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Chapter17

William Burchell in Southern Africa, 1811-1815

Malgosia Nowak-Kemp

Following itsdiscoverybyBartolomeuDias in1488, theCapeofGoodHope
soonbecamearegularstopoverforvesselstravellingontotheFarEast.The
earliestaccountsoftheterritorydatefromaround1500,andthemanyencoun-
ters that followed combined to generate the classic image of the Cape and
TableMountainaswellasprovidingdescriptionsof itspeople, its floraand
fauna(Huigen2009:199).

ThereweremanyreasonsforEuropeaninterestinSouthernAfrica.Inthe
mindsofsomeitwasalandofdangerousanimalsandequallydangerouspeo-
ple,ofextremeheatanddrought;forothersitconjureduptheopposite–the
epitomeofparadise.Oneof theearlynineteenth-centuryAfricanexplorers,
JohnBarrow,wrote:“thoughknownanciently,itisstillknownbutimperfectly;
sothattheoldGreekmaxim,adoptedinafter-agesbytheRomansisequally
applicableatthepresentdayasitwastwothousandyearsago,Africa semper 
aliquid novi offert”–Africaneverfailstopresentsomethingnewtotheinquisi-
tivetraveller(Barrow1806:v).

InBritainanAssociationforPromotingtheDiscoveryoftheInteriorPartsof
Africawassetupin1788,withtheobjective“toinvestigate,astothenatureand
historyof thosepartsof theworld,whichhavenot, toourknowledge,been
hithertoexplored”.Since“almostthewholeAfrica,[is]unvisitedandunknown”,
theAssociationdeclared,“oftheobjectsofinquirywhichengageourattention
themost,therearenone…thatsomuchexcitecontinuedcuriosity,fromchild-
hoodtoage;nonethatthelearnedandunlearnedsoequallywishtoinvesti-
gate,asthenatureandhistoryofthosepartsoftheworld,whichhavenot,to
ourknowledge,beenhithertoexplored”(Anonymous1790:3).Anadditional
source of fascination, was the spectre of slavery and the horrors associated
withit(Barrow1806:v).

TheensuingattentiondirectedtowardsSouthernAfricarenderedthisrela-
tively small territory symbolic of the whole continent in the eyes of many,
formingaprismthroughwhichEuropeanssawthewholeofAfrica(Huigen
2009).TheestablishmentofCapeTownbytheDutchin1652,asasupplysta-
tionwiththevariousfacilitiesneededbythetravellers,therelativefreedomof
thatpartoftheworldfromdisease,theabsenceofpoliticalconflictsandthe
open spaces devoid of impenetrable forests, ensured that Southern Africa

© KoninklijkeBrillNV,Leiden,2018 | doi10.1163/9789004323841_018



501WilliamBurchellinSouthernAfrica,1811-1815

becameveryattractivetoexplorers–muchmoresothanthecentral,equato-
rialregions.

By the early eighteenth century exploration of the interior of Southern
Africahadbegun,partlyontheinitiativeoftheDutchEastIndiaCompany(for
primarily economic reasons) but also by individuals for scientific purposes
(Huigen2009).Explorersarrivedinconsiderablenumbers–PeterKolbe(1675-
1725), Captain Henri Hop, Carl Peter Thunberg (1743-1828), Francis Masson
(1741-1805), Johann Reinhold Forster (1729-1798), Robert Jacob Gordon (1743-
1795),AndersSparrman(1748-1820),WilliamPaterson(1755-1810),andFrançois
LeVaillant (1753-1824) in the eighteenth century, to John Barrow (1764-1828)
andHinrichLichtenstein(1780-1856)intheearly1800s–buttheinformation
reaching Europe remained misleading and often contradictory, not only on
mattersofgeographybutalsoconcerningthepeopleandanimalslivingthere.
Whilemostearlyexplorersobservedandreportedoneverything–weather,
astronomy, geology, mineralogy, geography, botany, zoology, and the indige-
nous tribes– theyusually favouredone fieldof interestoverothers:Kolbe’s
fortewasastronomy,Thunbergputhiseffortsmostlyintothedescriptionof
plants,asdidMasonandPaterson,whileSparrmanandGordonconcentrated
onanimals,LeVaillantonbirds,Barrowongeographyandonpolitical,admin-
istrative and economic matters. In Southern Africa, there was always some-
thing foreveryone.Then in 1811 themantleofSouthernAfricanexploration
wastakenupbyayoungEnglishman,WilliamBurchell.

 William John Burchell

WilliamBurchell(Fig.17.1)wasborninFulham,Londonon23July1781tothe
wealthyownerof“TheFulhamNurseryandBotanicalGardens”(Cleverly1989:
1).WelleducatedattheRaleighHouseAcademyinMitcham,Surrey,hemas-
teredLatinandFrenchandhisEnglishwritinghasbeen“rankedamongthe
classicsofEnglishtravels,fromitssimple,vigorous,andtruthfulstyle”(Poulton
1907:7).AtfifteenhereceivedlessonsinartandaquatintingfromaFrenchman,
James Merigot, and in the principles of perspective from an Irishman, John
ClaudeNattes(Buchanan2015:21).Twoyearsearlier,hementionedinaletter
tohisfatherthebotanylessonsdeliveredbyhisLatinteacher(Cleverly1989:3)
andaskedforabook,but“Linnaeus’sSystemofBotanyIwouldmuchrather
have”(McKay1935b).Hemaintainedhisinterestinplantsbytrainingatnearby
Kew Gardens where he met William Hooker and many visiting botanists
(StewartandWarner2012:1).HewaselectedaFellowoftheLinneanSocietyin
February1803onthestrengthofhisknowledgeofbotany(Buchanan2015:25),
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and a year later his father offered him a partnership in the family business:
Burchellrefused,explainingthathisknowledgewas“free,withoutanyneedfor
payment”;hecontinuedthat “toclaimashare inthoseprofits towhichyou
onlyareentitledwouldberepugnanttomyfeelings”(McKay1935b).

Determinedtomakehisownfortune,heentered intoapartnershipwith
WilliamBalcombewhosefirmBalcombeTraderswasanofficialpurveyorto
theEastIndiaCompanyatStHelena(Cleverly1989:5).Burchellhadscarcely
arrivedontheisland,in1805,whenthepartnershipwasterminated,buthap-
pilyhewasofferedthepositionofschoolmaster,toteachancientandmodern
languages,mathematicsandtheartofdrawing.Later,in1809,hewasappointed
naturalist to the East India Company. During his stay on St Helena he met
GeneralJanssens,theretiredDutchGovernoroftheCape,andDrLichtenstein,
anaturalistandaphysicianontheGeneral’sstaff,ontheirwaybacktoHolland;
hereceivedfromthemlettersofintroductiontovariouspersonsofinfluence
inthecolony(Burchell,Travels in the Interior of Southern Africa,vol.i:14).1In

1 Henceforthinthispaper,Burchell’sTravelswillbereferredtobyvolumeandpagenumber
only.

Figure17.1  
William Burchell.Etchingby
MrsDawsonTurnerfroma
drawingbyJ.S.Cotman.
Burchellisshownin1816,ayear
afterhisreturnfromAfrica. 
CourtesyoftheOxford
UniversityMuseumof
NaturalHistory.
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January1808BurchellwassentseedsandplantsbytheRevdHessefromCape
Town, and he reciprocated by forwarding some plants from St Helena. In
January1810,HessewrotethatLordCaledonwasdesiroustoknowifBurchell
wouldacceptthepostof“BotanisttotheCapeColony”andninemonthslater
theSecretaryoftheCape,aMrAlexander,stoppedatStHelenaonhiswayto
EnglandandpresentedBurchellwithanothersetoflettersofintroductionto
people at Cape Town.Well primed in this way, Burchell decided to end his
affairsonStHelenaandon26November1810hesailedforCapeTownwiththe
intention to explore the interior of Africa, although he had decided not to
acceptthepostofBotanisttotheColony(McKay1935b:691)

Hisplanwastotravelunaccompanied,exceptforasmallnumberofhired
Hottentots, and to follow in the footsteps of Truter and Somerville in 1801
(Williams1859:33;McKay1941:62)andofLichtensteinin1805(Williams1859:
33; McKay 1941: 62). After going northwards to Litakun, he intended to turn
towards the west coast and from there sail back to St Helena. However, on
learningofdifficultieswithhostiletribesandaridlandthathewouldhaveto
cross,hedecidedtopostponeanydecisionaboutthedirectionoftraveluntil
hehadreachedLitakun.Burchellanticipatedthatthisexpeditionwouldlast
twoyears,butneitherthepredictionoftheroutenorthelengthofhistravels
wouldproveaccurate.Hesetoffon19June1811towardsTulbagh,thenhaving
crossed the Cape Colony boundary arrived at Klaarwater on 30 September,
havingcovered800milesofinhospitableterrainonthejourney.Afterspend-
ingsometimeinKlaarwater,hesetouttowardsGraaffReinet,about600miles
away.On25AprilheleftGraaffReinettotravelbacktoKlaarwater,fromwhere
hesetofftoexploretheunknown“interiorofAfrica”.

AftertravellingtoLitakunandfurthernorth–toterritoryneverbeforevis-
itedbyEuropeans–hereturnedtoKlaarwaterand,inMarch1813,re-entered
the Cape Colony. Reaching the Colony’s southern parts, he remained there
untilhisreturntoCapeTowninApril1815,havingcovered4,500milesinfour
years.Duringhistravelshescrupulouslyrecordedeverydayeventsinhisjour-
nals,andlaterpublishedtheminthetwovolumesofTravels.Unfortunately,
thesecondvolumeofhisTravelsendsatthebeginningofAugust1812andthe
onesurvivingjournalcoversonlytheperioduptoearlySeptember1812,after
whichinformationonhismovementsissparse.McKayreconstructedtheroute
of Burchell’s later travels through a meticulous analysis of the data on the
labelsofhisnaturalhistoryspecimens,thedatesofhisdrawingsandsketches,
andhismapentries(McKay1941:62)(Fig.17.2).

In1825,tenyearsafterreturninghomefromAfrica,Burchellsetoffagain,
this time to explore Brazil. After his return from South America in 1829, he
spent many years working assiduously on his collections but published
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comparativelylittle.Althoughin1832hewasmadeaLifeMemberoftheBritish
AssociationfortheAdvancementofScienceandin1834wasawardedadoctor-
atehonoris causainCivilLawbytheUniversityofOxford(Poulton1907:44),
his work remained largely unrecognized. He committed suicide in 1863, at

Figure17.2 Burchill’s travels in Southern Africa. FromK.C.Davies’s“Burchell’sserpents”(1980).
CourtesyoftheOxfordUniversityMuseumofNaturalHistory.
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which point his sister donated his animal collections and archives to the
UniversityMuseuminOxford,andtheplantstoKewGardens.

 Planning the Expedition

Thesuccessofanyexplorationorexpeditiondependsonmanyfactors,includ-
ingsecuringthefinances,organizingappropriatemodesoftravelandplanning
theroute–nottomentiontheneedforaknowledgeofbotanyandzoology
andthemethodsofcollectingandpreservingthefruitsofthelabour.Thelogis-
ticsofshippingthematerialhomehavetobeplannedandlater,afterthetrav-
eller’sreturn,thepublicationofmemoirsishighlydesirable–notonlytobring
newknowledgetothepublicbutalso,frequently,togeneratesomepecuniary
return.

 Finances
The possibilities of financing both travel and collecting were substantially
increasedintheeighteenthcentury,whenthetraditionalformsofpatronage
bywealthyindividualswasaugmentedbytheriseofinstitutionsliketheRoyal
GardensatKewandtheBritishMuseum.ServiceintheArmyorNavywould,
asamatterofcourse,enable free traveland longoverseasstays,andconse-
quentlyopportunities forcollecting in farawayplaces.Therewerealsoposi-
tionstobesoughtinadministrationinthenewcoloniesandinorganizations
like the East India Company (Farber 1985), or participation in government-
sponsoredscientificexpeditions.Burchellcharacterizedhisownexpeditionas
follows,intheprefacetohisTravels:

Thetravels…wereundertakensolelyforthepurposeofacquiringknowl-
edge: and it having been thought possible that the communication of
factsobservedduringtheseresearchesmightcontributesomesmallpor-
tiontowardsthegeneralstockofinformation,theyareherelaidbefore
thePublic.Astheycommencedwithamindfreeofprejudice,andinthe
purestspiritofindependence,astheyhavebeenconducted,andsothey
arenowconcluded…(vol.i:3).

Other factors were, of course, also involved: his disappointment in a failed
businessventure,disagreementswiththegovernorofStHelenaandwiththe
EastIndiaCompanyoverhisemployment,housingandremuneration,and–
notleast–theembarrassingandhumiliatingendtohisengagementwhenhis
fiancée eloped with the captain of the ship bringing her to be married. All
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theseprovidedpowerfulreasonstoleavetheislandandtoembarkontheperil-
ous journey.There was also another important reason, as he explained in a
lettertohismother:

Youknowperhapsbetterthanmethatnoopportunityisatpresentlikely
toofferinEnglandforemployingmyselftoadvantage…Iwasonlywast-
ing my life in living any longer at St. Helena therefore ashamed at
returning home after having spent six years and done nothing, I have
thoughtitadutytofindformyselfsomeemploymentinwhichImight
eitherdosomegoodforothersorgainsomecreditformyself…Iexpect
atmyreturntoreceiveaproportionatereward.Itistheonlyspeculation
Icanhaveitinmypowertomake,astheexpences[sic]ofitwillswallow
upmylittleall;thereforeiftheresultofitshoulddisappointmyexpect-
ations, nothing more can be done: I then must look another way and
lamentthatmyloveofscienceshouldbetheonlythingthatkeepsme
poor.HoweverIdonotconsidermyselfoutofthewayofmakingmoney,
whenIthinkofthevalueofwhatIshallbeabletoobtaininmyjourney.
IhavebeeninformedthataskinoftheCamelopard[giraffe]whichwas
shotinthatcountrywhereIamgoingto,wassoldinEnglandforfifteen
hundredpounds,andthoughIcannothopethatifIbringonehomeit
will sell for half that sum, yet should I be fortunate as to discover the
Unicorn,whichhasbeensupposedtoexistinthispartofAfrica,Ihave
nottheleastdoubtofmakingfivetimesthatsum.AtanyrateifwhatI
collect,togetherwithmywritingsanddrawings,shouldallarrivesafein
England,Idonotfeartoreimbursemyselfformyexpences[sic](vol.ii:
423).

Althoughthefamilywaswealthy,thecostsofmountingatwo-yearexpedition,
as Burchell at first planned, must have been substantial and possibly well
abovethefamily’sabilitytounderwriteit.TherewasasuggestionthatBurchell
might have been at least partially financed by the British administration in
CapeTowntotrytodiscoverthefateofapreviousexpedition(Cleverly1989:
18): itwasonlytwoyearsearlierthatDrCovanandCaptainDonovanofthe
CapeGarrisonsetoff towardsMozambiqueandnothinghadbeenheardof
themsince.Themysterysurroundingthedisappearanceofthegroupcaused
problemsforBurchell,notonlyfromHottentotswhowereunwillingtoaccom-
panyhimintounknownanddangerousterritory,butalsofrommissionaries
whofortheirownreasonsadvocatedanabandonmentofhisplansandreacted
badlywhenBurchelldeclinedtoactontheiradvice.
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TherewerecertainlycostshehadtodealwithonhisarrivalinCapeTown.
True,hehadlettersofintroductiontotheGovernorandalthoughatfirsthe
bookedhimselfintothe“EnglishHotel”,hewasinvitedtolodgewiththeRevd
C.H.F.Hesse–thesameHessewithwhomhehadcorrespondedwhileatSt
Helena(vol.i:14).Thecostsofbedandbreakfastwereabout1rixdollaraday
duringLeVaillant’stimes(LeVaillant1790:i,32),thusstayingwithHessefor
seven months probably saved him a certain amount of money. He was also
luckyinbeingEnglish,asaccordingtoLeVaillant:

StrangersaregenerallywellreceivedattheCapebythosewhoareinthe
Company’sservice,andbysomeotherswhoareprivatepeople,butthe
English are adored, either on account of the familiarity between the
mannersofthetwonations,oroftheirverymuchaffectingtobegener-
ous.Itisanundoubtedfact,that,whenevertheyarrive,everyoneiseager
toofferthemlodging.InlessthaneightdayseverythingbecomesEnglish
inthehouseuponwhichtheyhavefixedtheirchoice;andthemaster,the
mistress,andeventhechildren,soonassumetheirmanners(LeVaillant
1790:i,41).

However,thereremainedconsiderablecostsofpreparingfortheventure–not
onlythoseforthewagonitself,butalsotheoxen,staff,provisions,ammuni-
tion,books,toolsandinstruments.

 The Cape Wagon, Oxen, Staff, and Baggage
Thewagonwasoneofthemostimportantfactorsinthesuccessoftheexpedi-
tion. It provided living space, sleeping and working areas, storage for food,
equipment, and all the specimens collected during the voyage. The Cape
wagon–theonlyviablemodeoftransportofgoodsintheroughterrainofthe
Cape–wasaformidablevehicle,farsuperiortoanyEuropeancarriage.Itwas
designed tocarryheavy loads, toprotectmerchandiseand towithstandthe
rigoursoflonganddifficultjourneys.Burchellclearlyacknowledgeditsvirtues
whentravellingthroughaparticularlydifficultterrainofsolidrocksurface:

Inowcouldclearlyperceivethatagoodandstrong-builtvehicle,isoneof
themostimportantofthepreparationsforsuchanexpedition.Besides
the strength of workmanship, the greatest attention is necessary to be
paidtothequalityofthematerials;thatthewoodbewellseasonedand
of a sort which will not easily split. Much of the safety of the waggon
dependsonthenatureoftheiron;thisshouldbeofthetoughandmal-
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leable kind, rather than the hard, which being generally of the quality
termed‘short’,isveryliabletobreakasunder(vol.ii:187).

Burchellpaid585rixdollars–about£88atthattime–toMrKilianofCape
Town,forthevehicle(vol.i:108).Thewagon,numbered342,wasofthelargest
kind–butnotunusuallysofortheperiod(McKay1935a).Itwas15feetlong
and 5 feet 6 inches high.The mechanism of the axletrees and other under-
partsconsistedofmanyelements,madefromdifferentwoods,alldesignedto
bedismantledwithrelativeease.AccordingtoBurchell:

TheprincipalandveryimportantadvantageofaCape-builtwaggoncon-
sists in its sides, bottom, and carriage, not being joined together; a
construction admirably well adapted for rough and uneven roads, by
admittingeachparttoplayfreely,soascompletelytoavoidthatstraining
andcrackingtowhichsolidbuiltwaggonsaresubjected,whentravelling
overirregularground(vol.i:110).

Thetilt(tent,orcover)ofthewagonwasspeciallydesignedbyBurchelland
differedsubstantiallyfromthestandard(McKay1935a)beingofmuchlighter
constructionthankstoaframemadefrombamboo(vol.i:109).Itwascovered
bythreelayersofdifferentmaterials;theinclusionofsailclothastheupper-
mostcoveringwasespeciallyimportantduringtherainyseason,asitensured
thetentwaswatertight.LeVaillantreporteddoublesail-clothasacoveringof
hisowntwowagons(LeVaillant1790:i,112).

Burchell also designed the interior fittings of the wagon. Five large cases
were constructed to fit the floor area exactly, leaving only a small space in
whichtositdown.Amattresswasputoncasesatthefrontend,withacurtain
thatseparatedthesleepingquartersfromtherestofthewagon.ForBurchell
thewagonofferedanadvantageovertravellingonahorse:“asatravellerdesir-
ousofobservingthefeaturesandproductionsofastrangecountry,Iabhorred
gallopinghorsesandwouldhavepreferredsittingbehindateamofmyown
oxen whose steady pace seemed to have been measured exactly to suit an
observerandadmirerofnature”(vol.ii:122).

Thewagonwaspulledbyaspan(team)ofoxenconsistingoftenanimals.
Normallytenwasenoughtopullaloadedwagonbutwhencrossingparticu-
larly difficult terrain, sixteen or even twenty oxen were required.To control
them,extremelylongwhipsupto30feetinlengthwereused(vol.i:41).The
processofmakingwhips,theirshapeandthematerialusedforthem(hippo-
potamusorrhinoceroshide),wascarefullyinvestigatedandnotedbyBurchell
(vol.i:64).Atfirsthepurchasedtwentyoxen,withtenpullingthewagonand
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tenkeptspare.Othertravellerstookasimilarnumber:LeVaillanthadthirty,
tenpullingeachofhistwowagonsandtenkeptasareserve(LeVaillant1790:i,
116).Thepriceconsideredfairwas300rixdollarsforaspanandbythistime
Burchellhadspent“sixhundredpoundssterlingforhiswagon,withitscon-
tents,andtheoxenthatdrewit”(vol.i:122).

TotakecareoftheanimalsfourHottentotswereemployed:onetodrivethe
wagon,onetoguidetheoxenbywalkinginfrontoftheteam,andtwototake
careoftheanimalsandotherduties.Therewereexactprocedurestobefol-
lowedwhenhiringHottentots:anagreementhadtobesignedintriplicatein
thepresenceofanofficial:onetobekeptbythehirer,onebythepersonhired
andonetobelodgedwiththeadministration(vol.i:132).ByJanuary1812the
Hottentotgroupwasenlargedtoeight,butinthefollowingmonthsthenum-
berfluctuated,reachingfifteenonthereturnjourney.

Asaninsuranceagainstfailuretosecurefreshmeat,Burchellpurchaseda
flock of eighteen sheep that followed the wagon and were periodically re-
stockedwheneverpossible.Inadditiontotheoxenandsheeptheexpedition
wasaccompaniedbyhorsesandapackofdogs.InMay1812thepartyconsisted
of “fifteen men, one woman and her child, four horses, eight oxen, thirteen
sheep,nineteendogs,besidestwopuppiesofanexcellentbreed”(vol.ii:130).
Justamonthlaterthenumberofdogsswelledtotwenty-five.Agoodpackof
dogsformedanecessarypartofanyexpedition,theirrolebeingtoactasan
earlywarningsystemagainsthostiletribesordangerousanimals(vol.ii:174).
BurchelloptednottofollowLeVaillantintakingwithhimafullygrowncock
–anaturalclocktowakehiminthemorning(LeVaillant1790:i,138).

ThelistofgoodstakenbyBurchellwasimpressivebutnecessary,forevery
articlehaditspurpose:carpentrytools,sparepartsforthewagon,clothingand
blankets,kitchenequipment,rice,breadandbiscuits,flourandwheat,wine,
rumandbrandy,water-casks,tar,pitch,greaseandresin,anironmelting-ladle.
Armsandammunitionwereoftheutmostimportancebothforprotectionand
hunting,andBurchelltookwithhim:“sixmuskets,andpowderhorns…large
rifle,carryingaballoftheweightoftwoounces,twocasesofpistols,andbelt,
acutlass,musketballs,fourbarrelsofgunpowder,bagsofshot,ofallsizes,gun-
flints,andbullet-moulds,leadandtin,inbars”(vol.i:119).Theinnerwallsof
the wagon were used for the attachment of bags that contained items fre-
quentlyneeded,suchasmusketsandpowder-horns(vol.i:120)(Fig.17.3).

Otherthingslike“alargeassortmentofstationary[sic],andeveryrequisite
fordrawinginwaterandbody-colours;togetherwithpreparedcanvas,andthe
articlesusedforpaintinginoil”wereclearlyneededtosatisfyhisneedsasan
artist and as a recorder of his discoveries. As a proud Englishman, Burchell
took with him the “English colors” which he raised every Sunday at the
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campsites,“hoisteduponatallbamboo-caneandfixedatthehinderpartofmy
waggon”(vol.ii:301).Healsoincludedsmallerchests,reamsofpaper,alarge
tincollectingbox–thevasculum–achestofmedicines,apressandsparedeal
packing-cases(vol.i:120).

SomepartofthegoodsinBurchell’sstoresrepresentedarticlesintendedfor
exchange or as gifts to secure the goodwill of the tribes encountered. The
colour of the porcelain and glass beads taken by him is noteworthy: white,
black and light-blue were considered to be the most attractive, and red the
leastdesirable(vol.ii:400).2Butbyfarthemostattractivearticlesweretobacco,

2 TwentyyearsearlierLeVaillanthadwrittenthatonlyredandwhitewerefavouredsincethe
othercolours,notclearlyvisibleondarkskin,werelesssoughtafter(LeVaillant1790:ii,10).

Figure17.3 InsideofmyAfricanWaggon, by William Burchell.Burchellcompletedthe
painting(48.5×34.6cm)betweenFebruaryandApril1820andexhibitedas
no.868attheRoyalAcademyinthesameyear.AccordingtoBurchell,the
sketchtookhimfourdaysandthepaintingtwenty-seven–altogether120hours.
Someofthespecimensvisibleinthepaintingare:atortoise Chersina angulata 
oum8608–wholespecimencollectedon10October1814;Hippopotamus 
amphibiusoum19174–hippopotamustusk;Loxodonta africanaoum10115
–elephantmolar;asablehorn;baboonskull;oneofthecrimson-breasted
shrikes;snakes;butterflies;andplants. CourtesyoftheOxfordUniversity
MuseumofNaturalHistory.
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snuffandbrandy,andmanyfavoursweresecuredbyofferingthesenotonlyto
theHottentotsbutalsototribesthatdidnotcomeintofrequentcontactwith
Europeans.Burchellwascertainlynotthefirstonetorelyontheminhistravels
(LeVaillant1790:i,115).

With so much baggage needed for the expedition, the wagon was vastly
overloadedandjustthreedaysintothejourneyitsankintowetsandysoil.In
pullingitoutofthemudtheleatherropesweredamagedandthewoodenpole
broken.Itwasdecidedthatanadditional,smallervehiclewasneeded:anew
wagonwaspurchased,notonlytotakesomeoftheload,buttogiveBurchell
some privacy from the rest of the group and to keep his main wagon clean
withoutany“disagreeablegoods”.Itwastoserve“thepurposesofshortjour-
neys, or of fetching home large game shot at a distance from the principal
wagon”andthat“alightvehicleofthissizewouldbefounduseful;andthere-
fore, to increase its lightness I had the sides enclosed with reeds instead of
boards’(vol.i:133).

Burchelldeliberatelytookwithhimnotravelbookswrittenbyotherexplor-
ers,soasnottobeinfluencedbythem,buthislibrarystillextendedtosome
fiftyvolumes.Theseincluded“variousworksonzoology,minerology,natural
philosophy, mathematics, medicine, &c … among which were Linnaeus,
Sys tema Naturae, ed. Gmelin; Linnaeus Species Plantarum, ed. Willdenow;
Fabricius, Species Insectorum; Jussieu, Genera Plantarum, ed. Usteri; Forster,
Enchiridion Historiae Natura inserviens;Tilesius,Fuci;PortugeseDictionaryby
AnthonyVieyra;DutchDictionary;NauticalAlmanacs;“AtlasCélestedeFlam-
stead; par Fortin, (avec un Planisphère des Etoiles Australes, dressé par
M.l’AbbédelaCaille)”(vol.i:119;Sotheby’sandDavy1865).

The “being not influenced” and recording only what they saw or experi-
encedthemselvesrepresentedacommonthreadrunningthroughthenarra-
tivesofmanytravellers.Eachoneoftheexplorersclaimedtobethecarrierof
thetruth–theonlytruth–anditwascommonforauthorstocriticisetheir
predecessors’ works or to accuse them of copying the works of others – or
merelyofobfuscation.3ThesatiristJonathanSwiftsaid,“withmuchsarcasm
andsometruth”(Williams1859):

Thunbergreportedblue,whiteandredasthemostdesirable(Thunberg1986:i,170)and
AnderssonadvisedthattheblackwerefavouriteswiththeNamaquasbutwhite,pink,green
andbluewithothertribes(Andersson1856:334,473).

3 Anderssonwroteproudlythathehadbeenable“toascertainthetruthrespectingmuchthat
atfirstappearedobscureanddoubtful”(Andersson1856:iv).Lichtenstein,althoughnoting
thecriticismbymanyauthorsoftheirpredecessors,sethimselfto“correctwhateverhasbeen
erroneouslyrepresentedbyotherwriters”andchoseforthetitleofoneofhischapters:“Upon
Mr.Barrow’sExaggerationsrespectingtheBarbarityoftheColonists”(Lichtenstein1812:xi-
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GeographersinAfricmaps
Withsavagepicturesfilltheirgaps;
Ando’eruninhabitabledowns
Placeelephantsforwantoftowns

BurchelldidborrowacopyofBarrow’s(1806)Travelstoreadonthevoyageto
CapeTown(McKay1935b:691)andlaterratherunwiselydescribedBarrow’s
work (and especially his maps) as unreliable and fantasy-driven. That pro-
vokedabitterresponseandtheensuingfeudmaywellhavebeentheprincipal
causeofBurchell’sfailuretowintherecognitionoftheRoyalSocietyandthe
GeographicalSociety(StewartandWarner2012).

 Preparations
Burchell,likeLeVaillantbeforehim,decidedtotravelwithoutEuropeancom-
panions,andspent thesevenmonthsofhisstay inCapeTown learningthe
SouthAfricanandtheHottentotversionsof theDutch language inorder to
communicate within and beyond the Cape. During this time he also made
manyshortexpeditionstoTableMountainandthesurroundingareas,andon
8Aprilhesetoffonanexploratoryinvestigation,towardsTulbagh.Thetrial
journeyledhimtothedecisionthatTulbaghshouldbethestartingpointofhis
mainexpedition.

Having been granted permission by the British Governor to travel to the
Colony’snorthernboundary,Burchellsetoffon19June1811.Hisdelightand
excitementatleavingCapeTownandbeingabletoencounterthenativepeo-
ples,plants,birdsandquadrupedsintheirnaturalenvironmentwaspalpable,
anditmadethisthehappiesttimeofhislife.Herecalled:“Nothingbutbreath-
ingtheairofAfricaandactuallywalkingthroughit…cancommunicatethose
gratifyingandliterallyindescribablesensations’(vol.ii:314).

xiii,xix).Barrowhimselfcriticizedallthepreviousmap-makersofTheCape(Barrow1806:
viii-xiii).LeVaillantexpressedharshopinionsofSparrmanforhisdescriptionofreebock,
“somesupposednativecustoms”andotherreports(LeVaillant1790:ii,125,132).Sparrmanon
theotherhandquestionedKolbe’saccount,especiallyhisdescriptionoftherhinoceroswhich
is“merelytheechoofcertainignorantinhabitantsoftheCape,whoseinformationcannotbe
reliedon”(Sparrman1786:ii,91).
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 Scientific Work

Inpreparingfortheexpedition,Burchellhadsoughttolearnwhathecouldof
thegeographyofhisplannedroute,consultingmapsandgatheringinforma-
tionaboutthedistancesbetweenthesettlements.Onlyafewyearsearlier,in
1797, Lord Macartney, on becoming the English Governor of the Cape, had
been confronted by the surprising lack of information about the distance
betweenCapeTownandGraaffReinet:“neitherthedirectionnorthedistance
ofGraafReynetwereknowntoanyoftheinhabitants”(Barrow1806:xiv,2).
Estimatesrangedfrom500to1,000milesandthejourneytimevariedaccord-
ingly.Macartneysetoff tosurveytheareaandhisexpeditionincludedJohn
Barrow, Macartney’s private secretary. To measure the distance travelled,
Barrownotedthetimeittooktocoverthedistancebetweentwopointswhose
positionshehadascertainedwiththeuseofacompass(Barrow1806:xiv).

Burchell adopted a similarly simple and reliable method: he counted the
numberofrevolutionsofthewagon’slarge-diameterwheelsoverapre-deter-
mined distance.These measurements were repeated throughout the day, in
order toensure theaccuracyof the figuresoverchanging terrain.Fromthis
datahecouldeasilycalculatethedistancecovered,“bycountingthenumber
of times the wheel revolved, which were marked by a leathern thong that
alwaysremainedtiedroundoneofthespokes”;anestimateofthehourlyspeed
couldsimilarlybededuced“fromtheobservednumberofrevolutionsmadein
oneminute;or,whichispreferable,ifcircumstancewouldpermit,infive.”All
theobservationswerewrittenmeticulouslyinasmallbook,“whichIalways
carriedinmyhand,orinmypocket;andinwhichshortnotesweremadeto
assistmyrecollectionintheevening,whenIsatdowntorecord[them]inmy
journal” (vol. i:204).Lateron,Burchellobservedthat thewheelsperformed
another function: they acted as a very unscientific yet reasonably accurate
hygrometer. With the increasing dryness and rise in temperature, the iron
bandsthatactedastyresslowlyexpanded,whereasthewoodenpartsofthe
wheels, even though constructed from the best seasoned wood, dried and
shrank,resultinginlargegapsthathadtobepluggedbywedgesofwood.The
process was reversed when the temperatures and humidity changed in the
courseoftheseasons(vol.i:199).

Constrainedbytheshortageofspace,Burchelldecidednottousealcoholin
the preservation of specimens, contrary to the recommendations of most
instructionsfornaturalhistorypreparationinthefield(seeAppendices).He
explained:
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Themodeoftravelling,andwantofroominmywagon,didnotadmitof
carryingwithmeallthatwasnecessaryforpreservinginspiritsobjectsof
NaturalHistory.Thebulk,theweight,thebreakingofbottlesortheleak-
ingorevaporationofkegs,haddeterredmeinCapeTownfrommaking
any provision for this purpose. Resolved however to neglect no object
whichmytime,orcircumstancemightpresentanopportunityofcollect-
ing, and bringing home, I found myself, in many instances, taught by
necessity,methodsandcontrivanceswhichImightnototherwisehave
discovered;notonlyinthedepartmentofNaturalHistory,butinmany
otheraffairsbelongingtoanexpeditionofthisnature(vol.i:325).

 Collecting

Burchell,amostenthusiasticfollowerofLinnaeus,musthavereadthegreat
man’sopinionthat ‘Thereisnoplaceintheworldwithsomanyrareplants,
animals,insectsandotherwondersofNatureasAfrica,anditseemstohave
beenconcentratedtotheCape”.Hewouldalsohavebeenwellawarethatsev-
eral of Linnaeus’s students had gone there to study natural history (Branch
1999),thebest-knownbeingCarlPeterThunbergandAndersSparrman.

HeclearlyarticulatedhisSouthernAfricantrek’sobjectives:

Itmustnotbesupposedthatthesecharms[thepleasureofNature]are
producedbythemerediscoveryofnewobjects;itistheharmonywith
whichtheyhavebeenadaptedbytheCreatortoeachother,andtothe
situationsinwhichtheyarefound,whichdelightstheobserverincoun-
tries where Art has not yet introduced her discords. To him who is
satisfiedwithamassingcollectionsofcuriousobjects,simplyfortheplea-
sureofpossessingthem,suchobjectscanafford,atbest,butachildish
gratification,faintorfleeting;whilehewhoextendshisviewbeyondthe
narrowfieldofnomenclaturebeholdsaboundlessexpanse,theexplor-
ing of which is worthy of the philosopher and of the best talents of a
reasonablebeing”(vol.i:349).

 Plant Collection
Certainlymoreofabotanistthanazoologist,Burchelldevotedaconsiderably
greaterproportionofhistimeinSouthernAfricatocollectinganddescribing
plantsratherthananimals.AtCapeTownhehadsetouttocollectasmany
specimensofthelocalfloraaspossible,inordertoallowhimtoconcentrateon
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thenon-Capespeciesduringtheexpedition.On5December1810,duringhis
firstfieldtriparoundTableMountainandjustafewdaysafterhisarrival,he
wrote:“IneedonlystatethatintheshortdistanceofoneEnglishmile,Icol-
lectedinfourhoursandahalf,onehundredandfivedistinctspeciesofplants,
even in this unfavourable season” (vol. i: 19).Two days later, another day of
ramblingbroughtforty-threespecies(vol.i:19),109speciesthreeweekslater,
andononedayalone,24January1811,148newoneswereadded,bythenmak-
ingit521speciesinallwith1,133individualspecimenscollectedandpreserved
(vol.i:37).

Hepronounced:“theloversofsciencewould,Idoubtnot,besurprisednot
onlyattheunexamplednumberofspeciesgrowinginsosmallanextentof
country,butatthenumberofundescribedplantsthatwerestilltobefoundin
a tract, over which so many collectors have rambled” (vol. i: 112). He com-
mented:“suchistheperversenatureofman’sjudgement,thatwhateverisdis-
tant,scarceanddifficult tobeobtained, isalwayspreferredtothatwhichis
within its reach, and is abundant, or may be procured with ease, however
beautifulitmaybe.Thecommongarden-flowersofEuropearehighlyvalued
…whilethey[inhabitantsoftheCape]viewedalltheelegantproductionsof
theirhillsasmereweeds”(vol.i:21).

Burchellnotedthedifferentnumbersencounteredatdifferenttimesofthe
yearinthesamelocality:inSeptemberonlysix,whileinthefollowingFebruary
fifty-eight(vol.i:370).Hebelievedthatalist,oracatalogueofplantsgrowing
indifferentareas,theirtimeof“flowering,seedingandleafing,inwhichplants
areatthatseason”,togetherwithabriefnoteof“someofthemoreremarkable
particulars,theirutilityinvariouspointsofview”,oughttobeundertakenby
futuretravellers(vol.i:370).

On20February1812Burchell’sbotanicalcataloguehadreachedno.2,102,of
which 964 species had been collected in the vicinity of CapeTown and the
remaining1,138sinceleavingit(vol.i:379).Theremusthavebeenmanydupli-
cates,forhestatesthathehadatthesametimedried5,051specimens.Itseems
scarcelysurprisingthen,giventhenumbersofspecimensbeingcollected,that
preparationofthematerialsoonbecamerathertedious:

9thSept.1811.AfterthisIwasobligedtodedicateacoupleofhourstothe
businessofputtingdrypapertomybotanicalspecimens;whichbeinga
meremechanicalemployment,andrecurringalmosteveryday,became
alreadyamostirksometask,yetonewhichwasabsolutelyindispensable
(vol.i:206).
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ThesamesentimentcolouredhisentryforNovember1811whenpreparing
toleaveKlaarwaterhewrotethatthe“arrangementsofmyobservationsand
notes;theorderingandpackingupofmycollections;andtheregulatingand
disposingofthemassofobjectswhichhadaccumulatedduringmylastexcur-
sion…thewantofsomeintelligentassistant,torelievemefromthemorelabo-
riousdepartmentofit,wasnowverysensiblyfelt”(vol.i:329).Andinhisdiary,
inAugust1812:“Ifindsomuchworktobedoneinmywaggoninpreparingand
packingwhatIcollectthatitisimpossibleformetogoinsearchmorethan
everythirdday.”Atthesametimeheacknowledgedthatthedomesticdutiesof
atravellerare“tooimportanttobeneglected,althoughveryfarfrombeingan
interestingoragreeableoccupationinthemidstofpursuitsofscience:butit
wassoondiscoveredtobe,inmypresentsituation,adutyofthefirstimpor-
tance,andonewhichconsumedalargeandvaluableportionofmytime”(vol.
i:330).

In the preservation of plant specimens Burchell employed the standard
sixteenth-century method of Padua University professor Luca Ghini (1490-
1556)andusedbyplantcollectorseversince.Itscoreprinciplewasagradual
removalofmoisturefromtheplant’stissueswiththeaidofpaper,whileatthe
sametime,byusingapressorsimpleweights,exertingpressureonthespeci-
menuntilitbecameflat.Theprocesswasrepeateduntiltheplant’stotaldesic-
cationafterwhichitwasfixedtoacleansheetofpaper,wherethespecimen’s
date,localityandotherinformationwasrecorded.Intheearlytimesofcollect-
ing, thesheetswereboundintovolumes, just likebooks,but lateron itwas
found more practicable to keep the sheets separate so they could be easily
rearrangedwhenevernecessary(MacGregor2007:129).Thismethodwasadvo-
catedbyalltheolderandcontemporaryinstructionsandguidestocollecting,
andindeeditisstillusedtoday.

InBurchell’spaintingofhiswagon(seeFig.17.3),alargepresswithitstwo
screws, fullof layersofpapermostprobablycontainingmanyspecimens, is
clearlyvisible;andjustbehindit,underneaththeBritishflag,afewfreshlycol-
lectedstalksofgrassandfloweringplantsareseenprotrudingfromtheneces-
sarypieceofequipmentforanyplantcollector,atincollectingbox,calleda
vasculum.

Thedryingprocess,aswellasthedrawingandsketching,requiredaconsid-
erableamountofpaper,makingitaverypreciousarticle.Burchellnotesthat
by the time he had collected and dried over 1,000 plants, he had also made
about110drawings(vol.i:354)(Fig.17.4).In1813hehadtoasktheRevdHesse
foraconsignmentofpapertobeforwardedtoAlgoaBaytoawaithisarrival
there.
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When unable to use the traditional method of preservation, Burchell in-
ventedanewmethodofkeepingthespecimens.WhiletravellingintheCape,
hecollectedalargenumberofflowersandshrubbranches.Notbeingableto
drythesebytheusualmethod,hegatheredthematerialintobundleseach3
feet longanda 1 foot indiameter, tying themtightlyandwrappingthemin
strong paper.This material remained undisturbed for eight years and when
backinEnglandBurchellreportedthat“everyspecimenwasfoundtobeinas
goodconditionasifithadbeendriedintheregularmanner,andtobefitfor
everypurposeofscientificinvestigation.”Manyplants–especiallythosewith
hard leaves –were preservedbetter,or retainedmoreof their natural form,
thanthosepreservedaccordingtothetraditionalmethod.Toaddtheseplants
tohisherbariumatFulham,Burchellsimplyrelaxedtheminadampclothso

Figure17.4 Drawing of VangueriainfaustaBurchell, African medlar. “AtSensavanIfirstmet
withashrubremarkableforbeingregardedbytheBachapinsasbewitchedor
unlucky,andthereforeunfittobeusedasfirewood…Thisshrubisotherwise
remarkable,aspossessingbotanicalcharacterorcomplexion,differentfrom
thatofthegeneralbotanyoftheseregions,andindicatingcertainaffinitywith
thatoftheislandofMadagascar.”Travels,vol.ii:184.Thename“Vangueria”has
Malagasyorigins,andreferstothebeliefthatusingitforfirewasunlucky
–hencethespeciesname“infausta”.Cat.Geogr.2629. Courtesyofthe
OxfordUniversityMuseumofNaturalHistory.
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theslowactionofincreasinghumiditymadethemsuppleenoughforarrang-
ingandpressing.Heexpressedregretthatduringtheexpeditionhehadbeen
uncertainhowsuccessfulthismethodwasgoingtobe:hadheknownhowwell
itwouldwork,hewouldhavepreservedmanymorespecimensinthisway.His
advicetoanytravellerfacedwithasimilarsituationwastouseapasteboard
boxwithmanyholespiercedinitssidesforgoodventilation:thebox,whenfull
ofplants,wastobeenclosedinanother,rigidwoodencontainer,inorderto
protectthecontentsduringtransport.Hecautioned,however,that“itshould
neverberesortedtowhentheregularmodeispracticable”(vol.i:97).

Healsoexpressedregretthathehadbeenunabletopreserveanyofthesuc-
culentshefoundintheKaroo,andthatlackoftimepreventedhimfrommak-
ing drawings of “all those plants which, from their fleshy nature or delicate
substance,cannotwellbepreservedinaherbarium”(vol.i:152).Onanother
occasion, inJanuary1812,hebemoanedhisinabilitytoaddtothecollection
since it was so dry that everything was completely parched, excepting the
shrubsandtrees(vol.i:354).

Burchell’sworkonhisplants,apartfromcollecting,dryingandpressingthe
specimens,includedthecompilationofverycomprehensivedocumentation.
Heshowedagreatpropensityformakingdetailedlistsofhiswork,materials
purchased,letterssent,expenses,etc.,andhewasevenmoreparticularabout
thedetailsofhisplantsandotherspecimens.Eachitemwasgivenanindivid-
ual label, stating its number, locality and date of collection. Although some
localitiesor“stations”appearedmorethanonce(asvisitedondifferentdates),
theirtotalnumberwas488(McKay1941:68).Thankstothiscarefullistingof
placesanddates,itispossibletotraceBurchell’sitinerarybeyondthedateof
theendofhisTravels andthedateofhissurvivingjournal(McKay1941:62).It
wasnotunusualforBurchelltonotealsotheprecisetimeofcollectingaspeci-
men.Thenumbersrunfromno.1–gatheredonthe5December1810,sohis
first day of collecting when he arrived in CapeTown – to no. 8,729, dated 1
August 1815(McKay1941:68).Healso listedtheplants inaseparatevolume
titled Catalogus geographicus plantarum Africae australis extratropicae,
arrangedaccordingtodatesandplacesofcollection. Noteverylabelhadthe
genusandspeciesnameofthespecimen,assometimesBurchellcouldonly
giveitagenericname,butheincludedanyotherinformationthathethought
mightbeofinteresttoothertravellers.AfterhisreturntoEnglandhesought
theadviceofSirJamesEdwardSmith,purchaserofLinnaeus’sherbariumand
laterfounderoftheLinneanSocietyofLondon,whoprovedhelpfulwithsome
uncertainidentifications(vol.ii:188).

Burchell,likeLeVaillantbeforehim(LeVaillant1790:i,156),availedhimself
ofeveryopportunityofsendingspecimensanddrawingstoCapeTowntohis



519WilliamBurchellinSouthernAfrica,1811-1815

agentsMessrsRankin&Scott,aneminentlysensiblepracticethatsavedspace
inthewagonfornewspecimensandreducedtheriskoftheirwholesalelossor
damage (vol. i: 120). Whenever he came across a Boer or a missionary who
plannedavisittoCapeTown,Burchellwouldpassonapackageandlettersto
bedeliveredtotheagents.Onlyonceinhisfouryearsoftravellingwasacon-
signmentofplantslostandneverrecovered.Thespecimens–collectedinthe
summerof1811betweenTulbaghandKarooPass–weresupposedtobe“for-
wardedfromonefield-cornettoanother,tilltheyreachedCapeTown”;Burchell
deliveredthemtoaBoercalledPietMuldertogetherwithalettertotheagents,
but neither the letter nor the package (containing 585 specimens) was ever
seenagain(vol.i:178).Atanothertime,June1812,heleftinKlaarwaterachest
withspecimensofbirds,insects,plantsanddrawingswithaMrKramertobe
takentoCapeTown,aserviceforwhichhepaid36rixdollars,onlytodiscover
laterthatthechestwasnevertransferredduetothelackofspace(vol.II:161).

Burchell’s interest inandhiswideknowledgeofplantswereemployedin
manywaysduringhisfouryearsoftravels.Hefrequentlycommentedonvari-
ous aspects of plant anatomy, physiology, habitat, and both traditional and
possiblenewusage.Henotedtheadaptationsmadebyplantstodryclimate,
andhealsowasaneagerstudentofindigenouspeoples’knowledgeofplants.

Henotedononeoccasionthat“acuriouslyshapedpebble…provedtobea
plant,andanadditionalnewspeciestothenumeroustribeofMesembryan-
themum; but in colour and appearance bore the closest resemblance to the
stones,betweenwhichitwasgrowing.”Heventured:“theintentionofnature,
in these instances, seems to have been the same as when she gave to the
Chameleonthepowerofaccommodatingitscolour,inacertaindegree,tothat
oftheobjectnearesttoit,inordertocompensateforthedeficiencyofitsloco-
motivepowers…andthisjuicyMesembryanthemummaygenerallyescapethe
noticeofcattleandwildanimals”(vol.i:217).Heobserved:“manycuriousand
minute plants will escape detection unless sought with more than ordinary
attention: and that by sitting or standing still and carefully looking around,
manymaybediscovered,whichotherwisewouldhavebeenpassedunheeded
andunknown”(vol.ii:238).

HewasthefirstEuropeantousealocalplanttocombinewithconventional
Europeanmedicineinsuccessfullytreatingaseverewound:theleavesofDios-
ma serralifolia,steepedinvinegar,wereusedtoclean,disinfectandhealthe
handofoneofhisHottentots,extensivelyinjuredinagunaccident(vol.i:331).

HewasintriguedandimpressedbytheBushmen’sabilitytofindplantswith
tubersorrootsthatprovidedasourceofdrinkingwater(vol.i:173).Helearned
fromhisHottentotcompanionsabouttheflowersofonesmallshrub,Poa spin-
osa,whichtheyusedasayellowdye.Burchellexperimentedanddiscovered
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thatthecorollaofthedriedflowers“beinginfusedinasmallquantityofwarm
water,gaveoutveryreadilyastrongcolor,approachingtowhatiscalledRaw
TerradiSienna,butbrighter.”Healsodiscoveredthat:

…being avegetablecolor, itpossessed the advantageof flowing freely
fromthepencilorpen,andmightbeusedasaverypleasingyellowink.
SometrialswhichIthenmade,haveremainedtwoyears,withoutfading
orlosinganyoftheiroriginalbrightness.Apermanentvegetablecolorof
thisqualitywould,perhaps,beusefulinthearts;andthecollectionofit
mightbeasourceofadvantage,themoreprofitable,asbeingfromland
atpresentuselesstoman.Someotherplantsofthesamenaturalorder,
whichIafterwardsmetwith,affordadyeequallygood(vol.i:152).

Pursuinghisinvestigationsintotheeconomicvalueofotherplants,henoted
theedibilityofgladiolibulbs(vol.ii:415),thecultivationof“Caffrecorn”,and
anunusual-lookingkidney-beanthatcouldonlybeeatenwhenperfectlyripe,
and various species of water melons (vol. ii: 413). He reported that ashes of
Salsola aphylla, L. or Caroxylon Salsola, Th. were being used as an alkali in
making soap (vol. i: 291) and that one of the species of acacia exudes large
amounts of very good and clear gum just like gum arabic. Knowing that
England imported annually about 500 tons of gum arabic from Senegal, he
concluded that the material could provide a valuable income to the Cape
Colony(vol.i:298).Hewasalsointerestedinobtainingalicencetoharvestand
exportaCapeTownlichen,orchilla,asasourceofviolet,mauveandpurple
dye(McKay1941:72).

Burchellwasfascinatedbythepoisonsemployedbythe Bushmenandthe
proceduretheyusedinobtainingthem–especiallyfromthebulbofAmaryllis 
toxicaria. Although he discovered that “the Bushmen endeavour to conceal
fromstrangersaknowledgeofthedifferentsubstanceswhichtheyuse,[and]
it is noteasy to findoutexactlywhat theyare”,he managed to learn which
plantswereinvolvedandhowthesubstanceswereobtained(vol.i:372).He
notedthattheythickenedthebulb’sjuicebyboilingorexposingittotheheat
ofthesun,theresultingthickliquidbeingmixedwithsnakevenomorthatof
“alargeblackspeciesofspiderofthegenusMygale” untilahalf-viscous,gummy
compoundwasobtained(vol.i:372).Hesuggeststhatplantsthatpossessan
acridthickjuicecapableofbeingthickened,suchasEuphorbias (E. mauritan-
ica),severalspeciesofdifferentgeneraofAmaryllidae, andApocyneae, could
have similar properties. He noted the Bushmen’s beliefs about the different
waysthetwopoisonsact:thepoisonofserpentsattackstheblood,whilethe
poison of plants “corrupts the flesh” and causes “great pain and heat of the
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wound;andall theinflammatorysymptoms”.Heeventastedthemixtureby
touchinga tipofapoisonedarrowwithhis tongue;he found itofa “highly
acrimonious” taste. He ventured on the two-fold nature of the possible
antidote:

…onetocounteract theserpentvenom,suchas theLiquor Ammoniae
(tendropsintwoouncesofwater);theothertoresistthepowerofthe
vegetablepoison,yetatthesametimenotofsuchpropertiesastoimpede
the action of the former. It would be perhaps advisable to administer
theseremediesbothinternallyandexternallyasatopicalapplication;for
whichlatterpurposetheymightbepreparedofgreaterstrength(vol.i:
373).

Aswellasbeinginterestedintheindigenousplants,Burchellwantedtoknow
ifanyforeignspecieswouldthriveinAfrica.Hesowedseedsofcottoninthe
missionaries’gardeninKlaarwaterin1811,andwaspleasedtoseethemflower
whenhecamebackinJanuary1813.Heofferedsomevegetableseeds,quince,
almondsandpeachstonestoHottentotsforcultivation(vol.i:255)andhimself
planted onions and potatoes and sowed seeds of cabbage, lettuce, radish,
endive,scorzonera,basil,tamarind,melons,andNankincottonin“thevalley,
closebythewater,infinemould”at“TheGarden”inAugust1812(Poulton1907:
34)(Fig.19.4).

Attheendofthefour-yearjourneyhismanuscriptClavis Geographicus ad 
Herbarium Africanumgivesthefinalnumberofplantspecimenshecollected
inAfrica:

SpecimensdriedatCapeTown  4,000
CapeTowntoLitakun  5,024
LitakuntoAlgoaBay 10,507
AlgoatoCapeTown 20,840
  40,371plusadditionalcirca10,000

Apartfromtheplantsforthehortus siccus,healsocollectedseedsofover2,000
plantsand276bulbs(McKay1941).Oneplant,aSouthAfricanwildpomegran-
ate,Burchellia bubalina,hasbeennamedafterhim.

 Reptile Collection
Burchell’s interest in reptiles was stimulated by observing the Hottentots’
dreadofsnakes,seeingthedevastatingresultsofsnakepoisonsandthedesir-
abilityofantidotes.Heobserved:
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NopartofNaturalHistoryislessstudied,ormoreinwantofregulation,
thantheOrderofSerpents,andifTravellerscouldbepersuadedtotry
[his] method … the combined results of their collections would, most
probably,verysoondispelthisconfusion,andraisethestudyofOphiology 
toalevelwiththatofQuadrupeds,orBirds(vol.i:326).

Most of the eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century guides to preserving
smallquadrupedsandsnakesinthefield,includingthosebyPetiver,Lettsom
and Donovan, recommended pickling as the best method (Lettsom 1774: 18,
Donovan1794:4,Stearns1952).Thelackofspace,thedangerofspiritevapora-
tionandtheriskofbreakagetoglasscontainersmadethistotallyimpractica-
ble forBurchell’sAfricantravels,andhewasdeterminedto findsomeother
waysofpreservingthem,since“naturalistscannotfailtohaveremarkedthat
thedifferentbranchesofthesciencearemorestudiedandbetterunderstood
in proportion to the facility with which the objects of each branch are col-
lectedandpreserved”(vol.i:326).

InNovember1811hispartyofHottentotskilledalargepuffaddermeasuring
7 inches incircumferenceand3 feet7 inches in length.Burchellprovideda
morphological description of this “Vipera inflate”, now Bitis arietans (vol. i:
324),describingitasswarthy,withwhiteandblacklinesthatcurvealloverthe
body.Becauseofitssubstantialgirthitwaseasilyrecognizedandidentifiedby
bothBushmenandHottentots.“Itsvenomissaidtobemostfatal,takingeffect
sorapidlyastoleavethepersonwhohasthemisfortunetobebittennochance
ofsavinghislife,butbyinstantlycuttingoutthefleshsurroundingthewound”
(vol.i:324).On22Augusthewroteinhisdiarythathehadheardof“alargesort
ofserpentwithtwotails.Itdoesnotkillbybiteorpoisonbutwithitstails.Itis
solargeastotwineroundahut&whichitcrushestogetherwiththepeoplein
itinthemanneroftheBoaconstrictor”.Burchellwasdeterminedtopreserve
thepuffadder’sskin–andnodoubtwouldhavebeenpleasedtohavethatof
the two-tailed snake, had he managed to catch one – and he experimented
withanumberofnewmethods.

Afterseveraltrialsheadoptedamethodthateveryplantcollectorknewwell
–totreatthesnakeskinasonewouldtreatalargeleaforaplantitself.Hewas
notthefirstonetouseitfornon-plantmaterial:ithadalreadybeensuggested
asawayofpreservingskinsoffish(Gronovius1742:57,Lettsom1774:18)and,
moresurprisingly,LeVaillantuseditforhisbirdspecimens(LeVaillant1790:i,
9).Burchellemployedtwodifferentcutsforthede-fleshingprocess,bothrun-
ningfromthepointofthetailtothehead:oneinvolvedalongitudinalmedial
cutalongtheabdominalsurfaceinthemiddleoftheventralscales,andthe
other a lateral longitudinal cut at the side of the body, when the scales
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displayedaspecialpatternthatcouldbeusefulintheidentificationprocess.
Thesecondmethodwas,accordingtoBurchell,notasattractiveasthefirst,as
itlackedtheeye-pleasingsymmetry,butitcould,“forthepurposeofscience
andexamination,bepreferable”(vol.i:326).Allthefleshhadtobecarefully
removed,asclosetotheheadaspossible,butthewholeprocesswasunder-
takenwithoutmuchdifficulty.Theskinwasopenedflatand,withtheinner
sidedown,putonasheetoflargestrongpaper,thentreatedexactlyasaplant
specimen. Sheets of paper were used to absorb the skin’s moisture and the
specimenwasputintothepress,leavingtheheadoutsoasnottocrushthe
skull.Burchellappliedasimplemethodofattachingtheskins to thestrong
whitecartridge-paperpaper:

…bytheassistanceofashortroller,orcylinder,heldinthehand,andon
whichtheskinandpaperaregraduallyrolled.Bythesemeans,onlyone
partoftheskincomingonthepaperatonetime,theduestretchingand
placingofitismanagedwiththegreaterexactness:butitshouldnotbe
somuchstretchedastoleaveaspacebetweenthescales,asthiswould
verymuchderangethenaturalpatternofitscolouring(vol.i:326).

Although at first he worried that this treatment could cause the colour or
markingstofadeordisappear,hewaspleasedtofindthatskinswerepreserved
with“alltheclearnessandbeautyofthelivinganimal”.Furthermore,theskins
needednoantiseptictreatment,noranyvarnishforprotection;therewasalso
noneedforanypasteorglue,asthefreshlyremovedskinhadajelly-likesub-
stanceontheinnersurfacethatprovidedalltheadhesivenessneeded(vol.i:
325).Thesheetsofpaperwereannotatedwithalltheinformationavailableto
Burchellatthattime,justastheherbariumsheetswere.InhisnotesBurchell
usedtheletterSforSerpents,togetherwithanumber–S.1,S.2andsoon–to
helpgrouprelatedsnakestogether.Healsoaddeddatesofcollection,common
orCape-Dutchnames,andaLatin(orinsomecasesEnglish)descriptionofthe
specimen(Fig.17.5).Hewasclearlyratherproudofhismethod,stating:

Thepeculiaradvantagesofthismethodofpreservingserpentsare:that
theirnaturalcoloursareperfectlypreserved;bybeingquiteflat,alarge
collectionmaybeputinasmallcompass,ortheymaybekeptinportfolio
withalltheeaseofdrawings,whichtheyinsomerespectresemble;but
withaninfinitesuperiorityinexhibitingtheirmarkswithacorrectness
not to be imitated by the pencil; of whatever length, they may be all
foldedlikeamaptoonesize;theirlightnessrendersthemsoportableas
entirely todoawaythegreatobjectiontowhichbottlesofspiritshave
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alwaysbeenliablewithtravellers;theonlyprovisionrequiredtobemade
forsuchacollectionbemerelythatofpaper;thefacilitywithwhichthey
maybeexaminedandcompared;bylyingflatuponwhitepaper,theyno
longerhavethatalarmingandforbiddingappearancewhichaserpentin
itsnaturalformpresentstomostpeople,butare,onthecontrary,pleas-
ingobjects.Ifthatrevoltingsensation,whichseemsacommonfeeling,
canbeonceovercome,everypersonwill readilyacknowledge that the
handofNaturehasnotpaintedtheskinsofsnakeswithlessbeautythan
theplumageofbirds(vol.i:326).

Notsurprisingly,BurchellincludedtwosnakeskinsinhisInside of my African 
Waggonpainting(seeFig.17.3).One,preservedaccordingtohismethod,can
beseen in themiddleof thepainting,next to theBritish flag;another–no
doubtawaitingtreatment–hangsonthewallofthetiltontheleftofthepic-
ture.Thereisanotherreptileinthepicture–atortoiseChersina angulata,col-
lectedon14October1814,shownperchedonahippopotamustusk,nexttoan
elephantmolar.

Therearefifty-sixindividualskinsofabouttwentyspeciesofBurchell’srep-
tiles,mostlysnakeswithjusttwoskinsofalimblesslizardAcontias,surviving
intheOxfordUniversityMuseumofNaturalHistory(oumnh)today.Someof
theskinswerewrappedinheavy,coarsebrownpaper,presumablytohelpwith
furtherdryingandtoprotectandcushionthespecimensduringtravelthrough
roughAfricanterrain.Anumberofthemaremountedonthin,weaksheetsof
paper–someevenonnewspaperpages(Davies1980:464)–provingthathow-
evermuchpaperBurchellcarriedinhiswagon,itprovedinsufficientforallhis
needs.

Unfortunately, his method of ventro-median cuts destroyed some of the
diagnosticfeaturesinafewspecimenswhich,togetherwiththeskins’shrink-
age,causedsomedifficultiesinidentification(Davies1980:464).Withoutthis
innovativemethod,however,whatistodaytheoldestcollectionofSouthern
Africansnakeskinswouldprobablynotexist.

Burchell’ssandlizard,Pedioplanis burchelli, istheonlyreptilethatcurrently
carriesBurchell’sname.4

 Bird Collection
During four years of African travel, Burchell collected 540 specimens of
265 species of birds. Several African birds are named after him: Burchell’s

4 Chamaeleo burchelliandTropidosaura burchelliwerefurthernamedinhishonour,butsubse-
quentlyweresynonymized.
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glossy-starling (Lamprotornis australis), Burchell’s courser (Cursorius rufus),
Burchell’sgonolek(Laniarius atrococcineus),Burchell’ssandgrouse(Pterocles 
burchellii)andBurchell’scoucal(Centropus burchelli).

FromthebeginningofhisexpeditionBurchelldisplayedamarkedhesita-
tioninkillingbirdsmerelyforthepurposeofaddingthemtohiscollection(as
opposedtoobtainingthemforthepot).Hefrequentlywroteabouttheirplum-
age and as a musician he clearly appreciated their songs. On 18 July 1811 he
wrote:

Theireleganceandbeauty,addedtotheirsoft,delicate,warblingnotes,
engagedmyadmirationandattentionforalongtime;anditwasindeed
withreluctancethatIpermittedmydesireofhavingthisbirdinmycol-
lection,toovercomemynatural feelingsandinducemetokill it.With
muchlesshesitation,Ipluckedsomeoftheflowersfromwhichtheyhad
beensipping(vol.i:159).

andagain:

Itisnoteasytosupressthatnaturalreluctancewefeelattakingawaythe
lifeofanythingsoinnocentandpleasingasthebirdthatentertainsusby
itshappywarbling.Onthisaccount Inevershotbutone individualof
thatspecies(vol.i:346).

In this, his predecessor, LeVaillant, displayed a totally opposing attitude: “I
broughtdown,withoutmercy,everythingthatpresenteditselfbeforeme”(Le
Vaillant 1790: i, 182) and “my Hottentots begged me to spare it [the honey
guide].Anewspecies,however,wastobeaddedtomycollection,andIkilled
it”(LeVaillant1790:i,372).

ThroughouthisnarrativeBurchellcommentedrepeatedlyontheattractive-
nessofAfricanbirds–especiallysugar-birds,theDerrickcuckoo,hoopoes,and
falcons–andontheusefulnessofsomebirdsasafoodsourceor,asinthecase
of swallows, as indicators of the presence of water (vol. ii: 15). He keenly
observedthebirdsandwrotedownanythingunusualorinteresting:

August 1st 1811 Speelman, who always brought home anything which
appearedtohimcurious,onedaycamewithabird(Picus terrestrisB.–Le
PicLaboureur–LeVaill.,Ois.D’Afr.,pl.254)whichhehadtakenoutofits
holeinthesideofahighandabruptearthybank.Thenoiseitmadewas
somethinglikethatproducedbyfilingtheteethofasaw.Thehabitsof
thisbird,inhollowingoutforitself,aholeintheearth,insteadofonein
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thetrunkofatree,isasingularanomalyinthewoodpeckertribe(vol.i:
174).

Thisskinstillsurvivesintheoumnhandisthetypespecimenofthespecies.It
carriesBurchell’sno.11withoumno.2072,andistheonlyspecimenofPicus 
terrestriscollectedbyBurchellduringhistravels(Fig.17.6).

On25October1811hecameacrossonebirdheparticularlyadmired–the
crimson-breastedshrike.Hedescribeditthus:“Lanius (Lanius atro-coccineus) 
verymuchresembles L. barbatus ofGmel.Sys.Nat.(theGonolekofBuffon,and
ofleVaillant)anexceedinglyhandsomebirdhavingtheunderpartofthebody
ofthebrightestscarlet,andalltherestofthefinestblack,exceptingawhite
stripedowneachwing,andafewfaintwhitemarksontheback”(vol.i:269).
Soonafterwards,on9November,heonceagaindescribesitas“thatbeautiful
bird, theLanius atro-coccineus”(vol. i:305).Hisonlyornithologicalscientific
paper,publishedbytheZoological Journalin1824(Burchell1824-1825),hadthis
bird as its subject. There are four extant specimens of this species in the
oumnh:Burchell’sno.83/oumB/2142;Burchellno.100/oumB/2144;Burchell
no.137/oumB/2141(Fig.17.7)andBurchellno.276m/oumB/2143.Allofthem
are considered syntypes (Davies and Hull 1983: 330). The crimson-breasted
shrikeisalsofeaturedinBurchell’spaintingInside of my African Waggon(see
Fig.17.3where,obviouslyfreshlyshot,oneisseenlyingonacaseinthemiddle
ofthewagon).

Hewasclearlydelightedwhen,on28October1811atKlaarwater,“amongthe
numberofinterestingbirdshereprocuredwasthatsingularonetheSpoonbill”
andadaylater“avarietyofbirdsnotseenbeforeandsomewhichprovedper-
fectlynewtothescience”(vol.i:346).Onthesamedayheobtained“kite,kes-
trel, butcher-bird, hoopoe, bee-eater, goat-sucker first shot at this place, the
green and gold cuckoo, two kinds of crows, Cape pigeon (Namaqua dove),
Guineadove,turtledove,Capelark,sacredvulture,and“besidestheseweshot
specimens of new species of Snipe, Rail, Orioles, Shrikes, Swallow, Thrush,
Barbets, Plovers, Flycatchers, Sparrow, Grosbeak, &c. To which list may be
addedaconsiderablenumberofthebirdsalreadymentionedinthepreceding
partofthisjournal”(vol.i:347).

Hewasakeenobserverofthebirdsheencountered,andwhilenearLitakun
hecameacrossvulturesfeedingononeofhisdogs,killedinawagonaccident.
Hewrote:

Vultures have been ordained evidently to perform very necessary and
usefuldutiesontheglobe…howeverpurblindwemaybeinourviewsof
theirutility.Tothosewhohavehadanopportunityofexaminingthese
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Figure17.6 Geocolaptesolivaceus, oum b/2072, type of Picusterrestris (Burchell, 1822), 
ground woodpecker. TheonlyspecimenofthisspeciescollectedbyBurchell,and
althoughthehisoriginalnumberismissingitispresumedtobespecimenno.11,
collectedon1August1811at32o46’45’’,Karroo.Travels,vol.i:245. Courtesyof
theOxfordUniversityMuseumofNaturalHistory.

Figure17.7 Laniarius(Lanius)atrococcineus (Burchell, 1822), oum b/2142 (83); b/2143 (276m); 
b/2141 (Burchell’s no. 137), crimson-breasted shrike or the crimson-breasted gonolek. 
Syntypes. Burchellfirstcollecteditin1811,neartheconfluenceoftheValland
OrangeRivers.Asitwascolouredredandblackhenameditatrococcineusand
considereditasoneofthemoststrikingbirdshehadencounteredinAfrica.The
oneontheright,oumb/2141,wasmostprobablymounted,sincelegwiresare
stillpresent. CourtesyoftheOxfordUniversityMuseumofNatural
History.



529WilliamBurchellinSouthernAfrica,1811-1815

birds,itneednotberemarkedhowperfectlytheformationofavultureis
adaptedto…thatofclearingawayputridorputrescentanimalmatter,
whichmightotherwisetainttheairandproduceinfectiousdiseases(vol.
ii:233).

Healsocommentedonthevulture’splaceandroleinnature:

Butsonicelyisthemutualrelationofallthingsbalanced,thatnoneof
theseanimals,notthedomesticdog,showtheleastinclinationtotake
awaythelifeofthesebirds.Forthisreason,theyare,ineverycountryit
wouldseem,toleratedbyman,andsometimestreatedevenwithrespect.
Theyhaveanextentofprivilege,whichtheirassociates,thehyenashave
not;becausetheyneverharmtheliving(vol.ii:233).

Henotedthattheirfleshsmelled“stronglylikeacarrion,andnootheranimal,
howeverpressedbyhunger,willeatit;aqualityofimportancetotheirpreser-
vation:for,wereiteatable,theywouldbeexposedtodestructionwhileinthe
exerciseoftheirduty,which,oftenobligesthemtofeedincompanyofhyenas,
andotherbeastsofpreywhichoccasionallysatisfytheirhungerbyadeadcar-
cass”(vol.ii:233).

After killing one female vulture, Burchell carefully measured the carcass,
notedthe7-footwing-span,thecolouroftheskinofthetrunk,neckandfeet,
andthecolourof feathersof thedifferentpartsof itsbody(vol. ii:235).He
madeadrawingoftheheadtoaddtohiswrittendescriptionofthespecies
(Fig.17.8).Healsodecidedtoaddtheskintohisornithologicalcollectionbut
thewholeskinningoperationwasinhisownwords“disgusting”.Althoughhe
employedanassistanttohelpoutwiththisprocess,thesmellwassoappalling
thattheycouldnotfinishthejobinasingleday;bothfeltsonauseousthatthey
hadtopostponetheprocesstobecompletedthefollowingday(vol.ii:235).

Tomakesure thatheobtainedasufficientnumberof species fromevery
locality, Burchell did not procure all of the birds on his own, but asked the
othermembersofhisgrouptocontribute:

SpeelmanandPhillipwereemployedinexploringthebanksoftheriver,
for birds. The former was the keener sportsman in this department,
added to my ornithological collection more than any other of my
Hottentots. Juli,however inthisrespect,wasvery little inferiortohim,
eitherinthenumber,orinthevalueandrarity,oftheobjectswhichhis
zealandindustryprocuredforme.Irankedmyselfonlythird,andPhillip
asthefourth;buttherestofthepeoplewereatagreatdistancebehind,
andmostofthemwereunabletoboastthattheycontributedevenasin-
glebird(vol.ii:346).
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LateroninthejourneyBurchellbecamedissatisfiedwiththeslowgrowthof
hiscollectionsandnotedinhis journal:“InordertoencourageSpeelmanin
beingdiligenttoshootbirdsformycollectionIhavepromisedhimaRixdollar
foreverydozentheskinsofwhichIshallpreserve.”InAugust1812hewenteven
furtherwithapromiseoftobaccoandsoonnotedthatKeeskilledaspecimen
of“Mutacilla205”.

It seems that Burchell employed only one method of acquiring the bird
specimens–shooting–butinoneinstancehereportedaHottentotkillinga
birdwithastone.Incontrast,someyearsearlier,LeVaillant,apartfromusing
snares,succeededindevelopingatotallynovelwayofobtainingbirdskins.He
put a small amount of gunpowder into the barrel of his gun, followed by a
pieceofcandlerammeddowntosealthegunpowder,thentoppeditup,tothe
muzzle,withwater.Whenfired,thewaterjetstunnedthebirdandLeVaillant

Figure17.8 Drawing of Trigonocepsoccipitalis(Burchell, 1824), white-headed 
vulture; Vulturoccipitalis,now Trigonocepsoccipitalis(Burchell, 
1824). “Weshotoneofthevultures:itwasafemale,andmeasured
sevenfeetfromthepointofonewingtothatoftheother,when
extended…Beforetheskinwastakenoff,Imadeadrawingofthe
head”Travels:ii:235. CourtesyoftheOxfordUniversity
MuseumofNaturalHistory.
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gotskinsunblemishedbyblood,orholesortearscausedbyabulletorshot(Le
Vaillant1790:i,176).

BurchellwroteinhisTravels thatheusuallyskinnedthebirdshimself,not-
ingthepreparationofalargebluecraneinJanuary1812andofaheroninJuly
1812.Hewasupsetwhenhelostasmallpocket-knifethat“wascomposedof
various articles of convenience, some of which were of great service in the
operationsofpreparing thebirds formycollection”.He followed theadvice
commonlygiveninfieldmanualsandkeenlyinspectedthecarcassesofshot
birds.IntheintestinesofHimantopus melanopterus “aTaenia,ortape-worm
was found, nearly a foot in length, three-tenths of an inch broad, and one-
twentieththick;eachjointbeingnomorethanone-twentiethofaninchlong”
(vol.i:199).

Afterremovalofalltheorgans,muscles,brains,eyesandtongue,theskin
wascleanedandsun-dried. It seemsthatBurchellmadenouseofarsenical
soapinhistravels,asheaskedSwainsonfortherecipein1824,someyearsafter
hisreturnfromAfrica(DaviesandHull1983:321).Ashewasdeprivedofthe
chemicals normally recommended for the conservation of natural history
specimens, he experimented, and using his extensive knowledge of plants,
triedtofindnewsubstancesforthepreservationofskins.

Inhisjournalentryfor11August1812henotesusingtheseedsofTarcho n-
anthusforthestuffingofbirds’skins.Tarchonanthus, ashrubhefoundgrowing
abundantlyneartheGariep[Orange]River,hasseedsthatresembletheseeds
ofthecottonplant.Burchellobservedthatmanyspeciesofthisgenusgaveoff
a strongly resinous smell, especially Tarchonanthus camphoratus, and many
animalsavoidedeatingit.Heconcludedthattheleavesandstemsmustcon-
taintoxicorunpleasantsubstanceswithall-importantanti-insectproperties.
Indeedthereisonesurvivingbirdskinspecimenintheoumnh,Saxicola tor-
quatab/2110,whosebodycavityisfilledwiththeseedsofthisshrub(Fig.17.9)
andaquantityoftheseseedswerefoundamongstotherSouthAfricanspeci-
mens(DaviesandHull1983:318).Burchellusedtheseedsforseveralpurposes:
togiveinsect-repellentprotection,toactas“agoodabsorbent”andtoprovide
thepaddingorfilling-outoftheskins(DaviesandHull1983:319).Thiswasan
importantfunction,forBurchellnoticedthatskinscouldsoonbecomedam-
agedbylyinglooseinthewagonandhementionsbeingemployedhimselfin
“packingupmybirds”.

Althoughhewasconvincedthathisbirdskinswerewellenoughpreserved
towithstandthepassageoftime,itlatertranspired,thatthiswasnotso.On
returninghome,Burchellarrangedforsomeofthespecimenstobestuffedand
mounted;thewholecollectionwasthenputintoboxes,securelyenclosed,and
“paperedup”.JohnEdwardGray(1800-1875),assistantkeeperofzoologyatthe
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Figure17.9 Saxicolatorquata (Linnaeus, 1766), African stonechat. Thespecimen
(oumb/2110)haslostitsBurchellnumbersothatwhenandwhereit
wascollectedisunknown.Clearlyvisiblearethecotton-likeseedsof
Tarchonanthus camphoratus,theirroundedyellowishshapeshowing
insidethebird’sskin. CourtesyoftheOxfordUniversityMuseum
ofNaturalHistory. 

a

b
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BritishMuseum,reportedhowheandDrRüppelvisitedFulhamontwoocca-
sionsin1834toseeBurchell’sAfricanbirds:onthefirstoccasiontheycouldnot
opentheboxes,whichhadbeensosecurelynaileddownthatwithoutappro-
priatetoolsitprovedimpossible;ontheirsecondvisit,thistimearmedwitha
hammerandchisel,theymanagedtogainaccesstothecontainers,butwere
dismayedbywhattheyfound:

…theboxcontainingtheVultures…wasmostcarefullypacked,butwhen
openeditcontainednothingbutthenakedskull,armandlegbones,all
theresthadbeeneatenup,andthiswasunfortunatelythestateofallthe
boxesofAfricanbirdswhichweexaminedmuchtoourgriefanddisgust:
fortheremainsshowedthatBurchellhadcollectedintheearlypartof
thecenturymanyspecieswhichweredescribedforthefirsttimebyDr
Ruppelhalfacenturylater(Gunther1980:fol.29).

ThroughouthistravelsBurchellnotedthegrowthofhiscollection.Hewrote:
“sinceIleftCapeTown…mycollectionsinNaturalHistoryhavebeenmade,
andaredailyincreasing.Theyatthistimeamountto163birdsof29different
genera”(vol.i:354).Soonafterheincreaseditto169specimensof81speciesof
birds,“allshotsinceleavingtheGroote-DoornriverintheBokkeveldKarro”.

BurchellusedLinnaeus’sSystema Naturae,editedbyGmelin,LeVaillant’s
Oiseaux d’Afrique and sometimes Temminck’s Manuel d’Ornithologie as his
mainornithologicaltexts,butthedescriptionsinhisTravelswerenot“intended
asspecificcharacters,butaregivenmerelyasthemostobviousofstrikingfea-
tures, inorder toconveyto thezoologistorbotanistsome ideaof themore
remarkable objects. Neither was it thought requisite, in the present work at
least,toadopteveryinnovationinnomenclature”(vol.i:504).Atanearlystage
heplannedtopublishanumberofscientificpaperswiththedescriptionof
newspeciesofbirds:“IformerlythoughtIshouldbeabletomanagetheorni-
thologyofmyAfricantravelsmyself”,heconfessed,butsoonherealizedthat
thetaskwouldbeimpossibletodischargeonhisown.Intheendhepublished
onlyonepaperandmostofthenewspeciesweredescribedbyhisgoodfriend
Swainson(DaviesandHull1983:321).

As with his botanical specimens, Burchell identified the bird specimens
withnumbers,localitiesanddates.Henotedthefirstspecimenofeveryspe-
cieshecollected,andanyconsequentacquisitionswerereferredtothenum-
berofthefirstone,meaning‘asfor’(DaviesandHull1983:322).Hegavethe
Dutchnamesand–wheneverhecouldidentifythem–theLinnaeusSystema 
Naturaename,andanygivenbyLeVaillanttoo:hence“Suiker-vogel(Suger-
bird), (Nectarinia chalybea; Certhia chalybea,Linn.Syst.Ed.Gmel.Vol. i:475
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–Le Sucrier à double, Le Vaill., Ois. D’Afr., tomevi:pl.178)”.Insomecaseshealso
addedanamegivenbyBuffon(vol.i:269).

AfterBurchell’sdeathhissisterpresentedthecollectionofbirdskinstothe
UniversityofOxford:432survive,andDaviesandHullwithBensonaccorded
typeorpossibletypespecimenstotwenty-oneofthem(DaviesandHull1983:
323).

 Mammal Collection
ThecollectingofquadrupedswasnevereasyandDonovaninhisInstructions 
for Collecting and Preserving various Subjects of Natural Historywarned:

Althoughquadrupedsconstituteoneofthemostimportantdivisionsof
Natural History, we have scarcely any collection in this country that
includesmorethanaverypartialselectionofthesmallestkinds;indeed
themanyinsurmountabledifficultieswhichwouldoffertoacollectorin
this department, independent of an immense expence [sic], will even
deterthemostaffluent,fromanattemptthatmustbeultimatelyunsuc-
cessful(Donovan1794:1).

It is scarcely surprising, therefore, that Burchell,primarily ahorticulturalist,
consideredtheacquisitionofmammalslessimportantthancollectingplants
and bird skins – perhaps with the sole exception of the giraffe. Ironically,
though, Burchell’s name will live forever in association with his discovery
andnamingofthewhiterhino(Ceratotherium simumBurchell,1817),sassaby
(Damaliscus lunatus Burchell, 1823), blue wildebeest (Connochaetes taurinus 
Burchell, 1824),black-footedcatotherwiseknownassmall-spottedcat (Felis 
nigripesBurchell,1824)andhisreportingthatthereweremorethanonespe-
ciesofzebra:themountainzebra,theplainszebraandthenowextinctquagga.

Atthebeginningofhistravels,Burchelldecidedthathewouldcollectlarge
mammalsonlytowardstheendofhisjourney,soasnottoburdenhimselfwith
specimensthattookuptoomuchofthepreciousspaceinhiswagonandtoo
muchtimeinpreparation.

On14November1811Burchell’spartykilledamaleandfemalequagga.He
wroteinhisTravelsthatthiswastheveryfirstskinofaquadrupedhehadcol-
lected–thatofafemale.HehadtoshowhisHottentotshowitoughttobecut,
“sothat,ifitshouldhereafterbestuffed,itmightappearaslittleinjuredaspos-
sible;otherwisetheirmodeofgoingtoworkwouldsoonhavemadeituseless
forthispurpose”(vol.i:313).

ItwasBurchellwhorecognizedthattherearetwospeciesofrhinocerosand
noted that local people, well aware of the differences between these two,
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accordedthemdifferentnames.BurchelllearnedfromhisHottentotcompan-
ion,Speelman,abouttheacutenessoftherhino’ssenseofsmellandhearing,
andalsooftheirshort-sightednesswhichmadeitpossibleforhunterstosur-
vive an attack. The first species he encountered was the black rhino, when
Speelmanshot two individualson6March1812(vol. ii:52).Asagoodpost-
Linneannaturalist,hewascarefultotakethemeasurementsofoneoftheani-
mals:“thelength,overtheforeheadandalongtheback,fromtheextremityof
thenosetotheinsertionofthetail,was11feetand2inchesofEnglishmeasure,
butinadirectline,notmorethanninefeetthreeinches.Thetail,whichatits
extremitywasflattenedvertically,measured20inches;andthecircumference
ofthelargestpartofthebody,8feet4inches.”Healsoexamineditsmouth:‘“I
found,agreeablytocommonopinion,noincisiveorforeteethineitherjaw;in
theupperjawoneachside,werefivelargegrindersandasmalleroneatthe
back;butinthelower,thereweresixgrindersbesidesthesmallbackteeth.”
Incredibly,asheranoutof ink,hewrotethedetails “withtheanimal’sown
blood” (vol. ii: 54). He noted that during the four-year period, his party of
Hottentotskilledtenblackrhinosandoneofasmallersizewaspresentedto
theBritishMuseumin 1817.Theotherspecies, thewhiterhino,wasseenby
Burchellon16October1812atChueSprings,Bechuanaland.Hewrote inhis
Travels:“Thenewspecies…IhavenamedRhinoceros simusfromtheflattened
formofitsnoseandmouth,bywhich,andbyitsgreatersize,andthepropor-
tionsofitshead,itisremarkablydistinguishedfromtheotherAfricanspecies”
(vol.ii:54).Healsomadeanumberofsketchesoftheanimal(Fig.17.10).

Later,onhisreturntoFulham,BurchellsentalettertodeBlainvilleinParis,
withadescriptionoftheanimalandadrawing(Rookmaaker1998).Theletter
waspublishedintheBulletin des Sciences, par la Société Philomatique(Burchell
1817),with theanimal’smorphology,measurements,andacomparisonwith
hisearliermeasurementsoftheblackrhino.Thenewspecies,R. simus(now
Ceratotherium simum)wasamuchbiggeranimal,withalongertailandlarger
circumference.Burchellwrotethattheanimalinhabitedbigaridplains,and
visitedthespringsnotonlytodrinkthewaterbutalsotowallowinthemudto
coveritsskinasaprotectionagainstthesun.Itsmouthalsodifferedinshape
fromtheblackrhinoasitfedongrassandnotonshrubs.Innotincludingany
detailsoftherhino’sinternalorgans,Burchell’saccountdifferedfromthatof
RobertJacobGordonwho,in1779-1780,undertookadetailedanatomicalstudy
oftheblackrhino.Gordongavenotonlyadescriptionanddrawingoftheani-
mal,buthedissected,described,andsketchedthehead,eyes,tongue,gut,liver,
spleen and penis and wrote about heart, lungs and kidneys (Cave and
Rookmaaker 1977). Three years earlier, in 1775, another African traveller,
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Figure17.10 Drawings of the white rhinoCeratotheriumsimum(Burchell, 1817). The
whiterhino,Burchell’srhino,orthesquare-liprhino,Ceratotherium 
simum(Burchell,1817)wasBurchell’sgreatestdiscovery.Firstnoticed
duringhisjourneytowardsChueLake,itwasdescribed,measured,
drawnandpublishedbyBurchellin1817. CourtesyoftheOxford
UniversityMuseumofNaturalHistory.

a

b
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Sparrmanhaddissectedandrecordedtechnicallysuperioranatomicaldetails
of theblackrhino’sviscera.Hismethods,however,weresomehowunortho-
dox:

…wecutthroughtheribswithanaxe,andwhatwithhackingandtearing
together, we at last made shift to empty the cavity of the abdomen. I
madedrawingsanddescriptionsoftheseparts,andtookthedimensions
ofthemwithasmuchhasteaspossible;afterwhichwetookoutthedia-
phragm,andanakedHottentotcreptintothecarcass,inordertopluck
outthelungsandheart(Sparrman1786:ii,102).

Afterthisratherunusualdissection,Sparrmandescribedtherhino’sstomach,
kidneys,heart,liverandlungs.Healsomeasuredtherhino’sbraincavity:“six
incheslongandfourhigh,andofanovalshape”andbyusingdriedpeashe
obtained itscapacity: itwas foundtoholdbarelyonequart;ahumanskull,
measuredatthesametime,requirednotmuchlessthanthreepintstofillit
(Sparrman1786:ii,106).

Therhinocerosfascinatedmanytravellersonaccountofitsfabled“bullet-
impenetrable” skin. The notion of the rhino skin’s toughness was probably
started by Gervaise, continued by Buffon (Sparrman 1786: ii, 108), and was
commented on by many who encountered and shot the animal, including
Burchell.EvenfortyyearsafterBurchell,Anderssonfeltduty-boundtodispel
thesamemyth(Andersson1856:400).Others,likeThunberg,focusedonthe
usesofrhinohornsintheCape–tocureconvulsionsandspasmsinchildren
–andthehorn’sabilitytodetectpoisoninadrink,bymakingtheliquidfer-
mentandfoamovertherim(Thunberg1986:246).

His very first giraffe was spotted by Burchell on 3 October 1812, but four
monthsearlier,on16June,hewasexcitedtoseethetracksoftheanimal:“the
tallestofallthequadrupedsintheworld;ofonewhich,fromthetimeofthe
Romansuntilthemiddleofthelastcentury,wassolittleknowntothenations
ofEurope,astohavebeenatlengthconsideredbymostpeopleasafabulous
creature;onenotexistingontheglobe…Andthehopeofbeingthefirstofthe
partytoseeit,keptallmymenonthelook-outthewholeday”(vol.ii:176).His
longwishtoprocureagiraffe,madehimofferaspecialrewardtoanyonewho
wouldsecureoneforhim,ashewroteinhisjournalon7August1812:“Andto
whoevershallbringdownaCamelopardalis,anythingofmybarteringgoods
hemaychoose[itwillbegiventohim].”Intheendhewassuccessfulinobtain-
ingafemaleon13October1812andtwomonthslater,on26December,amale,
bothofwhichhedonatedtotheBritishMuseum.Themale,17feetand6inches
tall,wasoneofthelargesteverencountered–somuchsothattheMuseumdid
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notbelieveitssizeuntilitreceivedthespecimen.Bothskinswerestuffed,and
foralongtimestoodontheupperlandingofthegreatstaircaseofMontagu
House,asdepictedinadrawingbyGeorgeSharfof1845(Pickering1997:316).

Burchell also described a new species of antelope, Antilope taurina, the
brindledgnu,alsocalledthebluehartebeest.TheanimalwasshotbySpeel-
manon21June1812andBurchelllaterobtainedfourmoreskinsofthisspecies,
presentingonetotheBritishMuseum(vol.ii:198).Juli,oneofhisHottentots,
shotthesassabi,Antilope lunata,nowknownas Damaliscus lunatus, on9July
1812, itsskin beingtheonlyspecimenBurchellacquiredthroughouthis four
yearsoftravels(vol.ii:238).

ThelargestpredatorofSouthernAfrica,thelion,inevitablyattractedBur-
chell’sattention.Hefrequentlycommentedonthepresenceof lionsaround
hiscampsandinAugust1812wroteaboutanunusuallycolouredone,appar-
entlyencounteredbyKees:“headandshouldersarecoalblack,throatwhite,&
hinderpartofbodygrey&endoftailblack.Itisararersortthantheother.”He
alsostated:“itiswellknownthatifmanyfireatalion,hewillpassbythose
whostandnearhim&springonlyonhimwhowoundedhim.”Burchellwas
not alone in offering this “information” on the lion, as Sparrman, too, had
recordedexactlythesamebelief(Sparrman1786:ii,41).ThunbergandSparr-
manassertedthatthelion“preferstoeataHottentottoChristian,asHottentot
isalwayssmearedwithfatsohestinks,buthisfleshisnotsorichashedoesnot
eat salt and spices” (Thunberg 1986: ii, 69; Sparrman 1786: ii, 41);Thunberg
evenadvisedthatoneshouldnotrunfroma lionbut “look itstern intothe
eyes”(Thunberg1986:ii,70).

Anumberofmanualsadvisingtravellersoncollectinginthefieldlaidout
thestepstobefollowedforthepreservationoftheanimal’sskin.Itshouldbe
skinnedbycuttingalinefromtheventtothethroatandtheflesh,eyes,tongue
andbraincarefullyremoved.Burchellfollowedthisadviceinmostcases,butin
atleasttwoinstancesheexperimentedbymakingthecutacross,notalong,the
body.Nodoubtwiththeintentionofavoidingunnecessaryscarsforthefuture
mountingoftheskins,heperformedthecutbetweenthehindlimbsinatleast
twoskins:ofCephalophus monticola, theblueduiker, andGeorychus capensis, 
theCapemole-rat, thatareextantintheoumnh(Pickering1997:326).Theskull
–asinbirdsandreptiles–wastobeleftbehind,aswellasthefeetandclaws;
aftercleaninganyremainingbloodordirtonthefurhairs,theinsideofthe
skin was rubbed with special preparations.The principal ingredients of the
recommendedmixturesweresubstancesthatwerepresumedtohaveinsecti-
cidalproperties:alum,sulphur, tanner’sbark, tobacco,camphorandarsenic
(Donovan1794:2,3).
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Burchellnevermentionsusingarsenic,buthecertainlycarriedwithhima
greatdealoftobacco,althoughitseemstohavebeenintendedexclusivelyas
currencyorpresentswhendealingwithHottentotsandBushmen.Here,once
againheshowedhisabilitytoimproviseandtousehisextensiveknowledgeof
plants.Asmentionedearlier,heexperimentedwithresinousplantseed-heads
asprotectionagainstinsectpestsinthebirds’skins,butforsomeofthesmall
mammalsheusedamixtureoflichenandmosstoprovideasuitablepadding
andperhapstoactasanabsorbent,asattestedbytheskinofAethomys nam-
aquensis, theNamaquarock-rat,extantintheoumnh(Fig.17.11).

Burchelldecidednottousespiritinskinpreservationalthoughthatwasthe
mosthighlyrecommendedmethod:“inthismanneritwillretainthesizeand
proportionsinfinitelybetter,thanwhattheutmostskillofmancanimitate,by
anyattempttostufftheskinsonly”(Donovan1794:4).However,Donovanfur-
therinstructs:“Forconvenience,theAnimalmaybetransportedfromIndies,
oranydistantpartoftheworld,andtheintendedattitudemaybegivenafter
it has arrived, only be careful to pack it up in a close box with a quantity
oftobaccoandcamphire”(Donovan1794:4).Burchellseemedtofollowthis

Figure17.11 Aethomysnamaquensis(Smith, 1834), Namaqua rock rat. Burchellnamedthis
specimen(oum18855)Mus longicaudatus.Asmallpaperwrapcontainingpart
ofthetailhasatextinBurchell’shand:“longicaudatus.TipofthetailofMus”.
ForthisspecimenBurchellusedlichenandmossandotherplantmaterialto
stufftheskin. CourtesyoftheOxfordUniversityMuseumofNatural
History.



540 Nowak-kemp

advice, and specimens were packed into boxes and carefully papered up to
stopinsectshavingaccesstothem,althoughalltoooftenthisprovedinvain.

Therewasonlyonepossibilityofdryingspecimensinthefield–tolaythem
downandletthesuntodothework.Burchellwaswellawareofthedangerof
shrinkageassociatedwiththismodeofpreservationandtookcarefulmeasure-
mentsinadvance,asforexamplewiththeskinofthesassabi,Damaliscus luna-
tus. Still, John Edward Gray complained of Burchell’s specimens that “the
smalleronesinsteadofbeingrolledupandpackedwerelyingaboutthewagon
whilethelargerones,asthegiraffe,werestretchedoutontheoutsideofthe
coverofthewaggon…Theconsequencewasthattheskinofthelegshadvery
muchshrunkandthehaironmanypartsofthebodyweredestroyedsoasto
quiteunfititforstuffing”(Gunther1980:fol.27).

Althoughcertainlynotananatomisthimself,Burchellshowedaninterestin
describinghisosteologicalspecimensandprovedhisabilityatcomparingthe
various characters of his specimens. On his return to England he visited
Brookes’sMuseumofComparativeAnatomyinLondoninordertoexamine
the skeletons of quadrupeds, acknowledging Brookes’s help in his investiga-
tions(vol.ii:163).ThecaseofanAfricanwilddogwasespeciallyinteresting.
BurchellatfirstassignedtheanimaltotheHyaenidaefamily,callingitHyaena 
venatica,buthavingcomparedthemolarteethoftwospeciesofhyeana–the
striped (Hyaena hyaena) and the spotted (Crocuta crocuta) – with that of a
dog,herealizedthatthehyaenashavefewercheekteeththanmembersofthe
CanidaefamilyandhisH. venaticaresembledadoginthischaracteristic.He
alsocomparedlumbarvertebraeandribs,discoveringthatalthoughallthese
animalshavefifteenribs,thoseofthehyaenaswereof“extraordinarybreadth”,
whilethoseofdogsandH. venaticawerethinandnarrow.Hisconclusion:“The
presentanimal,therefore,withrespecttoitsteeth,ribsandlumbarvertebrae,
wouldbearrangedinthegenusCanis.”However,beingasscrupulousaseverin
hisobservations,henoticedthatthenumberoftoesalignedH. venatica more
closelywiththehyaena,ratherthanthedog(vol.ii:163).Thereisaninteresting
post-script to this story. The Revd Hesse, Burchell’s good friend from Cape
Town, made a present of a live “H. venatica” (or what is now known to be
Africanwilddog,Lycaon pictus),whichBurchelltookhomewithhim.Hedrew
apictureoftheanimalandnotedthat“itsferociousnaturedeterredeverybody
fromanattemptattamingit;butitbecameatlengthsomuchsoftenedinman-
ners, as to play with a common domestic dog, also chained up in the yard,
withoutmanifestinganydesireofhurtingitscompanion;butthemanwhofed
it, dared never to venture his hand upon it.”The wild dog lived for thirteen
monthsandthereareentriesinBurchell’shomeaccountsshowingthebillsfor
itsfood(vol.ii:163).
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Burchellwasnotwithoutasenseofhumour–orrather,ofirony–whenhe
wroteaboutthedogsaccompanyinghimduringtheAfricanjourney,including
onecalledbyhimWantrouw.Heintroducedthisdogas“acomparativeanato-
misttotheexpedition”explainingthatWantrouwhad“preparedandcleaned
alargecollectionofbonesofrarequadrupeds,whichwouldhavebeentoany
museumavaluablepresent”(vol.i:266).

Duringtheexpedition,Burchell’spartyshot289quadrupeds,ofwhich120
skins of eighty species, plus a large number of osteological specimens were
preserved(vol. i: 5).Someof themcanbeseen inBurchell’spaintingofhis
wagon(seeFig.19.3):ahippopotamustusk,anelephant’smolar,asablehorn
andtheskullofababoon.Forty-threeofthe“largestandfinest”hedonatedto
theBritishMuseumin 1817,after, inAprilof thatyear, “resistinga flattering
invitationfromaforeignmuseum,ofthefirstrespectability…whoweredesir-
ousofpurchasingthem”(vol.i:267).Theseweretheveryfirstskinspecimens
ofSouthernAfricananimalsintheMuseum(Gunther1980:fol.27).Afewyears
later,disappointedthattheywerenotmountedfordisplayinthemainhalls,
anddiscoveringthatsomeofthemhadperishedasresultofneglect(ashesaw
it),hecomplainedbitterly inhis Travels,blaming thestaff for thesituation.
MattersdidnotimprovewhenGray,mostprobablyinretaliation,namedone
ofthezebraspeciesbroughtbyBurchell“Asinus Burchelli” – Burchell’sass.

Themammalianspecimensweretheonlyelementsofthecollectionthat
BurchellwantedtosellwhenbackinEngland:“Ihaveremainingbymeacol-
lectionof7skinsoflargequadrupeds,mostlyantelopes,valuedbyLeadbeater
at£80andifyouwouldmentionthiscircumstancetoanypersonwhowould
belikelytobecomeapurchaseryouwouldmuchobligeme”(Pickering1997:
312).

AfterhisdeathBurchell’sremainingmammalcollectionsweredonatedby
hissistertotheUniversityofOxford,andtheremnantscannowbefoundin
the oumnh: seventy specimens, with twenty-two skins, and the remainder
osteological specimens: skulls,horns,hoovesand teeth.Of theskins, fifteen
haveaskullconnectedwiththemandsevenarewithfootbonesonly.

 Insect Collection
Burchellhadnotignoredinsectsandalthoughlittlementionismadeofthem
inhissurvivingjournalorhisTravels,thecollection,whendonatedtoOxford,
comprised of 2,315 specimens belonging to 815 species (Smith 1986). In
September1811henotedthat“fewinsectswereatthisseasontobeseen”but
“twospeciesofPimeliawerefound;oneofwhichisprobablytheP. inflata of
Olivier”(vol.i:237).HewasparticularlyfondofMantis lucubransthat“often
settled on my book … and remained still, as if considering some affair of
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importance,withanappearanceofintelligencewhichhadawonderfuleffect
inwithholdingmyhandfromdoingitharm.Althoughhundredshaveflown
withinmypower,Inevertookmorethanfive”(vol.i:290).On14September
1811hefound:“aspeciesoftheGryllustribeamongstthestones,andsoexactly
likethemincolorandeveninshape,thatitcouldneverhavebeendiscovered,
haditnotbeenobservedjustatamomentwheninmotion”(vol.i:2170).He
numbered the specimen 752, and now known as Methone andersonii, it still
survivesintheoumnh(Poulton1907:15).

In January 1812 he wrote to Revd Hesse that he had collected about 400
insects(vol.i:354)andinNovember1812hespentoveramonthatthesources
ofKurumanRivernearLitakun,wherehecollectedinsectsof“manyorders”
(Poulton1907:37).Thelocalitiesofsomespecimenscanbefoundonlywiththe
aidofBurchell’smap,sinceallthejournalshecreatedafter3September1812
aremissing.Itisfromthismapthatwelearnthathecollectedbutterflieson
theMaadjiMountainon22October1812,andamaleandfemaleofTeracolus 
subfasciatus,nowColotis subfasciatus,werecollectedattheChueSpringonthe
sameday.ThesetwospecimenswereusedbySwainsonin1822todescribea
newspeciesandtoerectthegenusTeracolus.Burchellmadeamistake(asoth-
ershaddone)whenheidentifiedtermitariaasanthills.Hecompoundedhis
mistakebydrawingasectionofthetermitarium,asananthill,withananton
topofit(Fig.17.12),“asifit[theant]hadbeenthebuilderinsteadofintruder”
(Poulton1907:21).

AfurtheruseofthestandardherbariummethodwasappliedbyBurchellto
hisentomologicalcollection.Whencollectingcaterpillarshepreservedthem
ashedidthesnakeskins,bycuttingthemopen,attachingtoastrongpaper
and then drying and flattening the skins so that they resembled herbarium
specimens(Fig.17.13).Herecalledfirstusingthismethodin1812whenaHot-
tentotpresentedhimwithalargecaterpillarwithunusuallybeautifulcolours
andfinemarkings.Thistechniquewasassuccessfulwiththecaterpillarskins
as it was with the snake skins, but in the end he decided that as the time
requiredtopreservethemcouldbemoreusefullyspentonmorepressingmat-
ters and “the possession of insects in the caterpillar state only, would have
beenoflittleusetoscience,andmerelyamusingcuriosities,Icollectedvery
fewobjectsofthatkind”(vol.i:327).

Theinsectcollection,togetherwiththebirds,reptilesandmammals,was
alsopresentedtoOxfordUniversitybyBurchell’ssisterin1865.

One of the volumes taken by Burchell on his African trek was Species 
InsectorumbyFabricius,nodoubttohelpwiththeinsecttaxonomyandiden-
tification.Threespeciesof insectswere laternamedafterhim:anarmyant,
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Figure17.12 Drawing of a fragment of a termite mound with an ant. “Theant-hillsstructurewas
irregularlycellular,andnotunlikeavolcanichoneycomb-stone;orrather
consistedofperforations,orpassages,openingintoeachother,withoutany
apparentlymethodicalplan.Ibroughtawayapieceofthehillock,andsomeofits
laboriouslittlearchitects”(Travels:i,310).Burchellmistakenlyidentifiedtheant
asatermite. CourtesyoftheOxfordUniversityMuseumofNatural
History.

Figure17.13 Caterpillar skins. Burchellpreservedthemusingthesamemethodasforplants
andsnake-skins.PhotographmostprobablytakenforProfessorPoultonaround
1907. CourtesyoftheOxfordUniversityMuseumofNaturalHistory.
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Eciton burchellii,andtwospeciesofbutterflies:Burchell’syellowColotis subfas-
ciatusandBurchell’sbrownPseudonympha hippie.

Threebutterfliesareincludedinthepaintingofhiswagon,seenattachedto
the tilt, on the right side of the painting: the largest is of the family Nym-
phalidae,probablycitrusswallowtail(Papilio demodocus),andthetwosmaller
specimensfromthefamilyPieridae.

 Other Work of a Field Naturalist.
Inadditiontocompilingnaturalhistoryobservations,Burchellwasinterested
inpainting,drawing,languages,anthropology,ethnography,astronomy,geog-
raphyandcartography.Hemademanysketchesandpaintingsduringhisjour-
ney,observingthat“atalltimesasketchisamostfaithfulandcomprehensive
memorandum,anddescribesmostthingsmuchmorefullythanthepencan
everdo”(vol.i:285).Toprotecthisartworkfromtheclimate,heexperimented
againandintroducedanewmethodofpreservation,coatingthemwithafine
dustofasbestoscollectedatPrieska.

Burchell’sfamousmapwascreatedonhisreturnhome.Itwastrulylarge-
scale:“7½feetby8½feet”,butreducedto27½by32½inchesforinclusionin
theTravels.Interestingly,Burchellalsomappedoneareathathedidnothim-
self visit, instead making use of the writings and maps of other explorers:
Thunberg,Sparrman,LichtensteinandPaterson(Buchanan2015:191).Thecar-
tography element was “the most troublesome part of my labour”(Buchanan
2015: 191). He noted the longitude and latitude of places, explained various
signs and abbreviations, gave, whenever possible, the Hottentot and Dutch
namesandeventhehistoryofindividualsettlements.Hewasthefirstexplorer
to put the Asbestos Mountains on the map. He was quite passionate about
keepingoriginalplace-namesinsteadofadoptingnewerones:heinsisted,for
example,onusingthenameGariepinsteadofOrange.

Hestated:

Itmust,inthefirstplace,bestatedthatmy own trackislaiddownentirely
and solely from my own observations, made during the journey.These
observationsconsistofdailydistancestravelled;thecoursesfromstation
tostation;thebearingsandtrigonometricalintersectionsofdistantand
remarkablemountains;accordingtotheconcurrentinformationofthe
nativeinhabitants;veryfrequentastronomicalobservationsforthelati-
tude;andmanysetsoflunardistancesforthelongitude.These,whenever
mytimepermitted,werelaiddownduringthejourney,fromdaytoday,
on a large scale; and various details added from ocular observations
(Buchanan2015:190).
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 Return to England

Burchell arrived in Cape Town in April 1815 and packed all the zoological,
botanicalandmineralogicalspecimens,thathehadcollectedonthelastlegof
his journey, into forty-eightpackagesandcases(McKay1941:72).Altogether
duringhisfouryearsinSouthernAfricahehadassembledover63,000natural
historyspecimens(vol.i:5).Hesailedon25AugustandafterabriefstopatSt
Helena,arrivedinEnglandon11November1815.

Onhis return Burchellconcentratedonwritinguphis experiences inhis
Travels in the Interior of Southern Africa,publishedintwovolumesin1822and
1824respectively.Althoughheplannedtodescribethenaturalhistoryspeci-
mens in another volume, quite separately from the Travels (vol. i: 19), this
ambition was never fulfilled. His painting Inside of my African Waggon was
exhibitedattheRoyalAcademyin1820.

TenyearsafterhisreturnfromSouthernAfricahesetoffagain,thistimeon
afive-yearexplorationofBrazil,returningtoFulhamin1829.Healsotravelled
widelyinEuropeattheinvitationoffellowbotanists:OlafHesse,sonofthe
RevdHesseofCapeTown,ArchdukeJohannandProfessorEndlicher.Oneof
his old friends, Dr Lichtenstein, now professor of natural sciences at Berlin
University,evenaskedhimtocometoworkinPrussiaandtobringhisentire
botanical collection with him. When in Fulham he was visited by Lord
Carnarvon, the Hon. William Herbert, Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg, and
LordandLadyCaledonwhomheknewfromtheCape.Healsoenjoyedthe
companyofJohnHenslow,professorofbotanyatCambridge,Major-General
Thomas Hardwicke, who had spent some four years in India where he col-
lectedmanyzoologicalspecimens,andhisclosestfriendSwainson(Buchanan
2015:208).

Workontheplantspecimensandtheirdocumentationoccupiedhimfor
manyyears.On30January1856henoted:

AlltheLabelsfromNo.3604to8735havenotyetbeencopiedintothe
Catalogus Geographicustheoriginaldescriptionsandnotesmadeattime
ofcollectingaretobefoundontheoriginallabelswhicharepastedinto
onelargefoliovolume(McKay1941:68).

On 11 June 1860, forty-nine years after the start of his African travels, he
recorded:
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IfinishedtherubbingoutofthepencilwritingwhichIhadanywherein
allmyAfricanandBrazilianCataloguesreplacedinChinainkofthis tint
(McKay1941:68)

Only three years after writing these words Burchell ended his life. After his
death,hissisterAnnaBurchellpresentedhisplantcollectionandhisbotanical
manuscriptstotheLinneanSociety,fromwheretheywerelatertransferredto
the Botanic Gardens at Kew and the rest of natural history specimens she
offeredtoOxfordUniversity.Burchelliswidelyrememberedasanoutstanding
practitionerinthefield:

HisworkasaNaturalisthasneverbeenequalled.Hiscarefulpreparation,
executionandcompletionofhisobjective,detailedannotationandbril-
liantappreciationofnaturesetscienceagoalseldomachieved(Dictionary 
of South African Biography,quotedinStewartandWarner2012:9).

Swainsonwrote:

Hemustberegardedasoneofthemostlearnedandaccomplishedtravel-
lersofanyageorcountry,whetherwithregardtoextentofhisacquire-
mentsineverybranchofphysicalscienceortherangeofcountrieshe
explored.Sciencemusteverregretthatonewhosepowersofmindwere
so varied and so universally acknowledged throughout Europe, was so
signallyneglectedinhisowngovernment–themostthanklessandun-
gratefulone,tounpatronisedtalentunderHeaven.AGovernmentwhich
bestowshonoursuponwritersofnovels,andpensionsforlicentiousbal-
lads,cannotbeexpectedtoregardmodestworthorunobtrusivetalent
(Buchanan2015:207).
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