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Most people say that it is the intellect which makes a great scientist. They are wrong: it is character.


—Albert Einstein


All I can say is, it’s against the law to do many things, but the law winks when a reputable man wants to do a scientific experiment.


—Dr. Thomas Rivers















PROLOGUE



CLEOPATRA’S LEGACY


According to legend, the first unethical science experiment in history was designed by none other than Cleopatra.


At some point during her reign (51 to 30 BCE), a question arose among Egyptian scholars: when can you first tell whether babies are male or female in the womb? No one knew, so Cleopatra enlisted some maidservants in a fiendish plan.


This wasn’t the queen’s first foray into medical science. According to ancient sources—and modern historians back this up—Cleopatra took a lively interest in the work of her court physicians. She also invented a dubious cure for baldness—a paste of scorched mice and burnt horse’s teeth, which was blended with bear grease, deer marrow, reed bark, and honey and massaged into the scalp “until it sprouted.” More ominously, the Greek historian Plutarch reported that Cleopatra experimented on prisoners with poisons. She started with tinctures and chemicals—probably derived from plants—and graduated to venomous animals. (She even pitted different venomous beasts against each other in combat, fascinated to see who’d win.) This knowledge came in handy when Cleopatra ended her own life by letting an asp bite her breast, which she’d observed to be a relatively painless death.


As bad as poisoning prisoners seems, her experiment with fetuses surpassed that in depravity. We don’t know the source of Cleopatra’s obsession here—why she cared about the answer so much. But whenever one of her maidservants was sentenced to death (an apparently common occurrence), the queen ran her through the same procedure. First, in case she was already pregnant, she forced the maid to swallow one of the noxious substances she knew about, a “destructive serum” that purged the womb. With the slate now clean, Cleopatra had a manservant forcibly impregnate the maid. Finally, at some predetermined time later, she had the maid’s belly torn open, and the fetus inside fished out. Accounts differ on the results, but Cleopatra could reportedly distinguish males from females by day 41 after conception—thus proving that sexual differentiation began early. All in all, she considered the experiment a success.


Now, the only historical mentions of this horror come from the Talmud, and on the face of it, the accounts are suspect. Cleopatra had scores of enemies who spread propaganda about her, and it’s hard to think of a story that would demonize her more effectively than this. Furthermore, according to what doctors now know, the results don’t make sense. Six weeks after conception, fetuses have eyes and a nose and little finger nubs, but they’re only a half-inch long and don’t have genitals—making it impossible to distinguish males from females. (Genitals form during week nine, when the fetus is two inches long.) So even laying aside the propaganda, it’s doubtful whether Cleopatra performed this experiment.


Legend or not, however, many generations of people believed this story—which says something important. Cleopatra was powerful and hated, and the ghastly vividness of the tale gripped people’s imaginations. We expect tyrants to do horrifying things. But even beyond that, something else about the account rang true. There was an archetype lurking there, something deep and scary that was recognizable even back then—a person who takes things too far and lets their obsessions get the best of them. What we now call a mad scientist.


The madness of a mad scientist is a peculiar one. They’re not muttering gibberish or buttonholing you about loony conspiracies. To the contrary, they think quite logically. Here, Cleopatra experimented only on maidservants sentenced to death. If they were going to die anyway, she apparently reasoned, why not have them serve some useful purpose in the meantime? This decided, she made them take an abortifacient, to ensure that any prior pregnancies didn’t confound her results. She then recorded the exact date of the rape-insemination, to nail down her answer to the day. If we judge this solely as an experiment, Cleopatra did everything right.


Judged by every other standard, of course, Cleopatra did nothing right. She grew so obsessed, so blinkered, that she abandoned all notions of decency and compassion—ignoring the gore and the shrieks of pain, pushing ahead no matter the human cost. No, what makes mad scientists mad isn’t their lack of logic or reason or scientific acumen. It’s that they do science too well, to the exclusion of their humanity.















Introduction



In our society, scientists are the good guys—usually. They’re cool and clever, rational and clear-headed, calmly dissecting the world around us. But as the story of Cleopatra shows, sometimes obsession grips them. They turn things inside out and twist what’s normally a noble pursuit into something dark. Under this spell, knowledge isn’t everything—it’s the only thing.


This book explores what pushes men and women to cross the line and commit crimes and misdeeds in the name of science. Each chapter is devoted to a different transgression—fraud, murder, sabotage, espionage, grave-robbing, and more: a comprehensive tour of the criminal arts. Admittedly, some of these stories are dastardly fun—who doesn’t enjoy a good pirate yarn, or a juicy tale of revenge? Others, however, still leave us squirming centuries later. And while some of these incidents were splashed across the headlines of every tabloid in their day, many have been overlooked in history or receded with the fog of time, despite their sensational nature. This book resurrects these stories, and dissects what drove people to break the ultimate taboos.


These tales also have surprising things to say about how science works. We all know how discovery usually happens. Someone observes a curious event in nature, or gets a light-bulb idea into how some process or particle behaves. Then they test their hypothesis by running experiments or heading out into the field. If they’re lucky, things go smoothly (ha). More often, frustrations pile up: experiments flop, funding gets yanked, fossilized colleagues refuse to accept new results. Finally, after much persistence, the evidence is too overwhelming to ignore, and the opposition thaws. The scientist returns from the intellectual wilderness, hailed as brilliant. The world at large benefits with a new medical treatment or high-tech material, or maybe even insight into where life comes from or the fate of the cosmos.


It takes a certain type of person to endure this gauntlet, someone patient and self-sacrificing. That’s why our society has traditionally revered scientists as heroes. But science is more than a string of isolated eurekas. Like much of the rest of society, science has faced a moral reckoning recently, and understanding what good and evil look like in science—and the path from one to the other—is more vital than ever. Science has its own sins to answer for.


Even more surprising is the realization that unethical science is often ipso facto bad science—that morally dubious research is often scientifically dubious as well. At a glance, that might sound strange. After all, people often argue that knowledge is neither good nor bad; only human application makes it so. But science is also a communal activity—its results need to be checked, verified, and accepted by other people. Humans are baked right into the process, and as story after story in this book shows, science that ignores human concerns or tramples human rights consistently falls short of what it could be. At best, such work disrupts the scientific community and squanders time and energy on strife; at worst, it undermines the cultural and political freedoms necessary for science to take place. Harming and betraying people harms and betrays science in turn.


That’s why these stories are of more than just academic or biographical interest. Only rarely do scientific villains emerge fully formed, like Athena from the head of Zeus. In most cases, morals erode slowly; people break bad step by painful step. By understanding what these scientists were doing, and why they thought themselves justified, we can spot the same dubious reasoning in modern research and maybe even prevent problems from arising. Indeed, dissecting depraved deeds provides an opportunity to learn how to short-circuit bad impulses and redirect people toward better ends.


Along those same lines, many stories here plumb the psychological motivations behind these warped deeds. What are scientifically minded criminals like? How do they differ from run-of-the-mill criminals? And how does their intelligence and advanced knowledge of the world aid and abet their wrongdoing? Chapter four, for instance, examines a sensational murder at Harvard, where a medical professor used his knowledge of anatomy to dispatch and dismember a university trustee. (He thereby became the second Harvard alum in history to be executed for a crime. In a later chapter, we’ll meet the man who was nearly number three.) Many people just assume that intelligent folks are more enlightened and moral; if anything, the evidence runs the other way.


Finally, how do scientists justify their sins to themselves and others? Psychologists have actually identified several tricks that researchers use to rationalize their deeds and minimize their guilt—a primer on Why Good Scientists Do Bad Things. For one, scientists are more likely to trample ethical boundaries when they feel excessive pressure to reach their goals. Scientific scoundrels also employ euphemisms to mask their deeds, even to themselves. Or they perform a complex mental arithmetic, whereby the good they’ve done in the past somehow “cancels out” the harm they’re causing now.


Scientists seem especially prone to tunnel vision. It’s no secret that science rewards intense focus, and tunnel vision is a corollary of that focus. When immersed in their research, some people can’t see beyond it, and they subsume everything in their lives to the pursuit of their goals, ethics included. In these cases, the morality or immorality of a research project might never occur to them. Chapter two recounts how many pioneering European scientists in the 1600s and 1700s—including giants like Isaac Newton and Carl Linnaeus— piggybacked on the transatlantic slave trade to gather facts and collect specimens from far-flung places. Yet few of them ever questioned their involvement in slavery, as long as the data kept flowing.


In still other cases, ethics get inverted. Compared to, say, politics, science seems pure. Just think of all the miseries science has liberated us from, all those life-saving medicines and labor-saving technologies. Scientists are justly proud of this record. But it’s all too easy for some to fall into the trap that Science = Good, period. And in this worldview, anything that furthers scientific research must therefore be positive as well. Science becomes its own end, its own moral justification. Similarly, scientists with delusions of grandeur often fall for the means-end fallacy. They convince themselves that their research will usher in a scientific utopia, and that the bliss of that utopia will supersede, by many orders of magnitude, any suffering they’re causing in the short term. Chapter five shows how Thomas Edison fell into this trap and tortured dogs and horses with electricity in order to prove the superiority of his preferred system of generating current. Even worse, chapter seven shows how research into eliminating sexually transmitted diseases has occasionally involved giving people syphilis or gonorrhea, in order to study them. In both cases, the reasoning was clear: just gotta crack a few more eggs. But when we sacrifice morals for scientific progress, we often end up with neither.


Beyond rationalizations, there’s also the question of what makes scientific crimes unique. When regular people transgress, they do so for money or power or something grubby. Only scientists go rogue for data—to augment our understanding of the world. To be sure, many of the crimes detailed here are complex and have multiple motives; human beings are messy. Above all, however, these crimes spring from a Faustian drive for knowledge. For example, because of societal taboos against dissecting human bodies, many anatomists in the 1800s began paying “resurrectionists” to rob graves for them. Donning a black hat was the only way to get the knowledge they coveted. Some anatomists even robbed graves themselves, or accepted corpses from murderers. They grew so obsessed with their research that nothing else mattered to them, and their humanity got corrupted in the process.


These stories aren’t just macabre antiques, either, something to dust off and scare students with—modern science is still reckoning with the fallout. Take the slavery-based research above. Many specimens collected via the slave trade became the nucleus of now-famous museums and remain on the shelves today. These museums wouldn’t exist without slavery, which means that science and slavery are still intertwined centuries later. Or consider the experiments that Nazi doctors ran on prisoners during World War II. They tossed people into vats of ice water, for instance, to study hypothermia. It was barbarous work, and often crippled or killed the victims. But in some cases, it’s the only real data we have, even today, on how to revive people in extremis. So what, ethically, should we do? Turn our heads, or use the data? Which outcome best honors the victims? Evil can roil a scientific field long after the perpetrators have died.


Beyond mining the past, this book contains some stories set in modern times, within the memories of people alive today. It also contains an appendix that looks to the fascinating future of crime. What dark deeds will scientists perpetrate in centuries to come? In some cases, like the crimes that will emerge when we colonize Mars and other planets, we can anticipate what will happen by looking at crimes on polar expeditions, where the bleak landscapes and sheer struggle to survive drove people mad. In other cases, there’s really no precedent. What new crimes can we expect when we all have programmable robot companions in our homes, or when cheap, ubiquitous genetic engineering floods the world?


Overall, this book fuses the drama of scientific discovery with the illicit thrill of true-crime tales. The stories range from the dawn of science in the 1600s to the high-tech felonies of tomorrow, and they cover all corners of the globe. If we’re honest with ourselves, we’ve all fallen into the rabbit hole of obsession before, or bent the rules in pursuit of something we coveted. But few of us have been as thoroughly corrupted as the rogues in Icepick Surgeon. We tend to think of science as progressive, a force for good in the world. And it usually is. Usually.
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PIRACY: THE BUCCANEER BIOLOGIST


As the judge banged the gavel, William Dampier hung his head in disgrace. One of the most celebrated scientists of his age was now a convicted felon.


It was June 1702, and because this was a naval trial, the court had convened on the deck of a ship, exposed to the salty air. Everyone knew that most of the charges against Dampier had no chance of sticking. The murder claim was flimsy, and the accusations of being an incompetent navigator were laughable: he was the best navigator alive, a worldwide expert on winds, currents, and weather. But as the trial progressed, Dampier—who had long, limp hair and a hangdog look, with baggy eyes—sensed that the court was determined to punish him somehow, for something. And so it was: The judges found him guilty of thrashing his lieutenant with a cane on a recent voyage, and declared him “not a fit person to be employed as commander of any of Her Majesty’s ships.” He was fined three years’ pay and dismissed from the navy.


Dampier staggered off the ship embittered and broken. How had he been reduced to this? He was the greatest naturalist of his day—so much so that Charles Darwin later counted himself a disciple. Dampier’s sensational travelogues would also go on to influence Robinson Crusoe and Gulliver’s Travels. No matter what he accomplished, however, William Dampier would always be guilty of one thing in the eyes of the Establishment. He was a brilliant scientist and navigator, no question. But for most of his adult life, he’d also been a pirate.
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Given two things—his poverty and his obsession with biology—Dampier’s descent into piracy was probably inevitable. He took to sea after being orphaned at age fourteen, visiting Java and Newfoundland before an unhappy stint in the navy. He eventually sailed to the Caribbean in April 1674 at age twenty-two. After some bouncing around, he settled in the Bay of Campeche in eastern Mexico and made his living cutting logwood, a thick tree whose inner pulp made a brilliant scarlet dye. Dampier later described his fellow loggers as a motley bunch, disposed to “carousing and firing off Guns 3 or 4 days together… [T]hey could never settle themselves under any Civil Government, but continued in their Wickedness.” Though he probably caroused himself, Dampier also took long nature hikes in Campeche and was thrilled to see creatures he’d heard about before only in tall tales—porcupines and sloths, hummingbirds and armadillos. For someone who loved natural history, it was paradise.


His troubles started in June 1676, on one of those gorgeous early-summer days when it’s almost a privilege to work outdoors. But while the other loggers basked in the sunshine, Dampier noticed that the wind was shifting directions oddly: it “whiffled about to the south, and back again to the east.” Then the loggers noticed a mass of frigate birds overhead. These birds often accompanied ships from sea to shore, so most of the crew took this as a good omen; maybe supplies were coming. Dampier, however, frowned. The flock was Hitchcockian in its size and intensity, as if the birds were fleeing something. Most eerie of all was the local creek. Floods were a fact of life in Campeche; men often stepped directly from their beds into a pool of swamp water in the mornings. But that day the main creek started withdrawing mysteriously, as if sucked by a giant straw, until it was nearly dry in the middle.
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The pirate-biologist William Dampier was a big influence on Charles Darwin, as well as a rogue and a scallywag. Painting by Thomas Murray. (More pictures are available, for all chapters, at samkean .com/books/the-icepick-surgeon/extras/photos.)








Two days after these auguries, a bank of demon-black clouds rolled in and unleashed hell. None of the loggers had ever imagined a storm of such intensity. The rain stung them like hornets, blinding them, and the wind slapped down their huts one by one, until a single shelter remained. The men staggered through the mud toward it, shouting to be heard, and scrambled to shore up this last refuge with wooden posts and ropes lashed to tree stumps. It barely survived. Soaking and shivering, they then huddled inside for hours—and emerged into an alien world. The empty creek had more than filled back up, flooding the land around them. Trees were strewn everywhere, their roots forming impenetrable thickets. Dampier and a few other loggers managed to row their last surviving canoe over to the bay and found a shoal of dead fish floating upside down. Of the eight ships anchored in the bay hours earlier, all but one had been swept to sea. The loggers begged food from the crew of the surviving ship, “but found very cold entertainment,” Dampier remembered. “For we could neither get Bread nor Punch, nor so much as a Dram of Rum.”


Dampier’s cinematic description of this storm was the first meteorologically detailed account of a hurricane, and it kicked off a lifelong preoccupation with wind and weather. More immediately, the storm rerouted the entire course of his life. All his logging equipment—axes, saws, machetes—had been washed away. He had no money and, without tools, no prospect of making any. As a result, he later wrote, “I was forced to range about to seek a subsistence.” This was a euphemism. “Ranging about” meant becoming a buccaneer.


Buccaneers were a distinct class of pirates1 then. Some pirates were so-called privateers, who had tacit permission from their home governments to harass enemy ships. English privateers usually focused on Spanish ships, and many an English home in the Caribbean was furnished with silks, pewters, and sleek carved chairs originally bound for Barcelona or Madrid. Privateering, then, was tolerated if not respectable. Buccaneers had no permission to raid anyone. They were simple criminals, and their home governments scorned them as much as their enemies did. The buccaneering crew Dampier joined stood even lower than most, because instead of raiding ships full of luxuries, they stormed pathetic little coastal camps, stealing from folks no better off than themselves.


We don’t know what exactly Dampier did on these raids because he skimmed over most of the details in his journals, perhaps out of embarrassment. He also had a habit of getting distracted by natural history. Describing an assault on Vera Cruz, for instance, he dispatches with the death of a dozen companions in a few words, and skates right past the fact that the raid was a bust: the townsfolk had fled with their valuables at the first sign of pirates, leaving the town devoid of loot. Instead, Dampier highlights the dozens of caged parrots left behind, which he and others packed onboard his ship like legitimate treasure. They “were yellow and red,” he gushed, “very coarsely mixed, and they would prate very prettily.” No plunder, no matter—parrots were prize enough for him.


Dampier eventually returned to England in August 1678 and entered into a mysterious marriage with a woman named Judith, a lady-in-waiting to a duchess. Trying to go straight, he used her dowry to purchase some goods and sailed to the Caribbean again in January 1679 to trade them, promising his bride he’d return within a year. He broke that vow. A few months after arriving, he accompanied some sailors to Nicaragua on a trading trip, and the crew made a pit stop at a city in Jamaica that was a favorite haunt of lowlifes. Dampier later claimed to be shocked—shocked!—when the crew decided to throw their lot in with some pirates there and go buccaneering instead. In truth, some historians believe that Dampier knew full well that he’d meet pirates in Jamaica, and went there for the explicit purpose of returning to the high seas.


He did so for a few reasons. One, like every other person in history, Dampier longed to be rich, and there was always the chance that his band of buccaneers would stumble across a Spanish galleon groaning with doubloons and make their fortunes. But even deeper than that, Dampier couldn’t shake his memories of Campeche—the rambles through the woods, the exotic flora and fauna, the whole days lost to nature. Pirating was the only means he had to recapture that feeling. To be sure, pirating was also a dirty business, rife with assaults and murders. Over the years Dampier saw priests being stabbed, prisoners tossed overboard, and native Indians picked off with rifles and tortured for intelligence. There’s no reason to think Dampier stood aloof or was squeamish about his involvement. But Campeche had awakened a passion for natural history that was almost erotic in its intensity, and no matter how much he regretted buccaneering sometimes, his lust for new shores, new skies, new plants and animals, proved too strong. As he recalled, he was “well enough satisfied” wherever he ended up, “knowing that the farther we went, the more Knowledge and Experience I should get, which was the main Thing that I regarded.”
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Dampier joined the Jamaica pirates as a navigator, and the subsequent voyage was a rambling adventure, involving several different crews and ships; it’s impossible to summarize neatly. They started off raiding cities in Panama, then sailed up to Virginia, where Dampier was arrested for unknown reasons; he refers to the incident only as some “troubles.” Then it was over to the Pacific coast of South America, including the Galápagos.


Every so often the crew made a decent score: gems, bolts of silk, a stock of cinnamon or musk. Once they seized eight tons of marmalade. Much more commonly a galleon would give them the slip on the open seas and they’d slink off to try another port. Or they’d endure a long and futile siege of a coastal town, only to learn that the citizens had snuck out their treasures under the pirates’ noses, leaving the buccaneers empty-handed.
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Dampier and his crew nearly drowned during a fierce storm on their way to Indonesia. (Engraving by Caspar Luiken.)








Instead of making a fortune in South America, “we met with little… besides fatigues, hardships and loss,” Dampier recalled. They sometimes had to drink “copperish or aluminous” water from “stinking holes of rocks,” and they spent many a night outdoors with nothing but “the cold ground for our bedding and the spangled firmament for our covering.” On one occasion, during a storm so violent that the men didn’t want to risk raising the sails, Dampier and another comrade had to scramble up the rigging and hold their overcoats open to steer the ship bodily.


Hoping for better luck, the crew eventually struck out for Guam, a daunting trip of more than seven thousand blank miles. They staggered ashore fifty-one days later, nearly starved. Had things gone on much longer, Dampier later learned, the crew was plotting to murder and eat the captain and the officers, including him. (The captain took this news in remarkably good humor. He turned to his navigator and laughed, “Ah, Dampier, you would have but made them a poor meal!” “For I,” Dampier explained, “was as lean as the captain was lusty and fleshy.”) From Guam, the crew made excursions to China and Vietnam, and Dampier later became the first Englishman to set foot on Australia. In addition to studying flora and fauna in each spot, Dampier took advantage of his time on the open sea to study winds and currents, developing into a first-class navigator. Even those who despised Dampier had to admit that he had a near supernatural ability to judge where land lay beyond the horizon by reading the winds and currents.


Throughout these trips, Dampier changed ships several times, joining different crews. Sometimes the changes happened amicably, with no hard feelings; Dampier simply wanted to go somewhere new, and “No proposal for seeing any part of the world which I Had never seen before could possibly come amiss,” he decided. In other cases, Dampier had to flee a despotic captain under harrowing circumstances, once by squeezing through a porthole in the dead of night. During such escapes, he typically took just one possession, the most valuable thing in the world to him—his field notes on natural history.


His final escape, in the South Pacific, proved particularly daunting. Longing to return home, he and a few comrades, including four Indonesian prisoners, slipped off to an island and secured a canoe there. On their first sally for freedom, they capsized, and Dampier spent three days drying his notes over a fire page by page. Their second attempt plunged them into a storm, and they spent the next six days on the open ocean thrashing their oars about and praying. “The Sea was already Roaring in a white Foam about us… and our little Ark in danger to be swallowed by every Wave,” Dampier recalled. Worst of all, he hadn’t been to confession in years, and scores of unnamed sins were weighing on his soul: “I made very sad Reflections… and lookt back with Horrour and Detestation, on Actions which before I disliked, but now I trembled at the remembrance of.” Miraculously, they finally reached land at Sumatra, where Dampier collapsed onshore and spent six weeks recovering his strength. He eventually wound his way home on various ships and pulled into London in September 1691, a dozen years after he’d promised his new wife he’d be back in twelve months.


As a lady-in-waiting, Judith had her own life and had managed just fine without her rascally husband. But the pirate now had to support himself and make a living. And with few other options—you can’t exactly put “buccaneer” on your resume—Dampier began organizing his field notes into a travelogue. That his journals had even survived the voyage was a miracle. They’d suffered water damage on several occasions, and he once had to stuff them into bamboo tubes for safekeeping. But the effort paid off.2 A New Voyage Round the World finally appeared in 1697 and was a smash hit, with some of the liveliest passages on natural history and anthropology ever written.


After his stint in Sumatra, Dampier gave the first account in English of “ganga,” or marijuana: “Some it keeps sleepy, some merry, some putting them into a laughing fit, and others it makes mad.” He described a mass circumcision of twelve-year-olds in the Philippines, and how “they went straddling for a fortnight after.” He also covered tattooing in Polynesia and foot-binding in China (which he denounced as a mere “stratagem” of the men to hobble women and keep them indoors). Upon hearing a local legend in the West Indies, he ate a dozen pickle pears at once and delighted to see that they really did turn his urine red. Nearly a thousand citations in the Oxford English Dictionary trace back to his writings, and he introduced dozens of words into English, including banana, posse, smugglers, tortilla, avocado, cashews, and chopsticks.


There was plenty of science, too. Even today Dampier remains unsurpassed as a pure observer of nature. Compared to his, other accounts of flora and fauna seem lifeless—like a glass-eyed taxidermy lion compared to the real, leaping, roaring beast. Part of the vividness sprang from Dampier’s use of all five senses, including taste. The man never met an animal he didn’t eat. Flamingo tongues, he reported, have “a large knob of fat at the root, which is an excellent bit; a Dish of Flamingos Tongues being fit for a Prince’s Table.” He cooked up manatee veal and iguana soup and turtle-oil dumplings, along with dozens of other outré recipes. And if all that got your mouth watering, well, Dampier could snatch your appetite away just as quickly. In one revolting section he popped a worm cyst on his leg and drew out the slimy sucker inch by agonizing inch. He also detailed—my apologies in advance—one of the most epic bouts of diarrhea ever recorded in the annals of English literature. His attack started after seeking treatment for a fever, when he was persuaded to take a local “physic” to purge his bowels. Bad idea. He had the trots off and on for a year, and sometimes endured thirty bowel movements in a single sitting, till he was more or less dry-heaving out his arse. No one ever said field work was glamorous.


The quintessential Dampier tale involved an alligator attack. He opened the story with a passage noting the differences between alligators and crocodiles. In an era when most scholars still lumped whales with fishes, the ability to make such fine distinctions was impressive, and wouldn’t look out of place in a herpetology text today. Then things swerved. Without any transition, Dampier launched into the tale of a nighttime hunting expedition back in Campeche. On it, an Irishman named Daniel tripped over an alligator, which whipped around and clamped down on his leg. He screamed for help. But his companions, Dampier noted, “supposing that he was fallen into the clutches of some Spaniards,” abandoned him, leaving him alone in the dark with a gator gnawing on him.


Amazingly, Daniel kept his cool and came up with a plan. Unlike mammals, reptiles lack lips and can’t chew. They gulp food down in big bites instead and have to open their mouths to pull prey farther inside. So when his tormentor opened its jaw again, Daniel shot forward and jammed his rifle inside in place of his leg. Fooled, the gator pulled the gun away to devour it, and while he did so, Daniel scrambled back.


Surging on adrenaline, he dragged himself up a tree and renewed his cries for help. His comrades, realizing there were no Spaniards afoot, returned with firebrands to drive the gator off. Afterward, Dampier reported, Daniel “was in a deplorable condition, and not able to stand on his Feet, his Knee was so torn with the Alligator[’]s Teeth. His Gun was found the next day… with two large Holes made in the But[t]-end of it, one on each side, near an Inch deep.” All in all, the tale was classic Dampier—learned, meticulous, and hair-raising all at once.


Some historians credit A New Voyage with launching the entire genre of travel writing, and after its publication, Dampier received an invitation to lecture at the prestigious Royal Society in London, the world’s premier scientific club. Not bad for a buccaneer. He also dined with several eminent statesmen, including the diarist Samuel Pepys. The bigwigs wanted to talk natural history, of course, but some of them no doubt felt a frisson of pleasure in knowing they had a real-life pirate at their table.


With the public clamoring for more, Dampier published a sequel to A New Voyage in 1699. It included his famous essay “Discourse on Winds,” which later captains like James Cook and Horatio Nelson considered the best practical guide to sailing they’d ever read. The essay also greatly advanced the scientific study of winds and currents. Two of Dampier’s contemporaries, Isaac Newton and Edmond Halley (of comet fame), had recently published treatises on the origins of tides and rainstorms, respectively. Dampier’s essay then nailed down where winds and currents come from. In one sweep, then, these three scientists solved several age-old mysteries about the sea and the cyclical movement of water around the globe. We normally wouldn’t include a pirate in the same company as Halley or Sir Isaac, but Dampier was every bit their equal in this field.


Oddly, though, Dampier wasn’t in England to see his second book published. He’d actually made very little money from the first one, in part because copyright laws didn’t exist then and most of the book’s profits had been scooped up, ironically enough, by literary pirates. Dampier still needed to earn a living somehow. Moreover, he desperately wanted to leave piracy behind and reinvent himself as a respectable scientist. So the president of the Royal Society introduced Dampier to the First Lord of the Admiralty, who offered him the chance to captain his own ship, the Roebuck, and lead an expedition to New Holland (modern Australia). Despite any reservations he might have had about rejoining the navy, Dampier accepted. Part of his mission was to scout out commercial opportunities down under. But the main goal was scientific; this was the first explicitly scientific voyage in history. It was the most noble idea anyone had ever heard of. And with Dampier in charge, it was a disaster from the get-go.
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Dampier had an air of Thoreau about him: a curmudgeon who delighted in nature but grumbled about his fellow human beings. He also had an arrogant streak. The pirate ships Dampier cut his teeth on often had a surprisingly democratic ethos. Some even had rudimentary health insurance, with a sliding compensation scale for lost eyes and limbs.3 Dampier, though, was eager to distance himself from his past, and abandoned all such camaraderie aboard the Roebuck. He decided that he was smarter than everyone else in all matters, scientific and otherwise, and he lacked the charm and political skills to quell the unrest that resulted.






Especially when dealing with officers. Dampier’s second-in-command, a naval lieutenant named George Fisher, despised Dampier as pirate scum. He swore up and down that Dampier was plotting to commandeer the Roebuck and go privateering as soon as they hit open water. The Roebuck set sail in January 1699, and even before it reached its first stop (the Canary Islands, to stock up on brandy and wine) Dampier and Fisher were quarreling. As one witness reported, in that blunt way of sailors, Fisher “gave the captain very reproachful words and bade him kiss his arse and said he did not care a turd for him.”


Those tensions erupted into violence in mid-March. Like so many troubles in life, it started with a keg of beer. It was a nautical tradition to tap a keg whenever a ship first crossed the equator, to let the men blow off some steam in the torrid weather. Dampier’s crew ran through their keg a little quickly, though, and complained that their throats were still parched. They begged Fisher to let them tap a second. Instead of consulting Dampier, as navy regulations required, Fisher gave assent alone.


This was hardly mutiny. But Dampier was already on edge: Rumors were swirling that Fisher planned to heave him overboard to feed the sharks. And this deliberate undermining of his authority snapped the last frayed band of restraint he had left. Upon seeing the second keg, he grabbed his cane, found the cooper who’d tapped it, and cracked him upside the head. Then he wheeled on Fisher and demanded to know why he’d allowed this. Before Fisher could answer, Dampier clubbed him, and proceeded to beat him bloody. He then clapped Fisher in leg irons and confined him to a locked cabin for two weeks. Fisher couldn’t leave even to use the head, and had to stew in his own filth. When the ship reached Bahia, on the Brazilian coast, Dampier had his lieutenant arrested and jailed without food.


If Dampier thought he’d won this power struggle, however, he miscalculated. The moment his cell door clinked shut, Fisher climbed up to his window and began yelling at passersby in the street, railing about his imprisonment and slandering Dampier left, right, and sideways. He later composed letters to authorities in England to expose the pirate-scientist as a tyrant. Fisher’s every waking thought was to destroy Dampier.


Dampier, in contrast, dealt with the matter by burying his head in natural history. While Fisher plotted, Dampier disappeared into the bush around Bahia, taking notes on indigo and coconuts and tropical birds. One observation in particular on this trek stands out for its historical importance. After observing some flocks of “long-legg’d fowls” at different sites, Dampier realized that, while each flock was distinct, no one group was distinct enough to count as its own species. There was a continuum of variation. So he coined a new word, “sub-species,” to describe this state. That might seem like a minor insight, but Dampier was groping toward an idea—about variation in nature and the relationships among species—that his admirer Charles Darwin would later run with in On the Origin of Species.


The Catholic Inquisition in Brazil finally put a stop to Dampier’s hikes. They didn’t relish the thought of a Protestant pirate wandering around and taking notes on everything, and there were rumors afoot that the church planned to arrest or even poison him. Perhaps fearing he’d end up in chains next to his second-in-command, Dampier made haste to sail. He also arranged to ship Fisher back to England, to what he no doubt assumed would be a humiliating trial for insubordination. Dampier was only half right. There would be a trial, and humiliations aplenty, just not for Fisher.
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With Fisher absent, tensions cooled onboard the Roebuck, and by mid-August the crew reached western Australia, landing on the gleaming white beaches of Shark Bay. They spent the next few weeks observing dingoes, sea serpents, humpback whales, and more—a brilliant start to their scientific campaign.


Their luck didn’t hold. Western Australia is as bleak as it is arid, and despite scouring the coast, the Roebuck found zero sources of fresh water. The sailors were soon desperately thirsty, so they tried approaching some Aborigines, who they assumed had tricks for finding water. (The Aborigines did, including tracking birds and frogs and hacking at tree roots.) But whenever the sailors came near, the natives scattered. So Dampier came up with a desperate plan. After creeping ashore, he and two companions hid behind a sand dune to ambush the natives. The plan was to kidnap one and force him to lead them to a spring. When the Englishmen jumped out, the Aborigines once again ran, and the Englishmen gave chase—not realizing they were falling into a trap. As soon as Dampier and company were exposed on open ground, the Australians wheeled and attacked with spears. One of Dampier’s men was slashed in the face, and Dampier himself almost got impaled. When warning shots failed to drive the natives back, Dampier took aim and wounded one with his pistol. It’s a rare moment in his books where he admits to committing violence.4


Realizing they’d never find water now, Dampier’s crew slunk away from Australia in disgrace, and things only got worse from there. After Australia, Dampier tried to salvage the voyage by exploring New Guinea and collecting specimens. But the English navy hadn’t exactly handed him its trustiest ship in the Roebuck. Its hull leaked and was infested with worms, and it soon got so creaky that Dampier had to turn tail and make a run for England. The ship never arrived. On the shores of Ascension Island in the southern Atlantic, the Roebuck sprung a fatal leak. Fearing he’d be blamed for its demise, Dampier tried plugging the hole with anything he could think of, including a side of beef and his personal pajamas. Both stopgaps failed. The crew abandoned ship at Ascension and Dampier lost virtually every specimen he’d gathered. The men spent five weeks watching other ships sail blithely by in the distance until a flotilla finally pulled in and rescued them.


Returning to London without specimens, not to mention the ship, was bad enough. But when Dampier arrived in August 1701, he found that George Fisher had been poisoning English society against him—damning the ex-pirate with such lusty broadsides that the admiralty felt obliged to court-martial Dampier and try him aboard a ship.


Dampier defended himself as best he could, marshaling witnesses who swore that Fisher was plotting mutiny. Dampier also fought dirty, accusing Fisher—no one knows how truthfully—of sodomizing two young cabin boys on their voyage. (Pirates tolerated homosexuality to some degree; the navy did not.) For his part, Fisher harped on Dampier’s character, denouncing him as a poltroon and a scoundrel. He also ginned up charges that Dampier had murdered a querulous crew member by locking him into a cabin for a spell, even though the man died ten months after the punishment ended. To their credit, the judges dismissed that and other charges, including one of negligence for letting the Roebuck sink. But they could not abide the caning of Fisher, a fellow officer, and they found Dampier guilty of “very hard and cruel usage” of his second-in-command. As punishment, they banned him from commanding any English ships and fined him three years’ salary.


William Dampier had tried to go respectable, and it had profited him nothing. He was as penniless as ever, and was now a pariah in government circles. He had only one option left: the 49-year-old naturalist would have to return to piracy.
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Dampier’s life and times might seem remote to us, but the ethical issues he raises are still relevant today. For one thing, scientific piracy didn’t end in the 1700s. Moreover, the kind of fieldwork he did is, in some ways, even more dangerous now than several centuries ago.


Countless naturalists over the years have died with their boots on. Most succumbed to malaria, yellow fever, or another disease, but there are enough snake bites, stampedes, puma maulings, mudslides, and accidental poisonings to fill a whole volume. Scientists have been murdered, too. In 1942, Ernest Gibbins, a British biologist studying blood-borne diseases in Uganda, was ambushed in his car and stabbed to death by local warriors who were convinced he was stealing their blood for “white man’s witchcraft.” A police officer said his body was “as full of spears as a bloody porcupine.” Since then, a rise in tribal wars and ethnic conflicts in the twentieth century, exacerbated by global arms trafficking, has only increased the danger of fieldwork in many places. Dampier and his contemporaries suffered gravely at times, but he never had to worry about being kidnapped and held for a $6 million ransom by an armed militia, as happened to a rice scientist in Colombia in the 1990s. For these reasons, many research institutes are far less tolerant nowadays of the haphazard, let’s-just-wing-it fieldwork of yesteryear.


As for scientific piracy, its nature has changed since Dampier’s day. Again, Dampier became a pirate largely to feed his scientific obsessions; he had no other means to visit distant lands. In contrast, with later scientists, the very nature of their work was criminal in that it involved the theft of natural resources—so-called biopiracy.


One highly coveted good during colonial times was quinine, a drug derived from the cinnamon-colored bark of the cinchona tree. When ground into powder and drunk with water, quinine helps combat malaria, the deadliest disease in human history. (According to some estimates, mosquito-borne diseases have killed a full one half of all 108 billion human beings who’ve ever lived, and malaria represents the biggest chunk of that carnage.) Unfortunately, while malaria was a worldwide scourge—killing people in Africa and India, Italy and Southeast Asia—cinchona trees grew only in South America. So European nations began sending botanists undercover into South America to steal cinchona seeds. It proved a fool’s errand. The most valuable, quinine-rich species lived on stupidly steep slopes in the Andes that were shrouded in mist three-fourths of the year. As a result, every single smuggler failed, and several perished in the attempt.


The man who finally succeeded was a Bolivian Indian named Manuel Incra Mamani. Very little is known about Mamani. Stories that he descended from an Incan king are almost certainly bogus, though he might have come from a line of medicine men who prized botanical knowledge. Regardless, he could tramp through the Amazon for weeks at a time, fueled by little more than coca leaves, and he had an uncanny ability to scan the endless green canopy of the forest and pick out a tiny wisp of scarlet—the signature color of cinchona leaves. After harvesting a few sacks of seeds in 1865, he tramped a thousand miles, on foot, over the freezing Andes highlands, and delivered them to the Englishman who’d commissioned him. For this deed, he got $500, two mules, four donkeys, and a new gun. He was also sentenced to death in absentia for betraying his country. The greedy Englishman later sent him back into the jungle for more seeds, at which point Mamani got caught and charged with smuggling. He was thrown into jail, denied food and water, and beaten savagely. He was released two weeks later, so crippled he couldn’t stand upright. His donkeys were taken from him, and he died within a few days.


Historians still debate whether Mamani’s crime was justified. On the one hand, Peru and Ecuador had been hording an essential medicine and charging wildly inflated prices—profiteering on death. Moreover, they’d been husbanding the trees so poorly that cinchona was on the verge of extinction by the mid-1800s. After Mamani, several European nations established cinchona plantations in Asia with the smuggled seeds, thereby saving millions of lives worldwide.5 (Incidentally, British officers in India consumed the bark as bitter tonic water, which they mixed with booze to make it go down more smoothly. Thus was born the gin and tonic.) On the other hand, the plantations in Asia undermined and eventually wiped out the native cinchona industry in South America, impoverishing people there. And given the value of cinchona as a medicine, one historian has called the theft, only slightly hyperbolically, “the biggest robbery in history.” It was colonialism at its most exploitative. It also saved countless lives in Africa and Asia.


Other biopiracy seems harder to justify. One key ingredient in industrialization was rubber, which was derived from the sap of certain trees native to the Amazon. Without rubber tires, cars and bicycles wouldn’t exist, and rubber tubes and seals made modern chemistry and medicine possible. Nor would we have electricity without rubber insulation for wires. But rubber remained a niche good until British explorer Henry Wickham broke Brazil’s monopoly on it in 1876 by smuggling out 70,000 rubber seeds, which were used to set up more plantations in Asia. The world at large benefitted, no question, but stealing seeds to make consumer goods seems less ethical than stealing seeds to make medicine. Other cases of smuggling seem even less moral. Consider the Scottish botanist in China in the 1840s who dressed up in local garb, shaved the front half of his head, pulled his remaining hair into a ponytail, infiltrated a state-run plantation, and stole 20,000 prize tea plants for transport to India. You’d be hard-pressed to make a humanitarian case for Earl Grey.


Biopiracy continues in modern times. Billionaires in China pay fortunes to poachers for rhinoceros horns and other supposed priapics. Pharmaceutical companies develop blockbuster drugs from viper venom and periwinkle plants and other tropical resources, and only rarely does the money trickle back down to the indigenous peoples who, in some cases, first discovered their medicinal properties. It’s not all the mega-rich, either: everyday people around the world support an extensive black market of exotic flowers and pets. Even if the offenders aren’t hunting down doubloons and pieces-of-eight anymore, the spirit of Dampier-era piracy lives on.
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In 1703, William Dampier finally caught a break. A new war with Spain and France had broken out, and England needed privateers to harass the enemy. So despite his being barred from commanding her ships, Queen Anne summoned the 51-year-old pirate for an audience. Like the basest courtier, Dampier kissed the royal hand and kissed the royal ass, and soon received a commission to captain the St. George.


Alas, the voyage of St. George was another messy, mutinous affair. Dampier’s men accused him of taking bribes (e.g., silver dinnerware) from the captains of the foreign ships he’d captured. In exchange, Dampier would conduct only a superficial search of their holds, and let them sail away with most of their treasures intact. Rumor also held that Dampier was drinking heavily, although it’s hard to blame him. He spent all day every day tacking back and forth, back and forth, scouring the horizon for distant ships. It was dreadfully boring, and unlike in his buccaneering days, he couldn’t just chuck his duty and sail for some distant port. He had responsibilities now, and his inability to indulge his scientific curiosity left him miserable. (Modern research shows that IQ correlates strongly with alcohol abuse, and it stands to reason that people would drink more when they feel intellectually thwarted.) When the voyage ended in 1707, Dampier’s reputation as a captain was in shambles, and he never again commanded another ship.


However poor a captain, though, Dampier was still a brilliant navigator, and a few years later he joined another privateering cruise that made literary history. On an excursion in the Pacific Ocean the crew began running low on water and drooping from scurvy, so Dampier steered them toward the nearest land, the Juan Fernández Islands off Chile. While approaching, they were astonished to see a hairy bipedal beast onshore, waving its arms. It was a marooned sailor named Alexander Selkirk. He was clad in goatskins and looked, as one witness recalled, “wilder than the first owners of them.” For four years, four months, and four days Selkirk had eked out a living on the island—snagging goats, gnawing wild cabbages, making knives and fishhooks from barrels that washed ashore. His feet were as leathery as iguana hides, and after four years of isolation, his voice was so hoarse he could barely speak. Dampier’s crew rescued him and brought him back to England in triumph. His story would soon inspire Daniel Defoe to write Robinson Crusoe.


Dafoe was hardly alone in mining Dampier’s life for inspiration. Jonathan Swift poached his stories for Gulliver’s Travels, and Samuel Taylor Coleridge did the same for “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.” Dampier’s most influential fan, Charles Darwin, even brought Dampier’s books along on his formative Beagle voyage in the 1830s. Darwin chuckled over his pirate predecessor’s naughty deeds, calling him “Old Dampier” in his notes. More importantly, Darwin studied Dampier’s descriptions of species and subspecies and pored over his accounts of places like the Galápagos, effectively using Dampier as a guide. Darwin might never have become Darwin without the old pirate.


But while adventure writers and scientists have always forgiven Dampier, latter-day George Fishers have found him harder to abide. When Dampier’s hometown in England discussed putting up a plaque to honor him in the early 1900s, one god-fearing fellow stood up and denounced him as “a pirate ruffian that ought to have been hung [sic].” Critics nowadays go even further. They contend that Dampier’s science, however groundbreaking, merely blazed a trail for colonialism and was therefore a crime against humanity.


The thing is, both sides have a point. Dampier was lowdown and brilliant, inspiring and a blackguard. His work advanced nearly every scientific field that existed then—navigation, zoology, botany, meteorology—and he did despicable things in the meantime. As one biographer noted, “Defoe, Swift, and all of the others owed much more to Dampier than a single model. It can in truth be said that they owed the entire spirit of a new age to this one man.”


Alas, this new age would have atrocities of its own to reckon with—especially slavery. At a glance, science and slavery might not seem to have much to do with each other. But both were fundamental forces in shaping the modern world, and historians have started to recognize that they shaped each other in disturbing ways as well.


Footnotes


1 The late 1600s and early 1700s were the peak times of piracy for a reason. Several long wars in Europe had ended recently, meaning there were plenty of skilled sailors out there without jobs. While they could have joined the navy, many chafed at the harsh regulations then. There was also so much wealth zipping back and forth across the oceans, and so little way to police the vast seas, that it would have been shocking had pirates not flourished.


2 We take writing for granted nowadays, but Dampier couldn’t just grab a pen and start jotting. Every single time he found something worth recording, he had to dig out a quill from his chest below deck, hand-sharpen it with a knife, prepare some ink from powder and water, and find a place that wasn’t too dark or damp or crowded with rowdy sailors—all just to get a few words down. The work didn’t stop there, either. After writing, he had to sand the paper to sop up extra ink or risk it smearing, then stow it all away again and hope to god that vermin didn’t devour it in the meantime. Writing is never an easy racket, but back then it was work.




3 Pirates got 600 pieces of eight for losing a right arm, 500 for losing a left arm or right leg, 400 for losing the left leg, and 100 for losing an eye or finger. This was all drawn up in official documents, since a surprisingly high percentage of pirates could read (around three-fourths), largely because they need to understand charts. Pirates also held elections on where to sail next for plunder (a simple majority ruled), and their mealtimes were surprisingly democratic as well. They shared all food equally and, unlike in the snobbish navy, the officers couldn’t poach the choice bits.




4 There’s no doubt Dampier would flunk any modern test of enlightenment; like all people then, he had his prejudices. But his biographer referred to him as a “humane man in a not very humane time,” which sums things up pretty well. In fact, if you take the time to actually read his works, what stands out most is his tolerance of foreign cultures. Whenever he saw a (to him) strange custom or rite, he always refrained from judgment and strived hard to understand it. He was also much harsher in judging his own countrymen. He rolled his eyes, for instance, when other officers refused to trust a mixed-race female prisoner as a guide, simply because of who she was. So while hardly woke by modern standards, the buccaneer biologist seems remarkably tolerant for his time, and he recognized that Europeans usually brought violence on themselves: “I am of the Opinion that there are no People in the World so barbarous as to kill a single Person that falls accidentally into their Hands, or comes to live among them, except they have before been injured, by some outrage, or violence committed against them.”


5 If you like Nazi stories—and let’s be honest, every story is better with some Nazi villains—then I encourage you to check out my podcast, called The Disappearing Spoon, for a heckuva tale. It explains how a few crooked Nazis probably saved more American lives than anyone else in all of World War II by supplying us with quinine at a desperate time. Overall, the podcast contains all new stories, ones that don’t appear in my books. You can subscribe via iTunes, Stitcher, or any other platform, or visit my website at samkean.com/podcast.
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SLAVERY: THE CORRUPTION OF THE FLYCATCHER


When the Englishman Henry Smeathman set sail for Sierra Leone in October 1771, he had every reason to think his expedition would be a triumph. At twenty-nine, he was the perfect age for a naturalist—old enough to have experience, young enough for adventure. And given all the outlandish specimens pouring into Europe then from across the globe—orangutans and goliath beetles, Venus flytraps and “flying cat-monkeys” (i.e., flying squirrels)—he had high hopes of making his own grand discoveries in Africa.


Wasting no time, Smeathman and his assistant started collecting on the voyage down, breaking out their nets on deck and snagging butterflies and locusts blown out to sea. True, most of the specimens were soon devoured by the ants and cockroaches on their filthy ship, the aptly named Fly. Yet the ever-cheerful Smeathman devised a workaround in no time. After placing his specimens atop a tapped keg of rum, he found that the fumes discouraged vermin. He jotted this down in his journal as “a useful tip for naturalists.”


The Fly finally reached Africa on December 13, dropping anchor at the Îsles de Los, an offshore trading post for ivory and lumber; Smeathman described it as “little mountainous islands covered with trees & shrubs.” It should have been a satisfying moment: the end of the cramped voyage, the commencement of his scientific work. But Smeathman tensed as he descended the gangplank. For the Îsles were more than just a marketplace for luxury goods. They were also a place of chains and whips—the epicenter of the Atlantic slave trade.


Before setting out, Smeathman had known that slavery would form the backdrop for his journey. He was a determined foe of slavery, and when pitching his trip to his sponsors, he’d vowed to tell the truth about “those little-known and much misrepresented people, the Negroes.” But even this determination couldn’t prepare him for the shock of seeing slavery for himself.


Upon arriving at the Îsles, Smeathman and his fellow passengers toured a slave ship, the Africa. The sensory assault began even before entering, Smeathman wrote: “Our ears were struck at some distance with a confused noise of human voices & the clanking of chains, which… affects a sensible being with inexpressible horror.” Onboard, the male slaves had been stripped naked, supposedly for health reasons, while the women wore just loincloths. Smeathman was especially distressed to see two women breastfeeding their infants amid the chaos; he said he’d never seen sorrow “more strongly marked in the human face.” The rest of his group kept strolling and chatting, as if on a garden tour, but Smeathman kept glancing back at the mothers. “They would undoubtedly have shed tears,” he added, “if they had had hopes of compassion, or their nature had not already been exhausted. I was absorbed in a thousand melancholy reflections and bore a very small part in the conversation.”


He also met the Africa’s captain, John Tittle. Tittle was vicious even by the standards of slave traders, a trait that led to his grisly demise a few years later: After dropping his hat into a harbor one day, Tittle ordered a small Black boy in his employ to dive in and retrieve it. The boy refused; he feared sharks and couldn’t swim. Tittle threw him in anyway and he drowned. Had this been a slave boy, no one would have dared confront him. But Tittle had murdered the son of a local chief, who demanded recompense in the form of rum. Tittle responded by sending several barrels—filled not with rum, but with “emptyings from the tubs of his slaves,” possibly including excrement. The enraged chief hunted the captain down and clapped him in irons. He then starved Tittle and tortured him to death while local villagers—who were equally sick of Tittle’s crap—gathered around and howled in delight.


Despite Tittle’s sadistic reputation (or perhaps because of it) slave companies happily entrusted him with the lives of their “cargo.” The Africa was designed to hold 350 slaves, but not long after Smeathman’s visit, Tittle packed 466 souls into his hold and sailed for the Caribbean. Eighty-six men, women, and children died en route.


To Smeathman’s relief, his party soon quit the Îsles and sailed for Bunce Island near the African mainland. But he couldn’t escape slavery there, either. Bunce was an odd, almost schizoid place, once described as half slave port and half “country estate,” complete with a two-hole golf course. The fort there boasted cannons and sixteen-foot walls, a defense against Dampier-like pirate raids.


The slave-traders on Bunce, always eager for news from home, buttonholed Smeathman and peppered him with questions. If they were dressed like typical slavers, they wore checked shirts and black handkerchiefs tied around their necks or waists. Smeathman chatted happily about England for a few minutes, but the conversation soured for him as soon as they asked his reasons for visiting Africa. When he revealed his interest in natural history, they laughed in his face. As one slaver said, “The longer one lives the more one learns! To think now of anybody coming two or three thousand miles to catch butterflies and gather weeds.” Some began openly mocking him.


Smeathman snorted and turned his back on them—consoling himself with the thought that, while they’d come to Africa to sell women and children into bondage, he’d come as a scientist, to advance knowledge and improve the lot of humankind. He’d have nothing to do with these barbarians.


That superiority would prove hard to maintain, however. In coming to Africa, the young naturalist had been sailing not only toward something but away from something—the old Henry Smeathman. The old Smeathman was a pauper, a failed striver, someone he wanted to abandon and bury back in England. This expedition marked the debut of the new Smeathman, the gentleman-naturalist. Much like with William Dampier, he felt science was his best shot at creating a better life for himself. In rejecting the slavers, then, he was rejecting both their morals and their lowly station in life.


Ultimately, though, Smeathman’s ambition to remake himself as a scientist would prove stronger than his morals. Despite his opposition, slavery so dominated the economy of Sierra Leone that he soon found himself trading with slavers for supplies and equipment. Before long, he was doing even worse things. Predictably, too, the more entangled he got, the more he felt a need to defend his trading partners—and by extension, himself. It was a textbook psychological defense: I’m a good person and would never associate with bad people. Therefore, the people I am associating with can’t be that terrible. But once he started down this road of rationalization, it proved slipperier than he ever imagined.


Amid the vast atrocities of the slave trade, the corruption of a single “flycatcher” like Smeathman hardly stands out as tragic. (This should go without saying, but given how charged this topic is, it’s worth being explicit: the Africans were the victims here, not the white European.) Still, Smeathman’s life is worth examining, because it sheds light on an aspect of early science that most historians overlook—how intertwined science and slavery were. Moreover, Smeathman’s story reveals just how easily slavery could corrode the morals of even sincere, well-meaning people. Far from being a backdrop, the slave trade would come to dominate his time in Sierra Leone. Bit by bit, compromise by compromise, it would twist his ethics inside out.
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Slavery is as old as civilization, but the transatlantic slave trade between the 1500s and 1800s was exceptionally brutal. Estimates vary, but at least ten million Africans were enslaved during wars and raids, with roughly half dying on the march to local ports or on voyages across the ocean. And statistics alone can’t capture the cruelty of slave ships. Men, women, and children were chained up in holds so hot and filthy that the stench of bodies often caused people to vomit upon entering. Toddlers sometimes stumbled into the “necessary tubs” of human waste and drowned. Diseases ran rampant, and the sick were often tossed overboard to spare the others. (Sharks in fact followed slave ships sometimes, for easy meals.) Slaves might also be tossed to the sharks for disobedience—or subjected to worse punishments. After one failed slave revolt onboard a ship in the 1720s, the captain forced two of the instigators to kill a third and eat his heart and liver.


So why did scientists align themselves with this horror? Access. European governments did sponsor scientific expeditions now and again, but the far majority of ships visiting Africa and the Americas then were private vessels engaged in the so-called triangular trade—a tripart exchange that sent guns and manufactured goods from Europe to Africa; slaves to the Americas; and dyes, drugs, and sugar back to Europe. Outside that trade, travel options to Africa and the Americas were nil. Field scientists determined to visit those lands therefore hitched rides on slave ships. Upon arrival, they also depended on slave merchants for food, supplies, local transport, and mail.


Naturalists who stayed behind in Europe1 took advantage of the slave trade as well. In many cases they deputized the crews of slave ships to collect on their behalf—especially ship surgeons,2who had scientific backgrounds and enjoyed plenty of free time on shore while their crewmates sold slaves and bought provisions. The specimens collected—ostrich eggs, snakes, butterflies, nests, sloths, shells, armadillos—were then transported back to Europe on slave ships, before eventually finding their way into research institutes or private collections. Carl Linnaeus, the father of taxonomy and one of the most influential biologists in history, drew upon such collections when putting together his monumental Systema Naturae in 1735—the book that introduced the genus-species naming system of Tyrannosaurus rex and Homo sapiens that we still use today. Overall, these collections were the “big science” of their time—centralized repositories that were crucial for research projects. And they were all built on the infrastructure and economics of slavery.




Henry Smeathman, however, thought he could sidestep this moral morass. No known portrait of Smeathman exists today, and the one surviving description of him is enigmatic: “tall, thin, lively, and very interesting, but not handsome.” As a boy he’d loved collecting shells and insects, but his formal education was cut short when his tutor, a curate, killed himself. After that he tried his hand at making cabinets, upholstering furniture, selling insurance, distributing liquor, and tutoring. He failed at all of it, and he seemed destined for a dead-end career. He finally got a lifeline in the summer of 1771 when a physician and botanist named John Fothergill announced a specimen-collecting expedition to Sierra Leone. Fothergill was a Quaker and a determined foe of slavery. He nevertheless compromised and sent Smeathman to a slave colony because there were no other settlements in Sierra Leone to choose from.


Despite his own qualms about slavery, Smeathman jumped at the offer, since science was a well-trod path to becoming a gentleman then. Part of the incentive was social. If he played his cards right, he might be elected a fellow of the prestigious Royal Society. There were financial incentives, too. Each of Smeathman’s three main sponsors put up £100 ($12,000 today) to finance the trip. In exchange, they got to select £100 worth of the specimens he would send back. After that, Smeathman could sell the rest for profit. Arrangements like this were not uncommon for aspiring scientists from lowly families. Eighty years later, Alfred Russel Wallace, co-discoverer of the theory of evolution by natural selection, would engage in a similar hustle in Malaysia. 3


In January 1772, a few weeks after arriving in Africa, Smeathman set up a home base on the Banana Islands, a cluster of two and a half sandy spits off the coast of Sierra Leone. (At high tide there were three isles; but the low tide uncovered an isthmus between two of them, for an average of two and a half.) He spent a few weeks on the Bananas recovering from the first of several bouts of malaria, then went to see the headman of the islands, the colorful James Cleveland.4


With Cleveland’s blessing, Smeathman built an English-style home on one island, complete with a garden. Cleveland also secured the Englishman a wife. The young woman—thirteen years old, Smeathman estimated—was the daughter of a local chief. Mixed-race marriages like this were common in Africa, but unlike many Europeans, Smeathman mooned over his wife. “The nuptials were celebrated by above one hundred discharges of cannon from the shore and… the only bull within many miles was killed on the occasion,” he bragged to one sponsor. “My little Brunetta with her wooly toppin is laid in bed beside me… Gad so! I believe I am in love with her! She [has]… a shape like the Venus of Medicis, with two pretty, jutting, dancing hills upon her breast.” This admission of affection is startling. Most Europeans wanted sex and grub from their women, and nothing more.


Marrying the daughter of a chief also brought Smeathman under the chief’s patronage and protection. This in turn allowed him to recruit local African freemen as guides and start his scientific expeditions. For the most part these expeditions consisted of tramping about the countryside and grabbing plants and animals to ship back to England. There, they’d be dissected and classified according to Linnaeus’s taxonomic system, the dominant paradigm of the day. But Smeathman also went beyond such work and did pioneering research in ecology and animal behavior. This included his studies of the legendary termite mounds of western Africa.






[image: image]

The intricate interior of a termite bugga bug mound, as pointed out by one of Henry Smeathman’s local freeman guides. Notice several men standing on a mound in the background. (Drawing by Henry Smeathman.)








These mounds—known locally as bugga bug hills—stood like small volcanos on the African plains, steep cones up to twelve feet high. Although made of little more than dirt and termite spit, they were sturdy enough for five grown men to stand atop one, and were considered the best vantage point for watching ships enter local harbors.
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