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“What do you know about William Greenwood?”

This question was asked repeatedly by our historian friends. As investigators of the British presence in Southern Patagonia, we owed them an answer, but … who was he, and why so much interest?

Don Guillermo (as he became known locally) was one of the first English settlers of the 19th century in Southern Patagonia, living for years in remote and unexplored parts of the Interior. It was known that he had kept daily “notes”, which some believed had been published. As late as 2013, these had not been found: understandably, interest was high to find them and learn their contents.

Our hunt for the missing papers became a fascinating challenge and a story in its own right (see ANNEX ONE, PROCESS OF DISCOVERY). Suffice it here to say that we finally discovered the answer: a long series of articles had been published in an English-language newspaper in Buenos Aires. Taken as a whole, they convey the wisdom accumulated by its author over a quarter of a century of tribulations and adventures, “on the trail” in wild Patagonia.

It was the range of his themes, and the novelty of some of the information he brought to light, that convinced us of the relevance of this material for the region. It ought to be shared, not only with historians but also with the general public: and so, this book was born.

We are pleased to offer the reader this important collection of articles written by a true Patagonian author. Greenwood’s memoirs of old Patagonia open a window on a lost world.

DUNCAN S. CAMPBELL AND GLADYS G. GRACE-PAZ
Editors
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William H. Greenwood arrived in South America around 1870 and, whether intentionally or not, he stayed. What followed were three decades of extraordinary adventures: it comes as no surprise, therefore, that he felt compelled to describe what he saw and the life he led. For a better understanding of his memories, we shall look briefly at the world that he found, how his life developed in it and what his writings tell us about that world and about himself.

SOUTHERN PATAGONIA’S SLOW AWAKENING

The year 1520 was a milestone for Patagonia: that was when Ferdinand Magellan discovered the passage that led his expedition to the Pacific Ocean. However, it was more than three centuries before a permanent settlement was established on the Strait that now bears his name — not until 1848, in fact, when the young republic of Chile founded the town and penal colony of Punta Arenas.

Initially, living conditions were primitive: there were chronic shortages, and communications with the rest of the world were sporadic. As for the vast expanse of the Patagonian Interior, and its pampas, little or nothing was known. These “uncivilised” lands were the home of nomadic natives, followers of the herds of guanaco which formed the mainstay of their life and economy. Across the Strait, the large island of Tierra del Fuego was likewise almost unknown: some people even thought that it was populated by cannibals!

The new settlement on the Strait progressed steadily, but slowly, due to its geographical isolation and small population. By 1872, when our author arrived, things had begun to look up: there was trade with the native groups, maritime traffic had increased and small businesses were flourishing. Industrious families had migrated from Chiloé (Chile) and the first immigrants were arriving from distant Europe. Predictably, these groups included a few young adventurers, and others attracted by the “glint of gold”.

For a brief period (barely two decades), a handful of hardy frontiersmen — William Greenwood among them — enjoyed a primitive lifestyle, ranging freely through the Patagonian hinterland, hunting, trading, exploring and acting as guides. These were the so-called baqueanos, and this was their Golden Age.

THE MAN WHO BECAME “DON GUILLERMO”

William Greenwood had left behind a comfortable English home environment, arriving in Punta Arenas after visiting Buenos Aires and Chubut en route. Well educated, 22 years of age and filled with youthful optimism, he saw opportunities in the small community and started various business ventures. Three years later, he was bankrupt. This unforeseen situation was a decisive moment in his life, leading him to abandon “civilisation” and set up home in the almost unexplored “wild” lands of the Interior. In this new life, William had the good fortune to associate himself with the most respected baqueano of the region, Santiago Zamora. A consummate horseman, knowledgeable about the natural environment and an expert guide, Zamora was to become William’s mentor and business partner. Together, they enjoyed several fruitful years, at times hunting and exploring in the Last Hope district (Última Esperanza, Chile), at others in the Santa Cruz valley or around Lago Argentino. This freewheeling existence gave rise to the character Don Guillermo

Nearing 40 years of age, William was still active, but his tough way of life was beginning to take its toll. Eventually, in a move designed to draw him back to “society”, his trusted friend Henry Reynard proposed a partnership: the invitation was to establish a new sheep ranch at Cañadón de las Vacas, in the Argentine province of Santa Cruz. William accepted. However, by 1896, seeing that the frustrations of this new responsibility were demoralising William and undermining his health, Reynard convinced him to return to England and recuperate. There, in 1898 (close to 50 years of age), William got married; yet, in December that same year, he was to return alone to Argentina. Later (in 1900), he fell seriously ill and his wife Alice came out to Buenos Aires to care for him and take him home.

THE MAN BEHIND THE PEN

Before returning to England for good, Greenwood published a series of 59 articles about Patagonia. Through these writings, the personality that emerges is pragmatic, self-sufficient and optimistic. Life’s difficult moments are described as matter-of-fact. He takes pleasure in simple things, such as tending his vegetable garden or reading a book. At times he confides his foibles: the conviction that one day he will “strike it rich” by gold prospecting; and a recurring irresponsibility with money, which slips through his fingers like grains of sand. In the same way as the native Patagonians, whose traditional territory he travelled for many years, he is satisfied to live in the present moment, happiest when alone with Nature. By contrast, he resents the concerns and constraints of the civilised world.

Paradoxically, although our author chose to live for many years far from organised society, he seems to have been a sociable person. He devotes entire chapters to certain individuals, and comments about several more at various points in other articles. He shows empathy with the Indian groups whose access to their original tribal grounds is being curtailed by the need for sheep pasture, and feels disgust for the traders who prey on their weakness for alcohol; he respects his companion Zamora, and cares for him compassionately when he is seriously injured; he sees the outlaw Brunel as a victim of circumstances, and regrets his falling into criminal ways.

Greenwood admires those who live by the moral values he holds dear. His gallery of worthy characters includes: his gentlemanly friend Henry Reynard; the kind Doctor Thomas Fenton; the generous Tehuelche Chief Pedro Major; the well-disciplined Navy officer Rogers; and the conscientious scientist Steinmann. He accepts a degree of weakness in others, provided it is counterbalanced with positive traits — for instance, the dedicated, but rather opportunistic, Governor Viel. However, Greenwood has no qualms about criticizing those who transgress his ethical norms — men such as the Governor Dublé Almeida, whose despotism and unbridled use of corporal punishment contributed to the disastrous mutiny of 1877 in Punta Arenas; or Navy officer Del Castillo, who incited Brunel to steal horses as a means of satisfying his personal vendetta. He even lightly chides the authoress Lady Dixie for her occasional less-than-accurate descriptions of Patagonia’s reality.

Greenwood seems to feel a close bond between himself and the other inhabitants of the animal kingdom: how else to explain his keeping skunks as pets! There is one exception to this rule — the puma — which he sincerely detests, mostly because it was found in great numbers at the time and caused countless headaches on the sheep ranch: eradicating it became his speciality. Hunting, setting fire to clear the land or poisoning wild animals — all these behaviours mark Don Guillermo as a man of his time rather removed from the ecological sensitivities of the 21st century. However, he respects Nature “in his own way”: hunting not for sport but rather for survival, for trade and to protect his own animals.

As his friend Reynard once remarked, Greenwood is “a most witty and amusing fellow!” On occasions, he also shows a mischievous streak, shocking his “civilised” readers (anno 1900) with plainspoken descriptions of the cruelty of life in the wild. This notwithstanding, Don Guillermo loves Southern Patagonia dearly: the reader feels tempted to visit the natural beauties that he so poetically describes; and might even decide to go and work there because (according to Greenwood) the person who wants to get ahead can and will do so.

HIS TEXTS

Coming from a Victorian religious family, Greenwood adds a moralistic touch to his stories. Also, as a good storyteller, his style is conversational (rather than literary), and his texts sometimes wander off the point in the search for dramatic effect. Meanwhile, on the subjects dearest to his heart, such as his favourite animals, Don Guillermo provides lengthy anecdotes and explanations, asking the reader to make allowance for his indulgence. The articles convey his special ability to portray people, places and events. As his memories come to life, we participate in soirées with the Governor, experience the passion of the hunt and the dangers of the blizzard, and smile at the surprising abilities of wild and domesticated animals.

As he admits, Greenwood is not a trained naturalist or geologist; nevertheless, his texts contain interesting information for those in the field. He mentions having spotted (around 1880), a very scarce water bird, white with a scarlet head, which may be the hooded grebe, a species not recorded for science until 1974; there are also admiring remarks on the abundant wildfowl at Laguna Nímez, close to the present-day town of El Calafate. And again, in his piece about the sea lion rookery at Monte León (Santa Cruz Province), he anticipates the ecological value of that district, which was awarded National Park status in 2004. Especially noteworthy is the reference to a prolific deposit of fossils, including “huge masses of fossilised wood and bones of every description”, whose location he unfortunately does not disclose. There are also two intriguing references in the vicinity of Lago Argentino: one to a mountaintop strewn with regular-shaped clear crystals (nowadays, Cerro Cristal), and another to a mysterious stone structure, presumably of human origin. Furthermore, as Mateo Martinic explains in the following Preliminary Study, Greenwood is a unique source of information concerning the eruption of the Volcano of the Giants (Volcán Lautaro) in 1883; and, he appears to be among the first to specify its exact location. While on the subject of toponyms, the texts also show that Greenwood and Zamora “baptised” such (nowadays) well-known locations as Baguales and Centinela. (Another source also credits Greenwood with naming the river Turbio [Rogers 1878: 76]).

A UNIQUE PATAGONIAN WRITER

Two important factors qualify Greenwood as one of a select group of writers about Patagonia: his texts describe personal experiences, and these occur at an early time in its colonisation. There are few of whom one can claim so much.

Among the better-known Spanish-language writers of this period are the Chilean explorers Rogers and Ibar Sierra, and the Argentines Moreno, Lista and Del Castillo; acting in a largely official capacity, they informed their respective governments of the diverse range of information (geographical, scientific, etc.) collected during their expeditions. Another writer, the Argentine journalist Payró, travelled down the Atlantic coast of Patagonia, describing for his readers what he saw and what others told him.

Contemporary 19th-century English-language authors include: George Musters, who gives an impressive, polished description of the Patagonians, with whom he lived and trekked extensively for a year; Julius Beerbohm, who spent several weeks in the company of a group of ostrich hunters, providing a vivid description of his wanderings and adventures; W. H. Hudson, the great naturalist, who takes an intellectual view, because his “idle days” were spent more in observation and reflection than in action; Lady Florence Dixie, whose impressions of travelling “across Patagonia” are those of a tourist, gathered during her only visit; likewise, the US journalist John Spears, who combines interviews and personal observations in what he called “a collection of facts about the coasts of Tierra del Fuego and Patagonia”, with emphasis on the pursuit of gold.

Although, at times, William Greenwood and the above-mentioned authors deal with similar topics (for example, Musters gives descriptions of an incident with a wild bull and a traditional ostrich hunt), he stands out in contrast to all of them: his accounts are those of a man of action, writing from half a lifetime of personal experience in Southern Patagonia, with all the diversity that this had entailed.

In summary — The depth, variety and authenticity of Greenwood’s narrative make him the Patagonian writer par excellence for the early period of colonisation. His memories provide a rich, new source of first-hand historical information.


UNCOVERING DON GUILLERMO

PRELIMINARY STUDY BY

Mateo Martinic B.

RECIPIENT OF THE CHILEAN NATIONAL HISTORY AWARD, 2000



Translator’s note:
The text has been slightly abridged from the Spanish original.



Uncovering Don Guillermo

More than half a century ago, when we were working on the investigation that would bear fruit in our first important historical publication, Chilean Presence in Southern Patagonia 1843–1879†, one of the aspects that awakened greater interest was the rescue of all available information concerning life in the rural districts of South Patagonia. The Colony of Punta Arenas, especially from the governorship of Oscar Viel (1868– 1874) onward, had begun to stimulate and drive that development, albeit timidly. It was at this period that the Chilean presence in the region of the Magellan Strait was consolidated, especially northward — a vast district known at that time by the general term pampas. It was then that we learned of — and greatly enjoyed — the tales of backcountry hunters, adventurers and wild horses lost in the recesses of the east Patagonian Cordillera and its foothills; and of the surprising wildlife, its attractive landscapes and varied resources; but that did not seem sufficient.

The subject was fascinating, and we felt tempted to learn more about it; but there was little solid information at hand. Our interest was so enduring that over the years we deepened and enlarged the knowledge at our disposal, transforming ourselves into conveyors of historical facts, which were practically unknown at the time. We published numerous articles and books on the subject, thereby increasing the available information dealing with the district of Última Esperanza and environs during the period preceding its colonisation.

Notwithstanding this work, we were not satisfied, because we knew that there were still loose ends and some gaps in the history. We were convinced that something was still awaiting discovery: important data on the period prior to the arrival of the first colonists in the Andean foothills, the deepest recesses of Última Esperanza and southwest Santa Cruz (Argentina). This conviction was based on some sentences in the account published by the explorer Agustín del Castillo of his journey to the aforementioned region. Specifically, naming William Greenwood, an adventurer whom he had known during his visit to the upper reaches of the River Gallegos, he wrote: “During his long presence in Patagonia he has not missed a single day in enriching his notebook. He has written much and is profoundly indifferent to all that some foreigners have said against Patagonia.”‡

We thought that those papers, if they still existed, must hold a hidden treasure of new information about the pristine state of Patagonia, prior to its colonisation. How to locate them, allegedly in the form of a personal diary, became a pending task. On various occasions we discussed the subject with Alfredo Prieto, an archaeologist and colleague at the Centre for the Study of Southern Man (Patagonia Institute, University of Magallanes), and tried to find at least a clue which might lead us to our objective, namely to discover the cherished document which we imagined hidden in some old family attic in England, or published and likewise forgotten in some old newspaper of unknown date — in any case, very distant — knowing, as we did, that Greenwood had been a news reporter at one point in his life. After fruitlessly trying here and there, we came to believe that the memoirs of the famous Don Guillermo had been lost forever.

Then, all of a sudden, a miracle! — one of those discoveries which occur from time to time while searching for old papers! That this was possible was thanks to the research skills and sixth sense of Duncan S. Campbell and Gladys Grace P., through the creation and management of their websites (patbrit.org and patlibros.org). First, one day about two years ago, Alfredo Prieto informed us that these two researchers had found a trustworthy lead; and then, later, that they had located what we had been looking for, namely Greenwood’s narratives, which had appeared in “The Standard”, an English-language newspaper published in Buenos Aires, during 1900 and 1901. We shall leave it to Campbell and Grace, now The Editors, to tell us in Annex One, how they carried out their search, and what happened after it proved successful. What matters most is that these notes, penned by the almost-legendary Don Guillermo, have proved to be as valuable a treasure trove of historic information as we had originally believed.

And what treasure! Thanks to their diligent and careful work, these researchers have now placed before us a book, accessible to all who enjoy reading about Patagonia, and especially its history. The following pages present the complete set of newspaper articles dealing with different subjects, all duly set in their historical context. These articles were the fruit of Greenwood’s notes and reflections on a quarter century of authentic, true-life adventures while residing in Southern Patagonia (approximately from 1872 to 1896). His were unique experiences, set deep in an unspoiled natural world, which would shortly disappear. We know of no other civilised man in the region, neither before nor since, who went through such extreme challenges as those that he experienced.

Add to this Greenwood’s simple, easy-flowing writing, which is presented in an agreeable style and with a truly British sense of humour. These qualities reflect his background and level of education, enriched by an excellent ability for observation and analysis, and a remarkable memory. In summary, what we have is a historical narrative that should be accepted unhesitatingly as true, coherent and impartial. Its expression must have answered the author’s need to repay a debt of gratitude to the vast and remote land that had accepted him – a land still free of the hand of civilisation, and a source of strong spiritual meaning. Greenwood considered himself fortunate to have enjoyed all this; and so, seeing that, on balance, the satisfying memories of his existence far outweighed its difficulties, extreme though some of them had been, he decided to share these events with his contemporaries.

[image: image]

We believe that it is worthwhile to emphasise those parts of the content and subjects which we find most interesting. To begin with, we draw attention to the valuable new information which he presents concerning the INDIGENOUS PEOPLE who were living at the same period in the Magellan territory; and even more so, the Patagonians (CHAPTERS 6 and 10, plus mentions in various others), because it comes from someone who lived alongside them and as one of them. For this reason, Greenwood can be considered a reliable informant, in the same way as Theophilus Schmid and George Musters before him, and James Radburne afterwards. His observations of the ancestral culture of the native people of Southern Patagonia enrich our (forever incomplete) body of knowledge about that world.

The author deals repeatedly with the NATURAL WORLD in its various forms (CHAPTERS 17 to 21, with several additional mentions, plus isolated facts). His agreeable presentation and specialised knowledge, accompanied by a descriptive accuracy characteristic of naturalists of earlier times, provide a comprehensive view of the animal world as it existed before economic man began to interfere with it. His unique information about WILD HORSES AND CATTLE (principally CHAPTERS 3 and 4) is equally valuable, given that these animals became the primary source of economic activity of the Punta Arenas colony; and moreover, the horses provided the justification to explore the mountainous district of Última Esperanza.

Particularly interesting are his recollections of acquaintances and dealings with PERSONS OF HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE such as Ascencio Brunel, the legendary bandit (CHAPTER 14); Oscar Viel, corvette captain of the Chilean Navy and Governor of the Magallanes colony, with curious and surprising information about his use of local power and his personal character (CHAPTER 2, and mention in CHAPTER 1); the German scientist Gustav Steinmann (CHAPTER 12) and, especially, Santiago Zamora, the archetypal hunter/guide of former times (CHAPTER 5). Likewise, he deals with EXCEPTIONAL EVENTS, such as the mutiny of the Punta Arenas artillerymen in 1877 (CHAPTER 9) and the eruption of the Volcano of the Giants (CHAPTER 13). Whereas the author provides valuable evidence that helps to complete the existing biographies of such interesting personalities as Brunel and Zamora, in the case of Professor Steinmann his information about the little-known scientific excursion is certainly novel and has real historical importance.

Two striking events are mentioned. First, his account of the mutiny and its regrettable consequences confirm and complement known information on the subject. Secondly, in the case of the volcanic eruption, his information is both unique and valuable because, exceptionally, it comes from an eyewitness. Proper identification of this mysterious Andean volcano would not occur for a further half-century. In this case, we are surprised that Greenwood uses the term Volcano of the Giants, which was not employed by others in reference to its activity, neither at that date nor subsequently. This volcano, whose existence was for long presumed rather than proven to be real, we find mentioned for the first time in the Map of South America, published in 1775 by the Spanish geographer Juan de la Cruz Cano y Olmedilla. We stress our surprise at the Englishman’s knowledge of this term, which we attribute to his high degree of culture and education.

His statements and reflections on the origins and conduct of the SHEEP-RAISING ACTIVITY, during the final two decades of the 19th century, are interesting. So too are his well-expressed remarks on sheep fever, which he accurately describes, using his first-hand knowledge of the subject (CHAPTERS 15, 16 and 22).

In our judgment, although what has been rescued of Greenwood’s writings is a treasure-house of historical information — and it truly is — the most valuable part of his written legacy is found in CHAPTERS 7, 8 and 10 (and even 11). Here, in colourful detail, and at times with dramatic touches, we have an account of the events that occurred in DEEPEST SOUTHERN PATAGONIA BETWEEN 1877 AND 1882, approximately. It was in this period that the author of these narratives had his richest and most varied rural experiences, which, without a shadow of doubt, left an enduring imprint on his character: it was these events which were presented in a suggestive summary by the explorer Agustín del Castillo in his travel report. These chapters should be savoured: in the author’s words and sense of motivation, one finds — for the first time ever — detailed, complete and irreplaceable first-hand information about the way of life on the frontier of colonisation. That natural environment and the few people who lived in it are now consigned irreversibly to the realm of history.
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These writings, now rescued at last for posterity, are what we once hoped they would be — and perhaps more than that. Therefore, we are deeply pleased to prepare this Preliminary Study for their publication, and we feel ourselves participants, albeit secondary ones, in a successful search effort.

It was a sound move for the region to use the term Don Guillermo — as Greenwood was known and respected by his contemporaries — and better still was the subsequent decision to perpetuate it in the name of a stream and an area through which he passed so frequently in his Patagonian travels. Our recognition of his memory is amply justified: for the valuable evidence that he preserved about Nature and his fellow human beings; for what he revealed as an explorer, for the common good and for science; and for what he has handed down to us as a writer. In this sense, the publication of his memoirs is, at one and the same time, both a significant revelation and a well-deserved tribute to his memory.

Such an evaluation might strike the readers as excessive, but they would be incorrect: it comes from one who has dedicated his life to the knowledge of regional history. Across the years and on the specific subject that concerns us — the eastern foothills of the South-Patagonian Andes — we have seen how the corpus of knowledge has built up little by little; and now, with the addition of Don Guillermo Greenwood, it is virtually rounded out. It is an opportunity to recognise and give thanks to the early British immigrants and travellers in Patagonia, who, as a group, have provided us such extremely useful information, thus advancing the knowledge of history.

Duncan Campbell and Gladys Grace deserve a particular mention here for their creativity and persistence in researching and preserving that part of Patagonia’s historical memory which relates to the British presence in the territory: the book you hold in your hands is one example of their relevant and satisfying results.

Additionally, we wish to draw attention to their skilful translation for the Spanish version of this book, which faithfully retains the meaning and style of the original English content, sacrificing neither accuracy nor comprehension. Their work reads easily and comfortably.

Due to the force of circumstances, this material is late in appearance; but, from this moment on, by its own merit, it joins the select group of classic books about our old dear Southern Patagonia.

Mateo Martinic B.
Punta Arenas, 2015



† Published by Editorial Andrés Bello, 1963 and 1971.

‡ Agustín del Castillo. “Exploración de Santa Cruz y las Costas del Pacífico”, Marymar, Buenos Aires 1979, p.63.

[image: guillermo]


[image: image] “ARTICLES” [image: image]

by WILLIAM H. GREENWOOD

1. FIRST-HAND INFORMATION

2. CATTLE AND HORSES

3. LAST OF THE WILD BULLS

4. BAGUALES (WILD HORSES)

5. HOMAGE TO SANTIAGO ZAMORA

6. INDIANS

7. WORST WINTER OF ALL

8. GUIDE TO CAPTAIN ROGERS

9. SANDY POINT MUTINY

10. FESTIVITIES, VISITORS AND TRADE

11. DESTINATION LAKE SANTA CRUZ

12. ADVENTURES WITH PROFESSOR STEINMANN

13.  VOLCANO OF THE GIANTS IN ERUPTION

14.   ASCENCIO BRUNEL, HORSE THIEF

15. SHEEP, SHEPHERDS AND SHEEP FARMERS

16. BOSOM PALS

17. SOUTH-AMERICAN LIONS (PUMAS)

18. OSTRICHES (RHEAS)

19. GUANACOS

20. SEALS AND SEA LIONS

21. LESSER GAME

22. ADVICE TO VISITORS, SETTLERS AND INVESTORS
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The richness of the information present in Greenwood’s texts led us to pursue two objectives: to publish his complete series of newspaper articles, and to translate them all into Spanish (published separately).

COMPILATION

While some of the themes in the newspaper collection were published in a single issue, others appeared over several issues. These latter articles have been combined, reorganising the material for clarity and removing obvious repetitions. The original 59 articles have been arranged into 22 chapters. Since they cover a wide range of loosely related themes, the reader can “dip” into any of them, without fear of losing the flow of the narrative.

Throughout, when needed, we have organised the text into paragraphs and made minor editorial corrections, including punctuation. The text is faithful to the original wording, respecting its recurring grammatical complexity and occasional outmoded vocabulary.

TERMINOLOGY

Foreign-language words (Spanish, Latin and French) and usages local to Patagonia (e.g. ostrich, station) have been set in italics and are defined in the Glossary. One special case is the word “camp”, which appears in italics only when used in the local sense of “open country”. Some early place-names used by Greenwood have been retained: noteworthy examples are “The Colony” or “Sandy Point” for Punta Arenas and “Lake Santa Cruz” for Lago Argentino.

ADDITIONAL MATERIALS

In the course of verifying Greenwood’s material, we have gathered additional background information, some of which is provided as brief footnotes. In a few instances, these have also been used to correct his memory lapses (typically found in personal accounts written years after the events described).

Titles, subtitles and illustrations have been created especially for this edition. Sketch maps provide a rough guide to the routes followed by Greenwood and the expeditions mentioned in the text. Lists of persons, locations, flora and fauna named in the text have been included as Appendices.

All misinterpretations, errors and omissions are our sole responsibility.

THE EDITORS



[image: img] ORIGINAL PRESENTATION (1900) [image: img]


[image: image]

BUENOS AIRES, TUESDAY, JULY 17, 1900

“We propose giving our readers a most interesting description of the Great Lone Land in the Far South, of which the following is the first chapter. The writer has an unique store-house to draw upon, of personal experience, and we can safely say that no white man living or dead knows more about Patagonia than he does, his sojourn there covering an uninterrupted period extending over 30 years. This in itself is a record and cannot fail to give added interest to his narrative. — Editor.”
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First-Hand Information

Trustworthy information about Patagonia—Climate—Soggy arrival— Hospitable Governor—Wind and crops—Opportunities for raising livestock—Illnesses of sheep—Pumas, the main predator—Guanacos stupid but abundant—Aristocratic sportsmen—Lady Dixie and the geographic complexity of Patagonia—Baguales are the best kind of sport

Patagonia is a country of which much has been said and much has been written; but I do not think that anyone has hitherto given a really correct idea, either of this territory or of its resources.

First of all, as regards the climate: the idea that existed till a few years back was that the country was a desert, and the winters so severe that the bare idea of living there frightened everyone before they ever gave it a trial. When I first went down to Sandy Point in the year seventy1,everyone imagined that it was a complete wild goose chase; and, to speak the truth, when I landed in Sandy Point the prospects did not appear very brilliant.

There being no mole and a heavy surf on the beach, the first adventure I experienced was the overturning of the boat. Myself and three companions in adversity found ourselves distributed on various portions of the shore, mixed up with our baggage, stores, etc.; moreover, it was pouring with rain and blowing a gale of wind. After picking ourselves together and collecting all we could of our traps, our first enquiry was where we could stop for a few nights, until we could make arrangements for starting on a voyage of exploration. But no place was to be found, as all the fifty or sixty houses which constituted the town of Sandy Point were occupied; or, if not, in such a state of dilapidation that they were quite useless to us as a shelter. At last, however, the Governor (Señor Oscar Viel) came to our assistance, and very kindly allowed us to occupy one of the Government sheds, and also gave us meat and firewood; so, we managed to make a huge fire and to dry most of our things.
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First impressions are everything, and ours were far from pleasant ones; but, after a good sleep we woke up to find a glorious morning except, as usual, a very strong wind from the West. I may mention that during the spring and summer months these strong westerly winds are almost incessant, and very often of extraordinary violence, so much so that one can often hardly sit on horseback. For this reason, it is almost impossible to grow either fruit or corn except in the most sheltered places, as all the blossoms are blown off the trees before the fruit is set; and the corn, just when the ears are green and heavy, is completely levelled to the ground: but, where good shelter can be obtained, both fruit-trees and corn thrive wonderfully.

Every kind of root can be grown and, if carefully planted, you may be sure of a good crop — also lettuces, cabbages, cauliflowers, etc. I have frequently seen potatoes weighing two and three pounds each, and I remember one cabbage or cauliflower that weighed eighteen pounds: so, you can see the ground is not (as reported) useless for cultivation. Both alfalfa and clover will grow anywhere, so long as a moist spot is chosen. The country is so broken that there is no difficulty whatever in selecting sheltered places for small crops for the use of your establishment; but, for agriculture on a large scale, the country is practically useless: both on account of the strong winds, and the impossibility of finding sheltered spots on the high Pampas.
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Now for the stock prospects: the gigantic increase in the prosperity of the territory during the last fifteen years tells its own story. When I first arrived, there were just one hundred and fifty sheep in Sandy Point and its vicinity; in Gallegos none, not even a house had been erected; and in Santa Cruz there were only three or four houses, and a few hundred sheep, cattle and horses, all of which belonged to the late Captain Luis Piedra Buena. At the present moment [1900], the stock on the different farms can be counted by hundreds of thousands, not only in the Straits of Magellan, but right up the coast nearly to the Río Chubut. Sheep, especially, thrive well in all this district, and anyone starting with a moderate capital can be sure of doing well if he sticks to business.

There are, however, three great drawbacks: first and foremost, the great prevalence of scab2 (owing principally to the damp weather during the winter months); secondly, another disease which we call inflammation3, which is most fatal and kills the sheep in a few hours, and for this we have found no remedy; thirdly, the immense damage caused by the lions — or, I should say, pumas — which are so numerous in these districts. I think during the eight or nine years I was sheep-farming, these pests killed on my farm alone at least five thousand sheep, and all the other farmers suffered — and still suffer — in the same manner.

Another great nuisance to the farmers are the guanacos, which come down in thousands in the winter season, breaking down the fencing and devouring everything they can get hold of. Sometimes I have seen herds of three or four thousand head altogether, but this is exceptional; they generally run in flocks of from two or three hundred to a thousand. The animals are so stupid that they will go straight for a fence or river or lake or anything else in the way, and either get through the obstacle or kill themselves. I believe that, like sheep, they take a pleasure in committing suicide: if one falls over a cliff, all the rest must go and tumble after him, to see what it is like; and if there is a hole or a boggy place which they can fall into, they will invariably do it. Far from seeming to decrease, they appear to become more numerous. Formerly the Indians used to keep them down, but now Indians are almost things of the past. The two or three hundred that remain in this part of Patagonia are only allowed to hunt in certain places: they made themselves very obnoxious to the settlers — when the latter were first commencing sheep-farming — by killing sheep, breaking fences and doing all sorts of mischief.
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Having disposed of sheep, guanacos and pumas, I think I can move on to the more interesting subject of hunting, and the general sport to be found in the country. To any stranger arriving there for the first time, it will appear that (with the exception of wild fowl shooting and guanaco and ostrich hunting) there is little or nothing to be done to amuse oneself. This is a great mistake: I know of no country where you can get more fun and amusement in the way of sport, if people will only take the trouble to look for it.

In truth, Patagonia offers as fine a prospect of real good sport, both in hunting and shooting, as the greatest enthusiast could desire. Admittedly, the variety of the game is not excessive, at least the variety of “big animals”; but, of the few different species that exist, there are such quantities as are rarely found in other parts of the world.

We have had many distinguished visitors at one time or another, and many keen sportsmen: to wit, the Marquess of Queensberry and Lord Howard de Walden; not to mention Lady Florence Dixie’s party, who certainly appeared to have enjoyed themselves — to judge by the tone of her Ladyship’s book “Across Patagonia”. How on earth her party managed to get “across” Patagonia in so short a time, I can hardly imagine. I can only say that I have for many years tried to arrive at that climax (as have other, far better men than myself), but without success. If one had wings, it would doubtless be very easy to accomplish the feat and pass canals, glaciers and ranges of mountains without trouble, and tumble over into the Chilean Republic; but, without such appendages, I do not see how it can be managed.

Everyone knows that to arrive at the Cordillera of the Andes is only child’s play, and is done by hunters and traders every month in the year; but, to get across, except by the one or two well known passes far to the north, is a very difficult matter. To pass even the small low ranges of the Pre-Cordillera is no easy task; and when that is accomplished, there are the hundreds of canals with which the mountains are intersected; and, after that, there is the main range of the Andes; and then more canals and rivers; and then the Pre-Cordillera on the Western side. Of course, the farther north one travels, the easier the passage becomes, there being no canals; and, moreover, the woods and bosques are nothing nearly so dense as in the south — and the Pre-Cordilleras are very low.

It is, however, quite unnecessary for the sportsman to go so far afield to obtain his heart’s desire; he will soon get tired of potting guanacos, ostriches and deer, and look for some other diversion. This can be easily found in the chase of the wild horse or bagual, which to me is the acme of all sport in Patagonia, and has its spice of danger with it to give it a zest. Later, I shall describe several of the other animals to be found in the region, with a description of the best mode of finding where they live; and, after that, the best way to hunt them4.
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1 Year of arrival — Indirect evidence points to Greenwood arriving in Punta Arenas in December 1872. Published sources provide dates ranging from 1870 to 1873.

2 Scab — Psoroptes, an infectious disease, caused by skin mites, which affects sheep, goats and cattle.

3 Inflammation — Clostridium, a bacterial infection common in sheep and cattle.

4 Other animals suitable for hunting — See 21, LESSER GAME.



[image: image] 2 [image: image]


Cattle and Horses

A man’s worth measured by his animals—Power structure in the Colony—Change of Governor—Meat supplied from the wild—Without fences, domestic cattle wander off—Qualities needed in a horse

Some years ago, when sheep farms were not even dreamed of, the acquisition of cattle and horses occupied everyone’s attention. I really believe people were measured — and liked or disliked — exactly in proportion to the quantity of these animals which they happened to possess. If there is a trifling quarrel or petty jealousy existing at present between the various farmers, as regards the amount of each one’s possessions in the sheep line, it is nothing to compare with the fierce feuds previously carried on between the various cattle and horse owners.
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Everyone took his standing, credit, and general status in Sandy Point society according to the number of cattle and horses he possessed. If a man owned an old walleyed1 horse and a cow or two, he was regarded as a rising man, and one whose future prospects were looking up. As for another man, who happened to own eight or ten animals, his fortune was considered as secured; and, as previously he was denominated Dick or Tom or Harry, now not even his most intimate friends would dare to mention him except as Don Ricardo, Don Tomás, etc.

Very few people did own animals at this time (I refer to the years 1871 to 1874), except the Governor and his pet crony and toady who, next to our chief (who, of course, as Governor had feathered his own nest very well) was the richest man in the little colony. There was also a Secretary who, I believe, owned eight or ten cows and a few horses, and he stood third on the list as a reigning power.

I was very much amused on my first arrival to watch the proceedings of the three great and all-powerful men. The Governor was really a capital fellow, and was most kind and attentive to us on our first arrival, and gave a general invitation to his evening levees. These, of course, we made a point of attending: first, out of pure gratitude for his kindness; and, secondly, because the reception saloon was the most comfortable room in the place, and the Governor’s whisky and cigars were not to be despised in a town where no one could buy anything but the most ordinary wachakai (caña) and very bad cigarettes. At any rate, we attended the receptions regularly: in fact, we were expected to do so, and were rather amused to watch the behaviour of the three potentates.
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The Governor always occupied, of course, the big armchair in the most comfortable place before the fire, supported on either hand by the two lesser lights. The conversation was mainly conducted by these three and ourselves. There were several other far lesser lights generally present; but these (being only owners of four or five animals) kept respectfully in the background and said nothing, and did less — unless any of them observed that his Lordship required a light, or a cigar, or something else: in which case, there would be a general and frantic rush to see who could serve him first. Of course, it would have been quite infra dig for a man in his position to ask for anything; so, he would only stretch out his hand in a vague, uncertain manner and glance appealingly round … and then you should have been present to observe the excitement which ensued.

The two right and left hand supporters of the great power would actually rouse up a little and make some slight movement, as if they thought they ought to do something, but did not exactly know what. The others, however, vied with one another in their endeavours to serve the Governor first: I have actually seen two of them, each with a lighted match in his hand, bang themselves together in their efforts to be first in the field. During the confusion, a third would quietly step in and supply the required article, much to the chagrin of the other two. This is really not exaggerated: I have actually witnessed the scene I described on more than one occasion.

Please do not think that the late Don Oscar Viel was unaware of all this, or that he did not appreciate this eagerness to serve him at exactly its true value; neither, it must be imagined that he was a man in any way devoid of energy when circumstances called it forth. I have on occasion seen this same man ride all the way to Port Gallegos and back (a distance of 180 miles) in two days, to have a look at a strange vessel which was loading guano there without permission2. But, he had passed so many nights in exactly the same position, and with the same companions, that he knew that it was utterly useless for him to try and help himself when any of his satellites were present.

At this time the Colony of Sandy Point was full of convicts — many of them desperate characters — who required most careful management; and it required a most judicious man and a clever one to handle them properly. See what took place when Governor Viel was superseded, and another strict and far less intelligent man was appointed in his place. I refer to the well-remembered mutiny3 in the Colony of the year 1877, when convicts and soldiers — indignant at the extreme severity and injustice with which they were treated — joined together in one great rising; reduced the greater part of the Colony to a pile of ashes; killed the Captain of the troops, and many others who could not manage to escape; and had a general good time of it.

I have as usual gone straight off at a tangent from my original subjects, cattle and horses, but it is astonishing how one thing leads to another when one is retailing events of the past.
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To return to the reunion at Señor Viel’s house: of course, what conversation took place generally referred to the absorbing topics of the day: “cattle” and “horses”. At this time, the wild horses (baguales) had not been discovered; but the wild cattle had, and a great portion of the few inhabitants dedicated themselves to the work of catching and taming them; and also killing them to supply the Colony with meat. At this time, the main meat supply was from the wild cattle in the woods, and from guanacos, deer and ostriches killed and brought in from the Pampas.

You can judge how scarce the meat supply was when I mention that guanaco, deer and ostrich meat was never sold at less than fifteen cents gold per lb., and beef or mutton generally fetched 25 cents gold, and sometimes more. It is not, therefore, to be wondered at that every one was anxious to have plenty of cattle, and also horses, with which to hunt the wild animals.

For more than a year, I did nothing but hunt game and bring the meat into the Colony: it really paid remarkably well, as far as making one’s living was concerned. As for saving money, that was impossible, as everything was so exorbitantly dear in the Colony at that time. Very often, the commonest necessaries could not be obtained at any price. There used to be periodical times of famine and plenty, according to the arrival of vessels from the North; but this was only during the first two or three years of my residence there. Now the whole country is literally inundated with stores and, of course, meat of all kinds is at a discount.

Cattle became so plentiful that the difficulty was to find a sale for them; and, both at the present moment and for years past, people have been killing them for their hides alone. A grasería was started on two different farms, and many thousands of superfluous sheep and cattle were rendered down; but, I do not fancy the business paid particularly well, or perhaps the supply was not sufficient to make it pay: at any rate, none of the rendering-down establishments worked regularly — only for a few months in the year.
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When I first started farming in the Cañadón de las Vacas, I commenced with cattle alone, more with a view to clearing out the pumas than anything else; but, directly I brought up the first sheep, I found that the cattle would not remain on the ground. They gave me so much trouble that I eventually let them go; I doubt not they are at present wandering about the camp, in company with hundreds of other animals which have escaped from — or been let go by — other farmers.
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