Across the street 
from the mill, Kordel built a chapel, to which was attached a cemetery [1.2].

1 Origins 1828–48
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Fig. 1.5 Location of the Engelsmühle to the southwest of the town of Philippsburg. The mill is 
still there, essentially unchanged over several hundred years

Fig. 1.6 Edward Cordell grew up in the Engelsmühle (“Angel’s Mill”). The mill was separated 
from the town, which has since expanded to include it

1 Origins 1828–48
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Fig. 1.7 (a, b) These sculptures on the face of the Engelsmühle were there in Cordell’s time

1 Origins 1828–48
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The Kordel family lived at the mill for more than a century. Anton Kordel and his 
wife Maria had only two children, Nikolaus and Maria Elizabeth, much less than 
normal for families of the time. Maria Elizabeth married, but apparently had no 
children. In contrast, Nikolaus had some 15 children with two wives, of which the 
ninth child was Ludwig Peter Jacob Kordel, born in 1800.

What Ludwig Kordel did for a living is not entirely clear. When he was married 
in 1825, he was a postman. Three years later, he was a Zugmeister. Ordinarily, 
Zugmeister would mean “train master,” and it is possible he was, since the first 
steam train in Germany was built between Nuremberg and Fürth in 1835. However, 
the word Zugmeister could also mean:

 1. One who organizes groups such as military units;
 2. One who works in a handgun factory making sure the barrels are true;
 3. A chimney engineer whose responsibility it is to ensure correct draft;
 4. A maker or seller of draft beer.

Fig. 1.8 Cordell’s 
grandfather Anton Kordel 
erected a stone marker on 
the corner of his property, 
a modern reconstruction of 
which stands there now

1 Origins 1828–48
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There appears to be no way of telling which of these was his father’s occupation, 
although the last of this list (beermaker) was the option preferred by the archivist in 
Karlsruhe where the Standesbuch of Philippsburg is kept.

However, for the purposes of this story, Ludwig’s importance went far beyond 
his profession: His second child, Eduard Kordel, the hero of this story, was born at 
the Engelsmühle. The event was recorded in the Standesbuch of Philippsburg:

 

Eduard was the second of five children. His older brother (b. 1826) was given a 
traditional Latin name, Marius Aurelius Kordel, as was the custom after the 
Reformation. The other siblings were Luise (b. 1833), Karl Friedrich (b. 1835), and 
Stephanie (b. 1843). Stephanie was destined to come to America with Eduard.

Essentially nothing is known about Eduard Kordel’s early childhood, although it 
is probable that he simply went to elementary school in Philippsburg, and did what 
most German youths did: studied history and religion, played football (soccer), and 
stole apples from the neighbors’ orchards.

Sometime during his early years, Eduard Kordel changed his last name to Cordel. 
This is an intriguing action, since almost no word in German begins with “C” and 
practically every one that does is actually French. An obsolete dictionary in 
Karlsruhe (the closest major city) defines a Cordel as a cuerda, which originated 
from a Greek word khorde, meaning “string of gut.” It was also an old Spanish unit 
of distance equal to 33 palmos, or about 6896 m, although in various regions it was 

Fig. 1.9 Eduard Kordel had four siblings, two brothers and two sisters. He and his sister Stephanie 
changed their surname to Cordell. Later Stephanie changed from her married name back to Cordell

1 Origins 1828–48
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somewhat greater, equal to 25 pies (the Spanish foot). Eduard Cordel probably 
knew nothing of Spanish mensuration; he probably was just being contrary, already 
displaying a rebellious spirit that would get him in deep trouble in just a few years.

In 1843, when Eduard was 15 years old, he enrolled in the General Mathematics 
School of the Fredriciana Technische Hochschule in Karlsruhe, one of the most 
prestigious engineering schools in Europe. He rented a room in a large building at 
26 Zahringerstrasse, about half a mile from the school [1.3]. He had classes in 
Religion, Analysis, Trigonometry, Analytical Geometry, Graphical Geometry, 
Physics, Botany, German, French, Freehand Drawing, and Calligraphy. In 1844, he 
re-enrolled for the second year, taking many of the same classes. We don’t know 
whether the second year was extensions, or repeats.

Eduard Cordel’s school report cards tell about his attendance, conduct, industry, 
progress, and performance on the examination for each of his classes. Did he attend 
classes? Yes, apparently regularly. Was he well behaved? Yes, reportedly. Was he 
industrious? Not particularly. Did he make progress? Not much. Did he do well on 
the exams? Fair, sometimes well, sometimes poorly. In moderm US terms, his 
grades would have been mostly C’s, with a few B’s and a few D’s.

1 Origins 1828–48
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Fig. 1.10 Karlsruhe was a center of scientific and technical activities, centering around the 
University

1 Origins 1828–48
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Fig. 1.11 The house in which Cordell lived stands today much as it did in 1844–45, when he was 
a student

1 Origins 1828–48
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Fig. 1.12 (a) Cordell’s report card for 1843–44 indicates was a mediocre student. (b) Cordell’s 
report card for 1844–45. He was absent from all of the final exams

1 Origins 1828–48
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Fig. 1.12  (continued)

1 Origins 1828–48
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At some point during his second year at the University, Eduard appears to have 
lost interest in academics: his attendance flagged, his efforts dwindled, and he made 
little or no progress. Eventually he simply did not show up. At the end of the 1844–
45 school year, he is listed as absent from every final exam. Eduard Cordel, destined 
to be immortalized by virtue of his technical ability and hard work, was a poor stu-
dent and a high school dropout! He returned to Philippsburg to join the revolution.

Eduard Cordel and his brother Aurelius became soldiers in the revolutionary 
army. On January 7, 1849, Eduard was appointed secretary to the civil commis-
sioner Friedrich Schanzlin. Aurelius was an outstanding soldier. In May 1849, he 
took an infantry platoon to Offenburg, carrying a black, red, and gold flag. After 
fierce fighting, Aurelius gave a fiery speech, in which he declared, “Wir wollen 
endlich die Grundrechte und die Frankfurter Verfassung!” [We demand our rights 
and the Frankfurt constitution!]. His oration was so impressive that he was made a 
member of the committee of the provisional revolutionary government [1.4].

Fig. 1.13 (a, b) Part of the original charges against Edward Cordell included treason

1 Origins 1828–48
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Nonetheless, by June 1849, the Cordel brothers were in very serious trouble. The 
revolutionary army was defeated, and nearly everyone involved was arrested. 
Schanzlin was tied to a horse and dragged to his death. Aurelius was tried and sen-
tenced to 15  years in prison (although eventually he apparently was released or 
escaped). Eduard Cordel, along with Adrian Murrmann, Franz Riedel, Franz Reiss, 
Anton Wolpert (all from Philippsburg), and Jacob Herberger (from Reinsheim, a 
district of Philippsburg), were indicted for high treason. The six, including Eduard 
Cordel, were deemed traitors! They were ordered to appear in court within 4 weeks 
to answer to the charges. When they did not appear, the court declared them persona 
non grata and suspended all their civil rights, effectively revoking their citizenship. 
Eduard and Aurelius Cordel, the other five Philippsburgers, and undoubtedly thou-
sands of others like them, simply vanished legally.

Fig. 1.14 The official notice of the charge of treason against Cordell

1 Origins 1828–48


