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    An English naturalist ventures into the equatorial forests to test observation, endurance, and judgment against a world of teeming, unfamiliar life.

First published in 1825, Wanderings in South America is a classic of travel writing and natural history by Charles Waterton. Drawn from journeys in 1812, 1816, 1820, and 1824, the narrative follows him through the Guiana region of northern South America. In the extended title, he also notes excursions to the North-West of the United States and the Antilles, but the book’s center of gravity lies in the tropical forests and waterways of the equatorial belt. It belongs to an early nineteenth-century moment when exploration and natural history were closely intertwined.

The premise is straightforward: a roaming observer moves by river and trail to see animals, plants, and terrain firsthand, gathering specimens and notes for later study. The experience the book offers is both observational and atmospheric; scenes unfold through compact episodes of encounter, hardship, and quiet fascination. Waterton’s voice is direct and distinctive, mixing anecdote with instruction and maintaining a steady curiosity in the face of discomfort. The mood alternates between adventurous and contemplative, with descriptive passages that dwell on textures, sounds, and movement rather than on grand theories.

Structurally, Wanderings is organized around successive journeys, each with its own route and focal concerns. Rather than a seamless itinerary, readers find a sequence of vignettes: river ascents, forest camps, exchanges with local inhabitants, and the practicalities of fieldwork. The prose favors precision in naming and describing when possible, while acknowledging the limits of certainty in unfamiliar conditions. Throughout, the narrator foregrounds method—how to approach an animal, how to store a specimen, how to keep gear usable in a damp climate—so that the narrative doubles as a working notebook for natural history in the tropics.

Several themes run strongly through the book: the discipline of close observation; the tension between collecting and restraint; the reliance on local knowledge for survival and orientation; and the transformation of raw experience into communicable science. Waterton repeatedly tests what can be learned from patient watching versus quick capture, weighing practical necessity against a sense of wonder. His attention to craft—canoe handling, camp organization, field tools—becomes a way of thinking about the body in challenging environments, and about what counts as evidence when the laboratory is a clearing beside a river.

Published when European cabinets and museums were expanding rapidly, Wanderings participates in a culture of collecting while also guiding readers who might never travel so far. In addition to narrative, the book includes practical instructions for the preservation of birds and other specimens, underscoring its dual identity as travel account and manual. The result is a hybrid form: part adventure, part field guide, part ethical meditation on seeing, taking, and telling. The emphasis on process—preparation, patience, and technique—gives the work a lasting instructional clarity beyond its specific locales.

For contemporary readers, the book opens multiple lines of engagement. It is a record of early nineteenth-century natural history practice in the equatorial Americas; a study in voice, where personality and observation interact; and a document of cross-cultural contact under colonial frameworks that invites careful, critical reading. As environmental questions sharpen, the work’s attentiveness to rivers, forests, and the creatures that inhabit them encourages a patient mode of looking. Its appeal endures in the combination of steadiness and surprise: a sustained attempt to inhabit a landscape attentively and convert attention into shareable knowledge.
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    Charles Waterton’s Wanderings in South America is a nineteenth-century travel narrative and natural history record of four expeditions into the Guianas and the tropical forests bordering the great rivers of British colonial South America. Written in a plain, direct style, the book recounts routes, conditions, and observations gathered between 1812 and the mid-1820s. Waterton sets out his purpose: to document animals, plants, and landscapes, and to bring back specimens for European collections. The work proceeds chronologically, each journey presented with its own incidents and notes. Throughout, he describes practical travel arrangements, river navigation, and camp life, while cataloging species encountered and methods used to obtain and preserve them.

During the first journey, Waterton lands on the humid coast and moves inland along the Demerara and neighboring waterways. He outlines the transition from plantations and mission settlements to dense evergreen forest, noting climate, floods, and insects. Early chapters describe the rigors of equatorial travel, including hammocks, canoes, and reliance on experienced guides. He begins collecting birds and mammals, observing their habits and habitats with an emphasis on identification. He remarks on the abundance of parrots, toucans, monkeys, and reptiles, and records the nocturnal sounds that define the forest. This initial expedition sets his pattern of traveling light, establishing temporary stations, and sending preserved specimens downriver.

He deepens his account by focusing on characteristic species and ecological niches. The sloth receives extended attention, with careful notes on its anatomy, movement, and arboreal life, offered to correct misconceptions then current in Europe. Waterton also details ant societies, termite architecture, and the strategies of predatory birds. He describes canoe journeys under heavy canopy, portages around rapids, and methods of avoiding hazards such as thorny lianas and stinging insects. Field techniques for preparing skins, drying them, and protecting them from mold and insects are introduced. By expedition’s end, he has compiled a foundation of observations to guide later, more targeted collecting.

A central episode of the early wanderings is his acquisition of the wourali, or curare, poison. In company with Macoushi people, Waterton documents the ingredients, preparation, and cautious handling of the concoction used on blowpipe darts. He describes the blowpipe’s construction, the quiver of poisoned needles, and hunting practices that depend on stealth and accuracy. Trials on small animals are reported, along with the observed physiological effects and the means of counteracting them when possible. The chapter underscores the importance of Indigenous expertise for both subsistence and scientific understanding, and it furnishes European readers with one of the first detailed English-language accounts of the poison’s manufacture.

On a subsequent journey, Waterton returns upriver to extend his range and refine his collections. He offers vignettes of nocturnal life, including accounts of vampire bats visiting livestock and sleeping travelers, and notes measures taken to prevent bites. Reptiles occupy several pages, culminating in a frequently cited incident in which he secures a living cayman by a sudden leap and firm hold. These scenes accompany systematic records of habitats, as he compares creek, riverbank, and swamp species. He continues to alternate travel narrative with specimen lists and field precautions, balancing episodic events with the accumulation of descriptive data useful to naturalists.

The third expedition carries him across alternating forest and open savanna, and toward uplands where rivers break into cataracts and rocky channels. Waterton observes the seasonal rhythm of rains and drought, connecting bird migrations, nesting, and fruiting cycles to climate. He remarks on the vivid colors and calls of macaws, the behavior of toucans at feeding trees, and the caution required near raptors. Amphibians, fishes, and myriad insects are noted as integral to these food webs. He also outlines overland passages between watersheds and the logistical adjustments demanded by terrain, while maintaining his routine of collecting, preserving, and dispatching specimens for study.

In the fourth journey, Waterton consolidates experience into more systematized work. He optimizes preservatives, packing methods, and labels, aiming to ensure that skins, skeletons, and other materials reach museums in sound condition. He revisits habitats to confirm earlier notes and adds rarer or previously overlooked species. Observations on coloration, moult, and sexual dimorphism are recorded to aid identification. Encounters with mission communities and remote settlements supply provisions and information on routes and seasonal conditions. The narrative remains practical and sequential, showing how repeated traverses of familiar ground yield clearer results and how collaboration and patience improve the reliability of natural history collections.

Interspersed through the voyages are concise essays and practical notes that broaden the scope beyond itinerary. Waterton explains traps, baits, and decoys for birds, and simple remedies for common ailments of the forest. He comments on languages and names used by neighboring nations, and on variations in local tools, foods, and dwellings. Brief sketches introduce animals such as armadillos, anteaters, and small cats, emphasizing field marks and habits rather than speculation. He also refers to a few unusual preparations and displays that later became well known in European cabinets, while keeping the focus on methods that other travelers and collectors could replicate.

The book closes by emphasizing the abundance and distinctness of South American wildlife, and the value of firsthand observation conducted with care, restraint, and accurate note-taking. Waterton’s narrative unites the itinerary of four expeditions with practical instruction and compact species accounts, offering European readers dependable information drawn from repeated visits and local guidance. Without advancing theoretical arguments, he aims to record facts, supply museums, and encourage further inquiry. The result is a sequential travelogue that doubles as a field manual, presenting the forests and rivers of the Guianas as a connected environment best understood through direct, patient, and methodical exploration.
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    Charles Waterton’s Wanderings in South America is set between 1812 and 1824 in the Guianas and the Orinoco basin, a frontier where Dutch, British, Spanish, and Portuguese imperial zones met. The narrative moves along the Demerara, Essequibo, and Berbice rivers (in present-day Guyana), through forested interiors toward the Rio Branco and the Orinoco system in Venezuela. Stabroek—renamed Georgetown in 1812—served as the principal colonial entrepôt. Waterton worked from plantation outposts and indigenous villages, navigating a tropical ecology of savannas and rainforest while crossing administrative boundaries policed by colonial officials, militias, and mission settlements in a decade riddled with war and antislavery agitation.

Control of the Guianas shifted decisively in the decades before Waterton’s journeys. Britain occupied Demerara, Essequibo, and Berbice in 1796, returned them to the Batavian Republic under the Treaty of Amiens (1802), and reoccupied them in 1803. The Anglo-Dutch Convention of 1814 formally ceded Demerara-Essequibo and Berbice to Britain; in 1831 they were united as British Guiana, though Roman-Dutch law persisted. Stabroek’s renaming as Georgetown (1812) symbolized the British stamp on a still-Dutch legal and plantation order. Waterton’s pages record Dutch place-names, British magistrates, and frontier posts, reflecting a transitional regime he encountered just after cession but before consolidation into a single colony.

The plantation economy of Demerara-Essequibo and Berbice depended on enslaved African labor producing sugar, coffee, and cotton. Britain outlawed the transatlantic slave trade in 1807, but slavery itself endured until the 1830s. Official registers after 1817 recorded tens of thousands of enslaved people in Demerara-Essequibo—by some counts over 60,000—working under harsh discipline in field gangs and boiling houses. Waterton lodged and outfitted expeditions from the estate of Charles Edmonstone on the Demerara River, where enslaved boatmen, hunters, and craftsmen were essential to travel and specimen collection. The Edmonstone household later connected Demerara to British science: John Edmonstone, formerly enslaved there, taught taxidermy to Charles Darwin in Edinburgh in 1826.

The event that most radically framed the colony during and just after Waterton’s travels was the Demerara rebellion of 1823. Its roots lay in the 1807 trade abolition, metropolitan “amelioration” directives for slave treatment, and plantation resistance to mission activity. John Wray (from 1813) and John Smith (from 1817) of the London Missionary Society ministered at Le Resouvenir on the East Coast. Enslaved congregants, hearing rumors of impending freedom, pressed for redress. Quamina, a respected deacon, and his son Jack Gladstone emerged as organizers. Their aim—by many accounts—was a mass withdrawal of labor and disarming of whites to force compliance, not indiscriminate violence. Tension rose through mid-1823 as planters defied reforms.

On 18 August 1823, coordinated action spread across estates from Mahaica toward Georgetown, including Success, Le Resouvenir, and Bachelor’s Adventure. Between 9,000 and 12,000 enslaved people participated. Initial seizures of arms and confinement of overseers involved few white deaths, but colonial authorities quickly declared martial law. Lieutenant-Governor John Murray mobilized militia, regulars, and the 1st West India Regiment; naval support appeared offshore. Clashes, notably at Bachelor’s Adventure, proved decisive. Suppression was brutal: over 200 enslaved people were killed in the field. Quamina was hunted down and shot in September; his body was displayed at Success. Jack Gladstone was captured and, after proceedings, transported from the colony. Patrols and curfews lingered along the very corridors Waterton traversed in 1824.

The aftermath reverberated in Britain. Dozens were executed after court-martials—contemporary counts often cite around fifty—while many others were flogged or imprisoned. Missionary John Smith was tried by court-martial in November 1823 and died in prison on 6 February 1824, becoming an abolitionist martyr. Parliamentary debates in 1824 intensified scrutiny of colonial governance, hastening the political momentum that led to the Slavery Abolition Act (1833), apprenticeship (1834), and full freedom (1838). Published in 1825, Waterton’s travelogue reached readers already galvanized by Demerara. Though not a chronicle of the revolt, its depictions of plantation discipline, enslaved labor, and mission-influenced communities were read against fresh memories of the crisis and helped shape metropolitan understandings of the colony.

Waterton’s northern forays touched Spanish Venezuela during the wars of independence (1810–1825). The Orinoco theater saw Simón Bolívar establish Angostura (now Ciudad Bolívar) as a patriot capital in 1817, convene the Congress of Angostura in 1819, and move toward decisive victories at Boyacá (1819, in New Granada) and Carabobo (1821), founding Gran Colombia. The llanos and river routes were militarized, with passports, patrols, and shifting loyalties among mission towns and indigenous groups such as the Warao. Waterton’s notes on garrisons, mission discipline, and riverine checkpoints, along with his procurement of the Macushi “woorali” (curare) in borderlands near the Rio Branco, mirror travel constraints and knowledge exchanges conditioned by revolutionary upheaval.

As a social and political critique, the book exposes the contradictions of imperial resource extraction. Waterton’s reliance on enslaved boatmen and indigenous guides quietly underscores plantation dependency on coerced labor even as he condemns cruelty toward people and animals. His attention to mission villages reveals the contested terrain of religious authority, education, and control over enslaved and native populations. Observations of militia posts, passes, and judicial severity illuminate a security state built to preserve sugar wealth. By dignifying indigenous technologies—most notably curare—and decrying wanton slaughter of wildlife, he challenges metropolitan complacency, implying that colonial profit, racial hierarchy, and environmental despoliation were intertwined features of the age.
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----nec herba, nec latens in asperis

Radix fefellit me locis.

In the month of April 1812 I left the town of Stabroek to travel through the wilds of Demerara[4] and Essequibo, a part of ci-devant[1] Dutch Guiana, in South America.

The chief objects in view were to collect a quantity of the strongest wourali poison[2] and to reach the inland frontier-fort of Portuguese Guiana.

It would be a tedious journey for him who wishes to travel through these wilds to set out from Stabroek on foot. The sun would exhaust him in his attempts to wade through the swamps, and the mosquitos at night would deprive him of every hour of sleep.

The road for horses runs parallel to the river, but it extends a very little way, and even ends before the cultivation of the plantations ceases.

The only mode then that remains is to proceed by water; and when you come to the high-lands, you may make your way through the forest on foot or continue your route on the river.

After passing the third island in the River Demerara there are few plantations to be seen, and those not joining on to one another, but separated by large tracts of wood.

The Loo is the last where the sugar-cane is growing. The greater part of its negroes have just been ordered to another estate, and ere a few months shall have elapsed all signs of cultivation will be lost in underwood.

Higher up stand the sugar-works of Amelia's Waard[3], solitary and abandoned; and after passing these there is not a ruin to inform the traveller that either coffee or sugar have ever been cultivated.

From Amelia's Waard an unbroken range of forest covers each bank of the river, saving here and there where a hut discovers itself, inhabited by free people of colour, with a rood or two of bared ground about it; or where the wood-cutter has erected himself a dwelling and cleared a few acres for pasturage. Sometimes you see level ground on each side of you for two or three hours at a stretch; at other times a gently sloping hill presents itself; and often, on turning a point, the eye is pleased with the contrast of an almost perpendicular height jutting into the water. The trees put you in mind of an eternal spring,[1q] with summer and autumn kindly blended into it.

Here you may see a sloping extent of noble trees whose foliage displays a charming variety of every shade, from the lightest to the darkest green and purple. The tops of some are crowned with bloom of the loveliest hue, while the boughs of others bend with a profusion of seeds and fruits.

Those whose heads have been bared by time or blasted by the thunderstorm strike the eye, as a mournful sound does the ear in music, and seem to beckon to the sentimental traveller to stop a moment or two and see that the forests which surround him, like men and kingdoms, have their periods of misfortune and decay.

The first rocks of any considerable size that are observed on the side of the river are at a place called Saba[5], from the Indian word which means a stone. They appear sloping down to the water's edge, not shelvy, but smooth, and their exuberances rounded off and, in some places, deeply furrowed, as though they had been worn with continual floods of water.

There are patches of soil up and down, and the huge stones amongst them produce a pleasing and novel effect. You see a few coffee-trees of a fine luxuriant growth, and nearly on the top of Saba stands the house of the post-holder.

He is appointed by Government to give in his report to the protector of the Indians of what is going on amongst them and to prevent suspicious people from passing up the river.

When the Indians assemble here, the stranger may have an opportunity of seeing the aborigines dancing to the sound of their country music and painted in their native style. They will shoot their arrows for him with an unerring aim and send the poisoned dart, from the blow-pipe, true to its destination: and here he may often view all the different shades, from the red savage to the white man; and from the white man to the sootiest son of Africa.

Beyond this post there are no more habitations of white men or free people of colour.

In a country so extensively covered with wood as this is, having every advantage that a tropical sun and the richest mould, in many places, can give to vegetation, it is natural to look for trees of very large dimensions. But it is rare to meet with them above six yards in circumference. If larger have ever existed they have fallen a sacrifice either to the axe or to fire.

If, however, they disappoint you in size, they make ample amends in height. Heedless, and bankrupt in all curiosity, must he be who can journey on without stopping to take a view of the towering mora. Its topmost branch, when naked with age or dried by accident, is the favourite resort of the toucan. Many a time has this singular bird felt the shot faintly strike him from the gun of the fowler beneath, and owed his life to the distance betwixt them.

The trees which form these far-extending wilds are as useful as they are ornamental. It would take a volume of itself to describe them.

The green-heart, famous for its hardness and durability; the hackea for its toughness; the ducalabali surpassing mahogany; the ebony and letter-wood vying with the choicest woods of the old world; the locust-tree yielding copal; and the hayawa- and olou-trees furnishing a sweet-smelling resin, are all to be met with in the forest betwixt the plantations and the rock Saba.

Beyond this rock the country has been little explored, but it is very probable that these, and a vast collection of other kinds, and possibly many new species, are scattered up and down, in all directions, through the swamps and hills and savannas of ci-devant Dutch Guiana.

On viewing the stately trees around him, the naturalist will observe many of them bearing leaves and blossoms and fruit not their own.

The wild fig-tree, as large as a common English apple-tree, often rears itself from one of the thick branches at the top of the mora, and when its fruit is ripe, to it the birds resort for nourishment. It was to an undigested seed passing through the body of the bird which had perched on the mora that the fig-tree first owed its elevated station there. The sap of the mora raised it into full bearing, but now, in its turn, it is doomed to contribute a portion of its own sap and juices towards the growth of different species of vines, the seeds of which also the birds deposited on its branches. These soon vegetate, and bear fruit in great quantities; so what with their usurpation of the resources of the fig-tree, and the fig- tree of the mora, the mora, unable to support a charge which nature never intended it should, languishes and dies under its burden; and then the fig- tree, and its usurping progeny of vines, receiving no more succour from their late foster-parent, droop and perish in their turn.

A vine called the bush-rope by the wood-cutters, on account of its use in hauling out the heaviest timber, has a singular appearance in the forests of Demerara. Sometimes you see it nearly as thick as a man's body, twisted like a corkscrew round the tallest trees and rearing its head high above their tops. At other times three or four of them, like strands in a cable, join tree and tree and branch and branch together. Others, descending from on high, take root as soon as their extremity touches the ground, and appear like shrouds and stays supporting the mainmast of a line-of-battle ship; while others, sending out parallel, oblique, horizontal and perpendicular shoots in all directions, put you in mind of what travellers call a matted forest. Oftentimes a tree, above a hundred feet high, uprooted by the whirlwind, is stopped in its fall by these amazing cables of nature, and hence it is that you account for the phenomenon of seeing trees not only vegetating, but sending forth vigorous shoots, though far from their perpendicular, and their trunks inclined to every degree from the meridian to the horizon.

Their heads remain firmly supported by the bush-rope; many of their roots soon refix themselves in the earth, and frequently a strong shoot will sprout out perpendicularly from near the root of the reclined trunk, and in time become a fine tree. No grass grows under the trees and few weeds, except in the swamps.

The high grounds are pretty clear of underwood, and with a cutlass to sever the small bush-ropes it is not difficult walking among the trees.

The soil, chiefly formed by the fallen leaves and decayed trees, is very rich and fertile in the valleys. On the hills it is little better than sand. The rains seem to have carried away and swept into the valleys every particle which Nature intended to have formed a mould.

Four-footed animals are scarce considering how very thinly these forests are inhabited by men.

Several species of the animal commonly called tiger, though in reality it approaches nearer to the leopard, are found here, and two of their diminutives, named tiger-cats. The tapir, the lobba and deer afford excellent food, and chiefly frequent the swamps and low ground near the sides of the river and creeks.

In stating that four-footed animals are scarce, the peccari must be excepted. Three or four hundred of them herd together and traverse the wilds in all directions in quest of roots and fallen seeds. The Indians mostly shoot them with poisoned arrows. When wounded they run about one hundred and fifty paces; they then drop, and make wholesome food.

The red monkey, erroneously called the baboon, is heard oftener than it is seen, while the common brown monkey, the bisa, and sacawinki rove from tree to tree, and amuse the stranger as he journeys on.

A species of the polecat, and another of the fox, are destructive to the Indian's poultry, while the opossum, the guana and salempenta afford him a delicious morsel.

The small ant-bear, and the large one, remarkable for his long, broad, bushy tail, are sometimes seen on the tops of the wood-ants' nests; the armadillos bore in the sand-hills, like rabbits in a warren; and the porcupine is now and then discovered in the trees over your head.

This, too, is the native country of the sloth. His looks, his gestures and his cries all conspire to entreat you to take pity on him. These are the only weapons of defence which Nature hath given him. While other animals assemble in herds, or in pairs range through these boundless wilds, the sloth is solitary and almost stationary; he cannot escape from you. It is said his piteous moans make the tiger relent and turn out of the way. Do not then level your gun at him or pierce him with a poisoned arrow--he has never hurt one living creature. A few leaves, and those of the commonest and coarsest kind, are all he asks for his support. On comparing him with other animals you would say that you could perceive deficiency, deformity and superabundance in his composition. He has no cutting-teeth, and though four stomachs, he still wants the long intestines of ruminating animals. He has only one inferior aperture, as in birds. He has no soles to his feet nor has he the power of moving his toes separately. His hair is flat, and puts you in mind of grass withered by the wintry blast. His legs are too short; they appear deformed by the manner in which they are joined to the body, and when he is on the ground, they seem as if only calculated to be of use in climbing trees. He has forty-six ribs, while the elephant has only forty, and his claws are disproportionably long. Were you to mark down, upon a graduated scale, the different claims to superiority amongst the four-footed animals, this poor ill-formed creature's claim would be the last upon the lowest degree.

Demerara yields to no country in the world in her wonderful and beautiful productions of the feathered race. Here the finest precious stones are far surpassed by the vivid tints which adorn the birds. The naturalist may exclaim that Nature has not known where to stop in forming new species and painting her requisite shades. Almost every one of those singular and elegant birds described by Buffon as belonging to Cayenne are to be met with in Demerara, but it is only by an indefatigable naturalist that they are to be found.

The scarlet curlew breeds in innumerable quantities in the muddy islands on the coasts of Pomauron; the egrets and crabiers in the same place. They resort to the mud-flats at ebbing water, while thousands of sandpipers and plovers, with here and there a spoonbill and flamingo, are seen amongst them. The pelicans go farther out to sea, but return at sundown to the courada-trees. The humming-birds are chiefly to be found near the flowers at which each of the species of the genus is wont to feed. The pie, the gallinaceous, the columbine and passerine tribes resort to the fruit- bearing trees.

You never fail to see the common vulture where there is carrion. In passing up the river there was an opportunity of seeing a pair of the king of the vultures; they were sitting on the naked branch of a tree, with about a dozen of the common ones with them. A tiger had killed a goat the day before; he had been driven away in the act of sucking the blood, and not finding it safe or prudent to return, the goat remained in the same place where he had killed it; it had begun to putrefy, and the vultures had arrived that morning to claim the savoury morsel.
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