Introduction

This book treats the southern South American career of the French natu-
ralist Aimé-Jacques-Alexandre Goujaud-Benpland, better known simply as
Aimé Bonpland (1773-1858). Its main purposes are to clarify the post-1817
South American achievements of his life and to set aside some of the sense
of disappointment and confusion that has built around him since his death.
In the nineteenth century, Bonpiand was famous. For ex::.mpie, the botani-
cal journ:li Bmpfmdm beg:m to be published in 1853 from Hannover, Ger-
many, as the official organ of the Academia Caesaro—Leopoidina, one of the
oldest academies in Europe (founded in the late seventeenth century). L 'The
source of the honor was mainly the fame of the botanical work Bonpland
achieved while working with Alexander von Humbeldt (1769—1859). While
the name Bonpland is afhxed to such rhings as a genus of American pi:mrs,
small towns in Argentina, streets of some major South American cities, a
mountain in Venezuela, and, briei:iy, Lake Tahoe in California, among other
memorials, it is not one that carries much resonance rod:ly outside of some
limited portions of southern South America. When remembered at all, it is
usually as a footnote to the immensely famous Alexander voen Humboeldt.
Thus, before moving inte Bonp land’s own South American career, his links
with Humboldt need to be brieﬂy reviewed,

The ciex-'eio_pment of geograph}' in the nineteenth century has been in-
terp reted by ohe authority as a gathering of tension between the “world of
action and discm—'ery, and that of the lecture theatre and iibmry.”: The con-
trasting careers of the distinguished travelers Bonpiand and Humbeldt, after
their celebrated scientific journey rhrough equinocriai America (1799-1804),
represent a particuiariy stark illustration of this idea. Humbaoldt, whe spent
decades systematicaiiy pubiishing in Paris and Berlin from the field results,
is venerated (an academic chair was named after him in the Department
of Geography of the University of California at Los Angeies)', in contrast,
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Bonpland—who made extensive further field researches in South America
(1817-1858) and wrote a good deal yet published very little—has fallen from
view, to the point thata distinguished modern Brazilian bibiiographer could
compi::in that ex-'ery‘rhing about his career is obscure.?

While the critical literature on Humboeldt, often termed the “father of
modern geography,” is extensive, Bonpland has been largely forgotten.
Modern accounts of the famous journey through equinoctial America fre-
quentiy do not bother even to mention Bonpiand’s presence on the trip,
aithough Humbeldt himself laid careful stress on the critical role that the
former played in the research. Many biographical sketches of Bonpland ap-
pear in the older literature, but most of these works written in Europe are
thoroughiy confused as to his motives and status in South America. The
ie:lding theme in the existing literature is that Bonpland met a tragic fate in
South America, in my judgment a rather Eurocentric idea that does nothing
to explain why he chose to stay—borrewing Mary Louise Pratt’s phrase—in
the “contact zone,” or what was then commonly viewed as the periphery*
Any examination oi:Bon_piand’s manuscripts will show that, while he might
be considered obscure from the perspectives of Paris, Berlin, or London,
the argument will never hold for South America In fact, Bonpiand main-
tained a voluminous corres_poncience (inciuding with scientists, poiitici:lns,
entrepreneurs, and dipiomats) i:or_periods of his residence in Argentina and
Brazil. His earlier fame as an explorer was recognized by ﬁgures who loom
very iarge on the _poiiticai map of South America of the eariy nineteenth
century (Simén Bolivar and Bernardino Rivadavia, for exarnpie). As a resi-
dent in South America with clear intellectual giﬁ:s, almost all the le:lding
_poiitica_i ﬁgures seem to have been pre_pareci to grant Bon_piand an audience,
José Gaspar Rociriguez de Francia, the infamous dictator of Paraguay, being
aconspicuous exception.

Before iaunching Bonpiand into the Americas, some brief comment on
his background is in order. Aimé Bonpland was born at La Rochelle in 1773
to a bourgeois f::.miiy. A number of interests can be traced :Liong the line of
his ancestors, inciuding the ownership of land and the commanding of sea
vessels. There is at least one direct link to the Americas in the i"a_miiy tree, to
an ancestor born in Québec. His parents had investments in the Caribbean
colonies, as did many Rochellais bourgeois families. The _preciorninant oc-
cupation of his forbears, however, was as ap othecaries, an interest Bon_piand
would continue in southern South America. His father, Simon-Jacques
(alias Jean), was trained in medicine, becorning the chief surgeon in the



INMTRODUCTIOMN 3

La Charité hospital at La Rochelle. Simon-Jacques was the first member of
the family to add the appendage Bonpland to the surname Geujaud. Tt was
sup_poseciiy a_p_piieci by his own father at his birth in a moment of affection
as a corruption of “bon pl:mt,” conveying the idea of the b:lby as a fine seed-
iing. W herever the origins liein a today murky fa.miiy tradition, the name
stuck as Bonpland, although French orthographers would probably have
prei:erred Bomp land. The name has frequentiy been presented incorrectiy in
the latter form, including by native-born French authors and others. Given
Aimeé Bonpianci’s American ciestiny, it seems ap posite that his name is more
easily pronounced in Spanish than in French.

Aimé was the youngest of three children to survive from his parents’
marriage. Michel-Simon (1770-1850), the elder brother, would eventuaiiy
follow his father into a medical career at La Rochelle. He alone seems to
have retained the surname Geuj:luci—Ben_pianci. His sister, Elisabeth-Olive
(1771-1852), married a iawyer, Pierre—Phiiippe—Amabie—Heneré Gallocheau,
remaining all her life in the Charente region of France, The two brothers,
who can be differentiated as Geujaud—Benpianci and Bonpiand, a habit
that may have been present at Paris already by the 1790s, both gained ac-
cess to a superior qu::.iity of higher education, certainly one of the best
available in their era. By 1791, Aimé had joined his elder brother at medical
school in Paris. The teachers included the major medical innovators Pierre-
Joseph Desault (1738-1795), Jean Corvisart (1755-1821), and Xavier Bichat
{1771-1802). Bonpiand appears to have gained his knowiedge of compara-
tive anatomy from the last. The progress of his education J_ieng parts of the
1790s remains hazy There is some evidence that he accomplished military
service in the navy, beginning from Rochefort, where he may have con-
tinued his medical studies in the naval medical school.? Surviving letters
to his sister confirm that Bonpland was at Rochefort in 1794.° Much later,
Bonpland recounted orally from Meontevideo that he completed his mili-
tary service by serving as a ship’s surgeon on the vessel Ajdx from Toulon.”
By early 1795, he rejoined his brother in Paris, where he continued his
education :Liong the next years by Frequenting clinics and medical courses.
However, a passion for botany and other branches of natural science alse
registered its presence e:lriy with both brothers. For ex:lrnpie, they bota-
nized together around La Rochelle, and they ieng held to the pian, never
realized, oi"_pubiishing together. Perhaps, accorciing to Aime Benpiand’s
own memory, some inner vocation pushed him in his spare time toward
the Jardin des Plantes in Paris, “where he contemplated with a curious
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inrelligence the numerous treasures assembled in this vast collection of the
natural productions of all the countries.”® The srudy of bomny suited his
capacity for close observation (his memory for earlier sighrings of pl:mt
materials would become prodigious during his long South American resi-
dence). He com_pleted his education under some of the leading teachers
at the Jardin des Plantes. Under the influence of Jean-Baptiste Lamarck
(1744—-1829), Antoine-Laurent de Jussieu (1748-1836), and René-Louiche
Desfontaines (1750-1833), he “developed a deep interest in natural his-
tory, chieﬂy botﬂny, which needed only a little encouragement to flare out
man’elously.”q These were the talents that broughr him farnously into the
company of Humbeldt in 1798, However, another facet of Bonpland’s edu-
cation should not be forgorten—its socialization. His studies brought him
friendships with a number of individuals who would go onh to have distin-
guished careers in the French scientific establishment during the first half of
the nineteenth century The surgeon baron Guillaume Dupuytren (1777-
1835) and the chemist baron Louis Jacques Thénard (1777-1857) are but two
good exam_ples of this, both beg:m life with more modest social origins than
Benpland. Seme of these relationships are of central importance for under-
standing the conduct of his later life in South America. They represented a
type of social ca_pim.l that enhanced his reputation in the region,

The careers of Bonpland and Humbeldt were thrown inextricably to-
gether through the fame of the journey through the Americas from 1799 to
1804 Bonpland was Humboeldt's assistant, responsible mainly for the botan-
ical work, Jlthough he also worked in other fields. We have been left with
a somewhat opaque vision of his contributions. Researchers roday do not
a]ways remember that four-fifths of the botanical manuscripts written along
the journey are Bonpland’s work, nor, sometimes, do they even remember
his presence along the journey'® In Douglas Botting’s widely read biogra-
_phy, an illustration of “a page from the journal Humboldt ke_pt on board
the Pizarro” h:lppens to be one in which all the script is clearly that of Bon-
pland.'! Jason Wilson has noted how little of Bonpland comes through in
the published travel account.'* Humboldts descrip tions in his travel diaries
are more immediate, never more so than in his account of when the canoe
ad*.—':mcing up the Orinoco was on the point of capsizing, and Bonpland
was the hero of the moment “Don't be afraid, my friend, we shall save
outselves.”'3 Humbeldt could never Forget that his tmveling companion was
re:ldy to swin, ifnecessary carrying him on his back. George Sarton poinred
out that Bonpland may have faced even more challenges than Humboldt:
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“It is probable that in his search for plants in dismal places Bonpland ex-
Posed himself more than his friend.” ™

The evidence is abund:mtly clear in Humboldt’s letters written from
the Americas that he was delighred with Bonpland’s knowledge, courage,
and enthusiasm.'® Given the range of Humboldt's correspondents—from
distinguished scientists to such politicians as Thomas Jefferson and James
Madison—the frequent mentions of Bonpland’s work added to the latter’s
fame upon his return to Europe. Humbeldt also worked to enhance his
companion’s reputation in France. After Humboldt's donation of a large
portion of the American herbarium to the Paris museu.m,N:lpoleon gr:mred
Bonpland in 180§ an annual state pension of 3,000 francs.

The working relationship between Bonpland and Humbeldt during the
period from 1804 until 1816 still requires closer research. When Humboldt
was away in such cities as Rome and Berlin, Bonpl:md was heavily in-
volved with Humbeldt’s business affairs at Paris, especially in relation to

Figure 11 Friedrich Georg Weitsch's painting from 1806—7 of Humboldt (standing)
and Bonpland (scated) on the plain at the footr of Mount Chimboraze in the Andes.
source: Reproduced by permizzion of the Bildarchiv Preuzizcher Kulwrbezice/ Are Remource, Mew York. In connec-
tion with Weimech's painting, Humboldr wiore to Bonpland on 3 Ocmber 1806 from Berlin, xking his friend o zend
adrawing of himzelf in profile: “Tr iz nor 2 woman bur the king who wizhes thiz" (Schneppen, Bonpland: Humbolde:

wergezener Gefihre! p37). Humbeldr informed Bonpland thar he waz on the way to immormlice. Today, the painc-
ing hangz ar the Schlox Bellevue in Berlin, the residence of the preddents of the Federal Republic of Germany:
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publication matters.'® In April 1805, for example, Humboldt urged Bon-
Pi.'.lnt'_‘i to think about melasto mes, arguing that their joint fame depended
on this, 7 Difficulties flowed from the fact that the work of botanical pub—
lication advanced only very siowiy. Ttis Widely recognized that Humboldt
underestimated the time and work involved in bringing his raw research
to fruit. Even the narrative of the travel experiences took decades to pre-
pare, and remained incompiere. But the botanical aspect of the project,
which was a huge portion of the overall endeavor, was hindered by 1809-10
as Bon_piand was drawn more and more into administration, working for
the Empress Joséphine as the administrator of her property at Malmaison.
George Sarton identified the op position between these two men fellowing
his observation that “with less generosity on either side they would have
e::.siiy become enemies.”!®

The potental for tensions between Bonpland and Humbeldt over the
character of the botanical pubiicariens Was dee_p even aiong the actual jour-
ney For ex:u'nple, Humboldt had already invited the Berlin botanist Karl
Ludwig Willdenow (1765—1812) to serve as the editer of the botanical publi-
cations in 1801 ' The use of German collaborators was not something that
Bonpi:md readily :1ccepred, especi::.ily when certain of their specimens at
Berlin were not present in Paris.® As Bonpland's rate of production stalled
to a trickle along the second half of the decade, in part an understandable
development given the level of his work commitments for Joséphine at her
Malmaison and Navarre residences, Humboldt turned back to Willdenow
in 1810, asking him to come to Paris from Berlin to assist with and advance
the work. In his letter of invitation, Humboldt argued that neither he nor
Bonpland himself had any influence over Benpland’s actions.*' Willdenow
died suddenly in 1812 and the work then passed to Karl Sigismund Kunth
(1788—1850). Ulrike Leitner has :1rgued that Bonpi:md ceased doing botani-
cal work for Humboldt in 1813, but there is considerable evidence to the
contrary. 32 There are also numerous indications from Bonpiand while resi-
dentin southern South America that he saw his project there as the comple-
tion of Humboldts work, most impormntiy in bemny but also in other
branches of science.

The Humboldt-Bonpland working relationship was one of uncommon
intensity. The shii:ring phases of how they viewed each other would be a
worthy theme for intense research scrutiny Bonpiand set the model for
Humboldt of close research collaborations with other male scientists. There
is no doubt that Humbeldt's deep collaboration with the physicist Joseph-
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Louis Gay-Lussac (1778-1850) rankled on some level with Bonpi:md. What
level of intimacy Humbeldt ever achieved with his research partners re-
mains, as Aaron Sachs points out, something impossible to resolve =3

If the person::.i connections are impossible to recover in their entirety,
other things seem clearer. The Humbeldt and Benpland journey between
1799 and 1804 was of key importance in the development of an affirmative
view of ar least parts of the rropic::l world David Arnold has :1rgued recenriy
that “Humbeldt sureiy did more than any other individual to ‘invent the
tropics as a field of scientific enquiry and an aesthetic domain and to feed
a positive perception of the tropics into wider environmental debates.”**
Important differences prevailed between Humbeldt and Bonpland in their
relationships to trepical environments. The appeal of these environments
seems to have seized hold of Bonpland in the most r:mgibie way: His e:lrly
reaction of sensory overload on arriving with Humboldt in the tropics, “a
cacophon}' of sense impressions bordoring oh insaniry,” as one author has
phrased it, has been much repeared in the literature.” In the e:lrly nine-
teenth century, Bonpianci had shown considerable _prido in the material
Furnishings of his Paris apartment, writing to his sister and brother-in-law
about parquet floors and marble chimneys.:" Aiong the remainder of his
lite, the a_p_poa_i of nature took hold of him and a passion for field studies
became the guiding force of his life.

Bonpland clearly stood in Humbeldts shadow. His reputation was also
affected by the distance he lived removed from metropoiimn scientific in-
stitutions. In many ways, his life can be intorpretod as an often despemto
effort to maintain his own scientific aurhoriry in the face of Humboldt’s im-
mense and growing reputation, He cerminiy held to the ambition of _pub—
lishing some of the results of his southern South American research. As late
as 1849, when rr:weling across the mountains of southern Brazil, he told his
old friend the French botanist Alire Raffeneau-Delile in a letter that he still
wished to pubiish the _piants that were properiy his, that is things collected
separately from Humbolde.™

Although Bonpland never saw France in person again after he left Le
Havre for Buenos Aires in 1818, he made re_poatod promises to return. Fol-
lowing the importance of his work with Humboldt between 1799 and 1804,
his imprisonment for almost a decade in Pamguay during the 18205 added a
new iayer of fame. By the middle of the nineteenth century, still in written
contact with many of the surviving members of the scientific community of
his generation in Europe, he was wicieiy viewed in South America as a type
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of W:leing relic. Even so, his Friendship was gre:u'iy :1ppreci:1red by many
younger people interested in science, to whom he offered much encour-
agement. In 1907, one of Benpland’s relatives offered the impressions, still
“trés vive et trés prmr'sf,” of meeting his ancestor over a h::.ii:—cenrury earlier
at Montevideo. He retained the memory that, thr'oughout southern South
America, Bon_pl:md was "the object of a kind of cult on the part of every-

body. rich and poor, urban dwellers or gauchos.”=*

The complicated movement patterns of Bonpland’s final years hindered
knowledge of the whereabouts of his papers at hiz death. This has been
a major source of confusion in the historiography. The Comte de Bros-
sard, the French diplomatic representative to Pamguay, summarized the
state of knowledge for the French minister to Argentina in August 1858,
Four volumes of Bonpiand’s botanical registers, containing the descrip—
tions of 2,449 species, and his geology cata_log, giving an account of 357
mineral specimens, were at Corrientes, in the hands of Pastora Périchon,
a iong—smnding f:imiiy friend The location of other paperts, including “an
extensive study on the woods of South America, a work to which he at-
tached great value,” was unknown.* Brossard held that Bonpland had left
his manuscripts in S3o Borja, Brazil, when he moved his residence de-
finitively to Santa Ana in southeastern Corrientes. He said he had “reasons
to _presume,” though none were given, that the remaining manuscripts, at
least, were in the hands of Jean-Pierre Gay, the French-born priest of that
small Brazilian town since February 1850, and a close friend of Bonpland.
The governor of Corrientes, Juan Pujol, saw things otherwise, maintaining
that Bonpland's entire scientific heritage was on Correntino soil.*® Based
at Asuncién, Brossard was in no position to question Gay directly. Tn ad-
dition, the inventory of what Bon_pl:md had left at Santa Ana had still to
appear. Suspicion thus fell on G:iy, in the form of vague ch:irges that he
worked hard to dispel. Brossard was working to trade Bonpland's materials
at Corrientes for books and instruments from France, thinking that these
could serve as the beginning of a public library at Corrientes,

The administrators of the Muséum d' Histoire Naturelle at Paris staked
their claim to Benpland's heritage in a letter to the Ministry of Public In-
struction in October 1858. The key evidence they used to make their case
was a portion of the letter Bonpland had written to Humboldt frem Cor-
rientes on 7 June 1857. It contained an explicit statement that he wished to
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see his scientific herimge left to France. Humboldt was prepared to give the
museum the origina_i copy of his letter, should that prove necessary.g"

Faced with requests for clarification about the whereabouts of Bonpianci’s
manuscripts coming from French dipiomats based at Parani, Entre Rios
(Argentinaj, Porto Aiegre (Brazil), and Asuncién (Paraguay]—aii consider-
able distances from the places where Bonpland had lived—Gay had to work
hard to clear his reputation. He wrote a iong manuscript (nineteen num-
bered pages) from Sao Borja to the French Minister of the Interior in Au-
gust 1859 expressing his reluctance to see Bonpland’s “treasures,” meaning his
collections and manuscripts, lost for the scientific herirage of France ** He
held firm to his conviction that everything concerning Bonpiand’s scientific
herimge was held in the province of Corrientes. Gay was concerned that the
declining physic:ii state of the pi:mr specimens required urgent pubiicarion
of Bonpland'’s southern South American flora. He received an eyewitness
report about the state of Bonpland’s herbarium in early 1859 from Louis de
Luchi, the secretary of the Sardinian iegarion to the Argentine Confedera-
tion, who re_porteci that the herbarium was ke_pt in a very humid room and
would presumably soon be lost to science.®® By August 1859, Gay reached
the conclusion that while Bonpiand’s pi:mr collections were no ionger ina
perf'ect state, they were still in a fit condition from which to prepare illustra-
tions. This was not something, he said, within the pubiishing resources of
Corrientes, but work that needed to fall to the learned societies of Europe.
Bonpiand’s flora ofPamguay, the Jesuit missions, the province of Ric Grande
do Sul, and the repubiics of the Plata re_presenteci in G.’.l)-'JS opinion “a prize
of boundless value for botany™ At the time he wrote, however, the French
di_piomats posteci in southern South America seemed to be reaching the con-
clusion that Bon_pismd had left ne iegacy, aithough Gay knew the manu-
scripts existed, p:lrriy at Corrientes and p:lrriy in the southeastern corner
of that province. He placed the weight of respensibility with Juan Pujol to
make sure Bonpland’s work was posthumously published Gay had worked
since 1850 encouraging his friend to compiere his work, or at least to take his
collections to France. But Bonpland had come to identify with the customs
and Ways of the missions; he feared the idea ofiaunching himself again into
high soclety. Gay seems to have been disturbed by the patterns ofBonpiand’s
ci:liiy life, and tried to recruit him into his own home, saying Bonpiand was
customarily surrounded “only by Indians and children.” Gay took an ex-
rrerneiy positive view of Bonpiand’s merits. He hoped a more skilled writer
than himself would take on the task onriting his friend’s biogmphy.
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It took the French authorities some time to prevail in their claim, to
locate remaining material, and to mowve it from the South American in-
terior to Paris. Some of Bonpland’s French collateral relatives alse made a
claim, but they soon desisted. The French government was also aware that
Bonpland had left “several natural children” in the Plata, whom he recog-
nized. By 1860, two boxes had arrived at Paris and the bureaucrats then set
to work, deciding what rhey could retrieve from Bonpland’s South Ameri-
can legacy. In July 1860, a commission, which included the geologist Jules
Desnoyers (1800-1887), the librarian at the Jardin des Plantes, was working
to assess the contents of two cases of books and manuscripts. The com-
mission met on Saturday, 7 July, and it was not impressed. The inventory
described around thirty books, most of them in poor _physical condition.
These were mainly volumes rel:u:ing to bomny, zoology, and natural hisrory
more generally® The books were seen as without importance and value,
While they were items readily accessible at Paris, the same could cerminl}'
not be said for the interior of South America. The manuscripts were also a
source of disappointment', they did not correspond at first sight with what
could be expected “from the extended sojourn of the famous traveler in
these countries so distant and so littde explored.”35 This was h:lrdly a judg—
ment likely to stimulate scholarship, but the commission had worked with
only a pertion of Bonpland’s papers. Much mere would turn up almost a
half-century later in South America.

Despite the disappointment registered at Paris in the years following
Bon_phnd’s death, a considerable amount of literature on him exists, espe-
cially in French and Spanish. Essays by George Sarton and Jason Wilson
excepted, there is remarkably little in print in English. Very little in any of
the existing treatments is thematic. Most accounts center on the drama,
which does not :Llways further :m::l:,,'sis.a'T

Benpland’s life heolds considerable interest for the general reader.”® Nu-
merous articles have ap_peared in South American newspapers about his life,
some of them highly informative.*® His close association with Joséphine in
Na_poleonic France, work on behalf of South American revelutionaries in
Europe, and imprisonment by Francia in Paraguay during most of the 18205
have all supplied much raw material for writing romantic fiction. It came
as no surprise when Gabriel Garcfa Marquez drew on Bonpland within his
work on the life of Bolivar*® He is also an important character in Augusto
Roa Bastos’s disringuished and innovative 1974 novel ¥z, & Supremo (1, the
Supreme) about Francia’s life, Constructed in Jason Wilson's analysis around
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“documents, letters, Fragmenrs, and Francias own punning mind-flow,” this
book shows a close sense of Paraguay's historical development.*' Four years
later, the Argentine novelist Luis Gasulla published a stmngely titled his-
torical novel of :lpproxinmrely six hundred pages directed squ:lrely toward
Bonpland’s career in the Rio de la Plata; it is hesn-'ily based on the Bonpland
archives.** Philippe Foucault's French-language work of historical fiction
went in the same direction, but it is built over a wider rempoml sp:ln.'H
More will have heard of Bonpland from Daniel Kehlmann's recent novel
about Humbeldt and Gauss than any other single source.™ Fiction builds
interest in Bonpl:lnd, but it is not :Llways helpf:ul for our knowledge of his
life while academic research has lagged so far behind, However great the
temptations and :1PP€.'.11 of creative writing, to say nothing of film, this srudy
is confined to rhings seen in the archives,

The earliest biographies of Bonpland were mainly written from South
America itself by some of his contemporaries, The first of these, a much-
reproduced brief account, was published in sections in the periodic::l Revista
del Plata in 1854. Tt was authered by Pedre de Angelis (1784-1859), a ma-
jor ﬁgure in the intellectual history of South America, while he was based
at Buenos Aires.*® Another biography came from Montevideo, penned by
Adolphe Brunel, a French medical doctor resident there. Brunel and Bon-
phnd were also in direct contact during the latter’s visits to Montevideo
during the 1850s. Both of these authors’ works are of interest partly be-
cause they contain elements of oral history. For example, Brunel opened
the 1859 edition of his biegraphy with the observation that most of it came
from Bonpland’s mouth. But neither de Angelis nor Brunel can have known
much for sure about the conditions of Bonpland’s life in the interior Buenos
Aires and Mentevideo were probably closer in elite ways of life to Paris than
to Bonpland's principal residences. The account provided by Alfred Demer-
say, a member of the central commission of the Société de Geogmphie at
Paris, is different in this respect. Assigned in 1844 by the government of
France to report on the state of Paraguay f:ollowing the demise of Francia,
Demersay spent several months as a guest of Bonpland at 53 Borja, tarry-
ing on account of the politics in the neighboring regions. Encoumged by
his host to draw, this visit also resulted in the greater part of the very limited
iconography we have for Bonpland's long South American career™

The best existing biography of the broad scope of Bonpland’s career
remains the work by Ernest-Théodore Hamy (1842—1908), stimulated by
his preparation of a volume of Humboldt’s letters around the time of the
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centenary of the journey to the Americas.¥ This research was inrimareiy
linked with Hamy's active involvement in directing the Congres Interna-
tional des Américanistes (International Congress of Americanists). Even at
the time of its pubiic:u:ion (1906), however, the book provided an incom-
_piete treatment. Hamy worked from Paris by correspondence, rna.king little
direct use of Bonpianei’s other archives.*® As a result, he could _provicie oniy
a pallid description of long stretches of Bonpland’s South American career.
He did not set Bonpland’s activities in South America into broader context
or assess their signiﬁcance. A great srrength of his work is that he was able
to publish so many of Bonpland’s letters. But any perusal of the chronol-
ogy of those letters quickiy reveals lacunae. From ie:n-'ing Europe in late
1816 to emerging from Paraguay in 1831, enly two letters by Bonpland are
printed in Hamy’s book. It would be foolish to expect letters during the
Paraguayan confinement, but we are bound to questien the silence on expe-
riences of setting up life in the Americas. Another major gap when reading
Hamy is during the 1840s. This is a reflection of political instability in South
America, when letters were not reaching Europe. The focus of the subject’s
preoccupation then was much more regiona.i than international. Whatever
its weaknesses, Hamy's important book has long represented the bedrock
for studies of Bon_pianei. Scholars ignore it at their _perii, as demonstrated by
the pubiication of materials claimed as new when they are not.*?

A few years later, Henri Cordier published his account oi:Bonpi:md’s un-
published papers that were conserved at Buenos Aires, >® This effort was also
linked to a meeting of the International Congress of Americanists, this time
one held in Buenos Aires. Here, Juan A, Dominguez read a paper outlining
how the museum he headed in that city had come into possession of mate-
rial relating to the French naturalist. News of extensive papers stll present
at Santa Ana in Corrientes came south in 1905 with Pompeyo Bonpland, a
graneison, who was stueiying medicine at the University of Buenos Aires.
In accounting for the continued existence of the papers at Bonpianci’s for-
mer Argentine home, Cordier poinred the ﬁnger of suspicion at Gay once
again, prob abiy unaware of the detailed accounting the latter had provieied
for the French authorities back in 1859.>' Cordier also wrote somewhat pe-
ci:mricaiiy on the drawbacks of H:u'ny’s treatment, making the argument
that if the latter had drawn on the iarge store of manuscripts _preseh-'eci in
the Americas, he could have written the definitive biograph}' of Bon_pianci.
Given the limited time available to him, Cordier worked hard to produce a
twenty-four—page summary of the contents of the archive at Buenos Aires,
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He concentrated less on American themes than on links to famous scientists
resident in Europe, starting with Humboldt, but alse including other names
of world reputation, such as Sir Joseph Banks and William Jackson Hooker.
Cordier offered a most tantalizing glimpse of the content of the Buenos
Aires archive, but not a measured reflection on it.

The arrival of the Bonpland collection at Buenos Aires was a subject of
newspaper comment in Europe, mainly because it contained extensive cor-
I‘espendence with Humboldt ?* At the University of Buenos Aires, the mu-
seum efpharnmcebemny was aware that it was sittihg on a type of historical
treasure, Under Juan Doml’nguez’s energetic direction, a start was made on
organizing the contents, work entrusted to Eugéne Autran, a Swiss botanist
werking in Argentina. The greatest srrength of the slow publishing program
at Buenos Aires has been the fact that the museum has worked thematically.
Autran first organized and transcribed 28 letters from Humbeldt to Bon-
Pi.'.lnt'_‘i, which were pubiished as facsimiles of the manuscripts.jg' Even tod:ly,
researchers turn to these, and doubtless they regret the rigors of reading
Humbeldts hand. Autran died in 1912, which slowed the work of bring-
ing the manuscripts to print. All further volumes produced at Buenos Aires
have been facsimiles of manuscripts, :lccomp:mied by brief introductions.
One volume _previded a _pubiished version of the latter part oFBenpiand’s
botanical registers.54 The remainder of the series has _poiiricai overtones. An
extremely interesting volume published in 1940 demonstrated Bonplands
extensive links with the Spanish American revolutionaries based in London,
documenring his services to them in the peried 1814—1816. The year oi"_pub—
lication of this work was signiﬁcanr, in part, the preparets had the didactic
purpose of reminding people in Argentina of the impeortant role that Britain,
especia_iiy London, _piayed in the mounting of the independence struggie
against Spain. Another folio transcribed Bonpland’s correspondence with
the politicians connected with his journey into the Upper Plata that began
in 1820, Tt _prevides a useful reminder of his optimism and energy shertiy
before he was dragged into captivity in Paraguay near the end of 1821. The
final volume dealt with Bonpland's medical services to the army of Justo
José de Urquiza, shortly before this latter and his allies toppled the famous
dictator Juan Manuel de Rosas. > These works demonstrated effectively how
Bon_piand, while working in the shadows, sometimes _piayed _poiitica.i roles
of great consequence for Argentina.

In 1943, the distinguished historian of science George Sarton published
an essay on Benpiand in Jsés. This was a clear effort to resurrect his subject’s
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reputation in the hisrory of science. While Sarton’s synrhesis contains much
of value, he could see “no point in foﬂowing the activities of the final period
of [Bonpland’s] life . . . which were largely agricultuml, financial, _pohti—
cal”* Yet Bonpland had always mixed concerns for agriculture with his sci-
entific observations in South America. In addition, finances are something
it would be most helpful to know more about. The literature has been over-
whelmingly uncritical about the patterns of:payrnenr and receipt of the state
pension granted by Napoleon in 1805, It is alse worthwhile remembering
that Bonpl:md gathered new pl:mt species more ra_pidly in his late seven-
ties, during his 1849 journey across the Serra of Rio Grande do Sul, than at
any other stage of his southern South American career. Reliance solely on
secondary material has led to numerous errors of fact and interpretation in
treatments of Bonpl:md, a trap even Sarton was unable to avoid. Take Sar-
ton’s assertion that Bonphnd “reverted to native standards” in later life, for
e:-ca.t‘nl::le.:—"T This simply does not square with much of Bonpland’s activities
in the 18505 as revealed in his own manuscripts, but it does help to build the
idea of a “rmgic fate” the interpretation used by Hanne Beck in his major
biography of Humbeldt.®

In 1960, Wilhelm Schulz published a brief biography of Bonpland’s ca-
reer in South America (53 pages), the research for which was stimulated
by the centenary of Humbeldt's death.>® Schulz laid useful emphasis en
Humboldt's letters written to Bonpland in South America. Translating the
facsimile manuscripts from French into German, he rendered these eas-
ily readable for the first time, a valuable contribution in its own right,
language barriers apart, But again, Schulz’s extended essay included no
sustained examination of the primary sources, In short, the research link-
ing Bonphnd’s divided archival records in western Europe and southern
South America still remained to be done a century after his death, and
even more recently

Although some brief published account of the contents of the Benpland
archive at Buenos Aires has been available for nearly a century, thematic
research has been slow to emerge from it Most of the existing work treats
aspects of the Humboldt-Benpland werking relationship or concentrates on
specific regions of Bonpland’s long southern South American residence.®®
A high degree of repetition occurs in the literature, while some important
aspects remain wea_kly researched. In parricular, Bonpland’s links with Bra-
zil have never attracted the close scrutiny rhey deserve, possibly because he
lived in such a perip heral location within that vast country, However, there
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are welcome signs of renewed activity. Since the pubiication of Philippe
Foucault’s book, based on research origina.iiy intended for a television docu-
mentary, French scholars have shown a renewed interest. Wicolas Hossard’s
recent briei:study, a synthesis of Bonpiand’s southern South American ca-
reer, has shown the wealth of material available at Buenos Aires. His study is
es_peciaiiy interesting i:or_pubiishing documents reiating to Bonpiand’s fam-
ily for the first time.

The present study is the first detailed treatment of Bonpland in English.
Tt iays s_pecia.i emphasis on what is least understood, his later career in south-
ern South America, While the possibility is always real that new material
will turn up in the archives, the study has worked to reconnect Bonpiand’s
divided archival records in western Europe and southern South America.®!
It charts his activities in the context of the historical and geographica.i de-
veiopment oi:Argentina, southern Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay during the
first half of the nineteenth century Bonpland spent the last forty-one years
of his life in this broad region, where he lived from a wide range of occupa-
tions, inciuding medical doctor, pharmacist, farmer, rancher, government
scientific ex_piorer, and _poiiticai conspirator, In the poiiticai context of the
first half of the nineteenth century—that is, in the disturbed process of
moving from colonies to nations—none of these diverse interests deveiop ed
smoothiy. The numerous interests are interlinked and all have received at-
tention in my research. However, this book piaces its closest attention on
the three themes of rural economy that stand in bold relief in Bonpiand’s
thought and action: exp erimental cultivation in genera_i', the cultivation of
yerba maté, or Paraguayan tea (a staple in the southern South American
diet) on a sustainable basis, and the breeding of merino shee_p for wool. The
sources for these pioneer interests on Bonpiand’s part are dee_p, extending
back to Europe. They include the period he spent working for the Empress
Joséphine as the scientific manager of her properties Malmaison and Na-
varre in Napeleonic France.

This book has been written keeping the i:oilowing objectives in mind
First, it aims to _provide a critical assessment of a signiﬁcant but negiected
historical figure in his own right. Academic interest in the French intellec-
tual contribution to nineteenth-century Latin America has been growing
Tt is a_iready recognized that travelers with greater of lesser degrees of “obscu-
rity” have piayed a signiﬁcant role in the description of the earth, es_pecia.iiy
through their contributions to the formation of the world’s major scientific
collections. Tn addition, study of these travelers offers a valuable window for



IG INMTRODUCTIOMN

the reconstruction of the social and economic conditions of Latin America
during the first half of the nineteenth century Taking the totality of Bon-
_pismd’s iong career, it is doubtful whether any other individual in the nine-
teenth century witnessed direcriy more of Latin America than he did, thus
his capacity for comparative observations was immense. The bicentenar}' of
the Humboldt-Bonpland journey (1999—2004) did much to renew interest
in these ﬁgures, with numerous conferences and exhibitions in both Europe
and Latin America.®® This seems an apposite time to attempt again the ob-
jective for Bonpland raised by George Sarten in his essay published in 1943;
“Let us now turn our attention to that companion, snatch him out of the
obscuriry wherein he has sunk, and put him back in the center of the stage
with Humbeldt,”®*

More than Humboldt, however, the center of the stage should be South
America itself By concentrating on what Bonpland was doing in Seuth
America rather than what he was not deing in Europe—following Hum-
boldt into decades oi:srudy of the research results from the equinocri::.i jour-
ney from 1799—1804, there is some potential to help redress Eurocentric
biases in the historiegraphy of exploration. Although European in back-
ground and training, it is known that Bonpl:md grew incre::.singiy ambiva-
lent about Europe after the Empress Joséphine’s death, yet the developing
character of this ambivalence still needs clarification. Given the strength
of his reputation in Europe, we are bound to wonder Why he did not re-
turn there, In historical fiction, the distinguished Uruguayan writer Edu-
ardo Galeano has peri"ormed the useful service of viewing Bon_pismd as a
ﬁgure who identified with the Americas.®® In order to make sense of him,
he im_piies, we need to understand the deveio_pment trajectories of southern
South America.

Those deveiopmenr trajectories include the matter of French influence.
While Bonpiand never made his way back to France, the period of his iong
residence in South America was one in which French interests developed
considerably there ® He started life at Buenos Aires in a place where France
had not yet established consular agents nor formal recoghition of the gov-
ernment. The explicit suppert for monarchism coming frem the Bourbons
placed French residents in Spanish South America under a general cloud
oi:suspicion in the new and still unstable re_pubiics, something that carried
pmctica.i consequences for Bonpiand when he first arrived on the frontiers
of Paraguay. Although Spanish America was generally a backwater for of-
ficial French _poiicy, the temperate parts of the region attracted signiﬁcant
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immigration from France after independence, with the heaviest geographi—
cal concentrations occurring in the Buenos Aires region and in southern
Uruguay. This was usu:lﬂy couched within the hnguage of a civilizing mis-
sion, one that continued to see value in the efforts of Argenrina’s Bernar-
dino Rivadavia and his Unitarian party to build a centralized government
and teo attract European immigrants.*” Around seventeen thousand French
subjects were estimated to be on Uruguayan soil by 1844.%% Redress claims
from settlers and exaggemted claims about the strategic importance of the
Plata fostered by local French diplomats drew Orléanist France more and
more into the region, first alone and then in concert with Britain. This
was es_peci:lﬂy the case for the Montevideo region, where the French sup-
ported the Argentine Unitarians in exile in their opposition to the Argen-
tine leader Rosas. As many as six thousand French sailors eventually served
in the anti-Rosas campaigns of the Plata. In 1850, a British diplomat could
describe Mentevideo as having “now quite the appearance of a French pos-
session.”® Just what part Bonpland played in France’s civilizing mission
for the region is not easily determined, not least because some of the most
intriguing aspects remain undocumented. But if French pelicy concerned
many layers—including the localpolicies ofdiplomars in region:ﬂ postings,
questions involving settlers, and _policy issues framed by intellectuals, for
example—Bonpland had links with his compatriots engaged in all these
spheres. For example, two French South American residents who made
the trip back to France in order to argue the plight of fellow residents
in the Plata, Frédéric Desbrosses and Benjamin Poucel, were both known
to Bonpland.m The former had even conremplared a business p:lrrnership
with him during the 1830s. Given a residence pattern focused on the Up-
per Plata, Bonpland’s political intelhgence was of most potenti:ﬂ interest at
times when France was seeking to assemble coalitions of:supporr from inte-
rior regions against the dictﬂtorship of Rosas. The overall impression is of a
shadowy figure, one that was never far from where French policy was being
made on the ground in the region. At the same time, as 3 holder of prop-
erty at several locations in an unstable interior, Bonpland was exrremely
careful not to jeopardize his position by revea.ling his polirica.l sympathies
too overtly in his writing, Things changed for him under the Second Em-
pire, when the government of Na_poleon 111 showed more overt ambition
in relation to the region. By mking on a project of seed transfer from South
America to North Africa, he was able to serve French imperi::l interests in
an open manner, a task he acce_pted with ﬂacrity and enthusiasm.”
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:Fin:liiy, this srudy aims to add to our knowledge of the southern South
American environments, both _physic:li and human, in the first half of the
nineteenth century. Ina region where knowledge of the human impact on
the physical environment remains extremely thin for this period, Bonpland’s
detailed written concern for impeding destructive forms of land use holds
great historical interest. His manuscripts contain numerous descriptions of
changing .’.IPPI':li.S:li.S ofphysic::.i resources. Some of the most signiﬁcanr come
in the eleventh hour of his life from southern Brazil He wrote, after all, on
the eve of massive vegetation change there, the near total deforestation of the
southern Brazilian plateau associated with non-Tberian European coloniza-
tion.”? Official efforts to preserve the vestiges of the once immense South
Atlantic forest have been taken in Brazil only during the past few years.

Bonpland stands apart from most of the travel-account literature, on
which the historical study of South America has relied very heaviiy, in at
least two ways, First, he managed to bring oniy a very little of what he wrote
into print. T:Lking the field of paleonroiogy alone as an ex:lmpie, however,
the earth scientist Eduarde Ottone has recently argued that Bonpland’s find-
ings and collections “are worthy of the highest consideration and respect.”T-J’
Second, he gave land use and environmental issues in speciﬁc regions his at-
tention over decades, not days or weeks. Concerns for sustainable develop-
ment are not new. Historical geogmphy has a contribution te make to this
important field of enquiry.

The remainder of this book has been structured i"oiiowing the sha_pe of
Benpland’s long career in South America. Like much of the plant material
that he studied there, his life opened and closed in reflection of the exter-
nal circumstances. Chapter 1 takes up the theme of his arrival in the city
of Buenos Aires early in 1817. This reflected the beld decision to chance a
career in the Americas in the e:lriy ph:lse of the formation of nations there.
Despite recognition of his talents from rnuitipie quarters, the unstable poii—
tics soon undermined the potentia.i of his scientific work. Still, this was a
time for rn:lking new connections, of trying new rhings, inciuding ajour-
ney to the former Jesuit missions. In December 1821, Bonpland's life took
on an emphatica_iiy new direction as he was dmgged into confinement in
Paraguay. Ch:lprer 2 treats a ph:tse that is cie:lriy one of a life in shadow,
when Bonpland was a prisoner in Paraguay for the greater part of a decade.
Here the scope for any bridging of regions, countries, or even continents
was iacking. Bonpiand’s experiences in Paraguay have iong been a subjecr
of interest to scholars. In Chapter 3, Bonpiand’s life opened ohce more,
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especially through his visits to Buenos Aires during the 1830s. By 1838, there
were sighs that he was achieving a firmer material base, with the ﬁling of
a land claim for an estancia in southeastern Corrientes, Yet all these efforts
were abruprly undone in the following year at Pago I_:lrgo, when the mili-
tary forces of Corrientes were defeated. The decade of the 1840s was one of
deep instability in southern South America. Ongoing civil war prevailed
in Rio Grande do Sul, Uruguay was in turmoil, and governments rose and
fell with de_pressing frequency in Corrientes. This was clearly no time for
resource appraisal In Chapter 4, the book accounts for Benpland’s main ac-
tions during this rurbulenrperiod, one in which he was pulled more direcrly
into the politics of his American life. Chapter § deals with what almostlocks
like Bonpland's third South American career. The greater degree of political
stability of the 18505 meant that he saw scope yet again to seek the develop-
ment of rural resources. Readers will not fail to be struck by the astonishing
level of his ongeing activity during the final decade of his life. Chapter 6
examines the circumstances of:Bonpland’s late life and of his death: it shows
how he sought to continue his work until almest the very end of his long
life. A brief conduding ch:l_pter summarizes the main ﬁndings and suggests
themes for further research.



