
From Pests to Displays
Lively (and deadly) metabolisms at sea

Rat eating cereal (Staatliches Museum für Naturkunde Karlsruhe. Image: H. Zell/Wikimedia. CC BY SA

)

What were the challenges naturalists in the mid-19th century encountered when

transporting specimens and live animals by ship across the Atlantic? The story

of the botanist Richard Schomburgk, who traveled with his collected plants and

animals from British Guiana to Germany in 1844, offers some intriguing

insights. Specifically, it sheds light on practices of care and disposal that

emerged in the long-distance shipping of animals. Because during the passage,

the use and value of animals and plants continuously changed depending on

ever shifting . These transformations evidence some of the paths –

and  – through which animals entered zoos and museums at the time.

Richard Schomburgk, who later became director of the Botanical Garden in

Adelaide, was a gardening assistant at the Royal Gardens of Sanssouci,

Frederick the Great’s palace in Potsdam at the time. From 1840 to 1844, he

accompanied his brother Robert Hermann Schomburgk on a journey to the

British colony of Guiana. Robert travelled on behalf of the English crown on a

mission to survey the eastern and western borders of the British Guiana, part of

the mainland British West Indies on the northern coast of South America,
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today’s Guyana.  After three years of work, he had established the border with

Venezuela, now known as the Schomburgk Line, as well as with Dutch Guiana,

today’s Suriname. Richard in turn received a government grant through the

intercession of Alexander von Humboldt. The Prussian government

commissioned him to collect new flora, fauna, minerals and ethnographic

specimens for the Berlin Zoological Museum and the Botanic Gardens.  But

when, in March 1843, he learned that a zoological garden was to open in Berlin,

he immediately began acquiring living animals as well.

Martin Hinrich Lichtenstein, the director of both the Zoological Museum and

the future Zoological Garden, remained skeptical:

“Despite having enough funds at my disposal I would advise you against animal

acquisitions that require arduous transportation and whose survival depends on

innumerable vagaries that cannot be anticipated prior to embarkment and when

contracting with the ship’s captain.”

Indeed, the  of living animals (and plants) over long distances

exposes them to various risks and dangers. This was especially true for transits

in the 19th century. Back then little was known about the proper housing and

treatment of live animals during long crossings, and Schomburgk was not an

expert in this field. The Cultural Ministry seemed to share Lichtenstein’s

concerns and did not grant Schomburgk additional funds for acquiring living

animals. Lichtenstein thus advised him to bring only “whatever small mammals,

birds, amphibians […] could be had at cheap prices”.

Schomburgk assembled a “small menagerie” including parrots, curassows, a

harpy eagle as well as snakes and different species of apes regardless. Like

Alexander von Humboldt before him, he too tried to bring electric eels to

Europe. However, he was not allowed to board the passenger liner with his

menagerie and instead had to embark on a merchant vessel. In the course of the

ship’s two-months passage, many of Lichtenstein’s fears became reality. First,

Schomburgk really struggled with his collection of preserved fish, amphibia and

insects. Even dead animals caused troubles in transit across the seas. The 

 had already frustrated generations of naturalists: the organic

material was susceptible to infestation by other animals, risked to rot due to

environmental factors like weather, swell or “pests” like insects, rats, or mice on

board and depended on a precarious constellation of appropriate space, facilities

and care.  In Schomburgk’s case, his collection was almost entirely destroyed by

rot as a result of bad alcohol. This left him “with bitter feelings”.

His living animals were no better off. To Schomburgk’s great disappointment the

electric eels did not survive the crossing, even though he had provided them

with earthworms and fresh water during the entire trip. The last two ones died

while in the Channel off the coast of England. The difficulties of transportation

were already well known in the 16th and 17th century. Anna Toledano and

Paula Findlen have detailed the challenges faced by Sir Hans Sloane whose

famous collection originates from the fifteen months he had spent in Jamaica in

1687-89.  He would recall with great bitterness his failure to successfully

transport any specimens besides dried plants home to London. The living
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animals died en route, “and so it happens to most people who lose their strange

live animals for want of proper air, food or shelter”.

Sloane’s concern for the well-being of his living freight stands in horrendous

contrast to the murderous and calculative cruelty of the transatlantic slave

trade, which was in full force during his time. (And Schomburgk, too, would

have witnessed its ongoing ruinations beyond the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833.)

In reading the naturalists’ expressions of  for animals and plants in

transit, it becomes impossible to not acknowledge the millions of enslaved

people who were transported, tortured and, in many cases, murdered on board

of ships at the time.  While a detailed discussion of the conjuncture of chattel

slavery and natural history in regrad to a logistics of bare life exceeds the scope

of this text, it is nevertheless vital to recognise that these are related: Anti-

Black racism functioned as a precondition for both economic and scientific

pursuits, making certain lands and bodies accessible, exploitable, expendable

and killable. What would become formalised in the racial theories of the mid

19th century was then already in place in form of ‘natural’ classifications that

only deemed some people fully ‘human’.  Thus, in evaluating Schomburgk’s

struggle in keeping animals and plants alive, we might also consider how his

choices in the field with regards to their value, function and status were

structured by  of the time.

The continuous metamorphoses of living animals and plants on board were

primarily determined by their metabolic relations, that is, by their role in the

complex ecologies of . For Schomburgk, the struggle of keeping

animals and plants alive also meant that choices had to be made throughout the

passage about their value, function and status. Given the confined space of the

ship, again animals and humans had to compete for . The living

palms that Schomburgk stored in his own cabin, for instance, suffered badly

from being eaten by .  Schomburgk, however, made a virtue out of

necessity and added these “pests” to his “little menagerie” destined for the

Berlin Zoo while feeding his dead “menagerie pieces” to the invasive rodents.

Other animals went directly from being potential zoo animals to natural history

collection items. The last days of the journey, from Georgetown to London, were

marked by daily  amongst his “menagerie pieces”.  Some of them were 

 to zoological collections in Berlin. This was true for Schomburgk’s

electric eels: one of them was sent to the Zoological Museum (today’s Museum

für Naturkunde Berlin) after its death, where it can still be found in the fish

with inventory number 4062. A second specimen (ZMB 4061), which at first also

made its way into the museum, was later given to the Zoological Institute in

1892, where it became  for zoology students at the Friedrich-

Wilhelms-Universität zu Berlin.

In the end, only very few of the living animals survived the journey. We know of

nine animals, including several Hokko and Jaku chickens and a specimen of the

famous harpy; a giant snake and a green, 2-foot-long crested lizard from

Guyana. These were housed in the Zoological garden. But most did not survive

the zoo for long and soon entered the Zoological Museum in Berlin, like the 

.

Tracing back their history to the mid-19th century can thus give us insights into

how animals were  and became part of a collection at the time, including
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those animals that were not originally intended for a collection. In the face of all

the logistical restraints that Schomburgk and other naturalists faced, “pests” can

become zoo animals and potential natural history specimens may be turned into

feed. The – often improvised – logistical practices of natural history at sea can

also be understood as transformative  that shape and reshape the

classification, value and treatment of animals at sea.
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