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Jaques Elisée Reclus was born in Sainte-Foy-la-Grande, Gironde, France on 15 March 
1830 to Jacques Reclus (a devout Calvinist pastor at Montacaret and a teacher at the 
Protestant College of Sainte-Foy) and Zéline Trigant.  Elisée was the fourth of twelve 
children and the second son.(1)  In late 1831, Reclus' father left Sainte-Foy to become the 
pastor of the farming communities on Castétetarbes and Orthez in the department of 
the Lower Pyrenees.  Reclus was left with his maternal grandparents in Laroche until 
late 1838, when he rejoined his family in Casteetarbes.(2) 

In 1842, Reclus traveled to Neuwied in the German Rhineland and received an 
education in both modern and classical subjects, learning multiple languages, at the 
multinational school of the Moravian Brothers.  After finishing his education there in 
1844, Reclus joined his older brother Elie at the Protestant College of Sainte-Foy.  He 
studied for his baccalaureate there until 1848, when he moved to Montauban, France to 
study theology in a Protestant seminary with Elie.(3) 

The brothers and one of their close friends, Edouard Grimard, were greatly excited by 
the Paris uprisings of 1848, and in 1849, owing to the defiance of their teachers, they 
were advised to leave Mauntabaun.  The three then traveled to the Mediterranean for a 
number of weeks, after which Elisée went to Strasbourg to study theology; he also spent 
time in Orthez and Sainte-Foy, and then went to Neuwied in the autumn of 1849 to 
teach for the Moravian brothers.(4)  Reclus resigned from this job in January 1851 to 
study at the University of Berlin, where he arrived in February.  During his six-month 
stay in Berlin, Reclus also attended a number of lectures by the noted geographer Carl 
Ritter.(5) 

In December 1851, Reclus returned to France with Elie, where the brothers opposed 
Napoleon III's coup d'état and were subsequently forced to flee to England.  Elisée 
spent 1852 working as a tutor in London and on a farm south of Dublin.  Reclus 
traveled to Liverpool, and then on to New Orleans aboard the John Howell.  In 
Louisiana, he worked briefly as a dockworker and also as a tutor to the children of 



Septime Fortier on a sugar plantation in St. James Parish.  While in the United States, 
Reclus, a vegetarian, contracted yellow fever, from which he eventually recovered.(6)  
Reclus' impression of the United States was not a positive one: "It is a great auction hall 
where everything is sold, slaves and owner into the bargain, votes and honour, the 
Bible and consciences.  Everything belongs to the one who is richer."(7) 

Reclus left the United States aboard the steamer Philadelphia in late 1855, bound for 
Panama.  After spending an unplanned fifteen days in Cuba, he finally arrived in 
Aspinwall, and thereafter traveled aboard a series of smaller vessels to Rio Hacha in 
New Granada, Columbia.  Reclus spent a year and a half in Columbia, planning a 
plantation venture (subsequently aborted); he left for Paris on 1 July 1857, not long after 
the general amnesty of 1856.(8) 

On 14 December 1858 he was married (in a civil ceremony) to Clarisse Brian of Sainte-
Foy, daughter of a French sea captain and a Senegalese woman.  The couple then took 
up residence with Elie and his wife Noémi in Paris.(9) 

Throughout the early 1860s, Elisée spent long periods of time traveling outside of Paris, 
conducting research for a number of travel guides produced by the publishing firm 
Hachette.  Reclus was also actively involved in a number of societies during this time, 
including the Freemasons, the Freethinkers, the International Brotherhood of Michael 
Bakunin, and a number of anarchist cooperatives.  In 1864, Elisée and Elie even helped 
to co-found the first Rochdale-type cooperative in Paris, L'Association générale 
d'approvisionnement et de consommation.  The next year, Elisée developed his 
connections with socialist and anarchist circles further by traveling to Florence, where 
he visited Bakunin and was introduced to the local circle of activists.  Reclus was also 
one of the first supporters of the League of Peace and Freedom and participated in the 
Berne Congress, giving an address that promoted wide-ranging decentralization on 24 
September 1868.(10) 

Reclus was imprisoned in Versailles in 1871 for his part in the "Paris Commune."  He 
was subsequently removed to Brest, where he was tried (in November 1871), convicted 
and sentenced to prison in New Caledonia.  However, before he was sent there, his 
sentence was successfully mitigated by an international petition to the French 
government from a number of scientists, including the signatures of Charles Darwin 
and Alfred Russell Wallace, among others.  As a result of this international action, 
Reclus was merely exiled.  He then moved to Clarens on the Lake in Geneva, 
Switzerland, where he lived until 1892.  Once there, Reclus plunged into the writing of a 
19-volume geographical work covering the whole world, entitled Nouvelle géographie 
universelle.  It was finally completed and published in 1894.(11)  As an interesting side-
note, Reclus is purported to have initiated the "Anti-marriage movement" from his 
residence in Geneva in 1882.(12) 



After the publication of the Nouvelle géographie universelle, Reclus moved to Brussels, 
Belgium where he took up a job as professor of comparative geography at the New 
University of Brussels.  Reclus also engaged in lecture tours, attending the Edinburgh 
Summer Meetings of 1893 and 1895, among others.  In 1895, with the support of Alfred 
R. Wallace and Patrick Geddes, Reclus proposed the construction of a huge relief globe 
on the scale of 1:100,000 (a diameter of approximately 420 feet), but this project did not 
ever come to fruition.  Reclus continued working and writing until his death, from heart 
disease, in Thourout near Brughes on 4 July 1905 at the age of 75.(13) 
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Honors and Memberships 

Probably a member of the Lodge of the Philadelphians (1852); helped direct the 
cooperative credit society La Société du Crédit au Travail (1863); member of the 
Freemasonry (1864); member of Michael Bakunin's International Brotherhood (1864); 
member of the Paris section of the International Working Men's Association (IWMA) 
(1865); probably a member of the Freethinker society Agis comme tu penses [Do as you 
please] (1868); almost certainly a member of the Paris Batignolles section of the IWMA 
(c1868); probably a member of the Alliance of Social(ist) Democracy; Gold Medal, 
French Geographical Society; Gold Medal, British Geographical Society.(15) 
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