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Renee Braden, National Geographic Head Archivist

Behind the Scenes

Our History 
Is Her Story

Renee Braden helps bring the stories of National Geographic explorers 
to life, sometimes through the gear they carried. Barry Bishop used this 
equipment on his 1963 Mount Everest expedition–the first American 
team to summit Earth’s highest peak.

Her office shelves are lined with 

rocks from Alaskan glaciers, Vietnam 

Airlines courtesy cigarettes from 
1969, and a life-size wooden monkey 
given by a former Gabonese 
president. As the Society’s archivist, 
Renee Braden collects and organizes 
the materials, from past and present, 
sent to Na-tional Geographic from 
expeditions. Much of her time is 
spent reading the field notes of 
explorers and scientists funded by 
the Society. “Someone’s life,” she 
says, “is unfolding before you like a 
novel.” 
    National Geographic explorers 
have been making notable discover-
ies since the early 1900s, including 
Peru’s Inca complex Machu Picchu 
(1911), the giant stone heads of the 
Olmec civilization (1938), and the 
shipwrecked Titanic (1985). 
    Braden’s favorite explorer, Richard 
H. Stewart, was one of the Society’s 
earliest expedition photographers. 
“Richard was more than a photog-
rapher. When he was in Alaska, he 
helped carry out scientific studies 
on the Pavlov Volcano,” she says. 
“When he went to photograph the 
ruins of the ancient Olmec civilization 
in Mexico, he immersed himself in 
archaeology and anthropology.” 
    Braden keeps the past alive by 
using her archival knowledge to help 
create special events and stories for 
publication in print and online. Her 
tours of the Society teach visitors 
about the lives of notable explorers 
and the importance of historical pres-
ervation. “Someone is always coming 
through here with a new adventure, a 
new discovery,” she says. “It makes 
me fall in love with National Geo-
graphic’s mission all over again.”    
–Brittany Alexander


