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Liverpool to Manaos via the River Amazon
Dr Reginald Koettlitz

Expedition surgeon, geologist and botanist
A u b rey  A  J o n e s  - K o ettlitz  b io g ra p h er

Man y  reg u la r read e rs  o f T he D over 
S oc ie ty  m ag az in e  w ill re c a ll th a t  

exped ition  su rgeon  D r R eginald K oettlitz, a 
re s id e n t o f  Dover, lite ra lly  trave lled  to th e  
n o r th e rn  and  so u th e rn  ex trem ities  o f th e  
p lane t, th ro u g h  n o rth  east A frica b u t little  
is k n o w n  o f  h is jo u rn e y  u p  th e  m igh ty  
A m azon  River. I in te n d  to add ress  th is 
om ission  in  th is  article.

O n re tu rn in g  from  th e  W eld B lundell 
exped ition  to Africa, and  befo re  h ead ing  
so u th  w ith  Scott on  th e  D iscovery, funds 
w ere  req u ired  to su p p o rt h is wife, M arie- 
Louise, in  Dover. T he  Red Cross Line 
ow ned  sh ips trad ing  b e tw e e n  th e  U n ited  
K ingdom  an d  th e  fu r th e s t s tre tch es  o f th e  
A m azo n  b e tw e e n  Para  a n d  M anaos. 
M anaos w as loca ted  1,000 m iles  u p  th e  
A m azon  R iver an d  w as th e  cen tre  o f an  
ex p an d in g  ru b b e r  a n d  n u t  trad e . T he  
m o n th ly  s team ers  ra n  from  L iverpool to 
M anaos and  Iquitos, Peru, w h ich  is over
2,000 m iles  from  th e  m o u th  o f th e  river.

D r K oettlitz h ad  a w ish  to see th is  'fam ous 
s tre a m ' w h ic h  d e liv e re d  th e  g re a te s t 
vo lum e o f w a te r in to  th e  A tlan tic  O cean  so 
in  A pril 1900 se t o ff in  th e  s te a m e r  
'Sobralense ' as th e  sh ip 's  su rgeon  en -rou te  
to M anaos. H e expec ted  h is m ed ica l du ties 
to b e  lig h t w h ic h  w o u ld  a llow  
o p p o rtu n itie s  to stu d y  the  n a tive  peop le  
and  n a tu ra l h is to ry  o f  N orth  E aste rn  Brazil. 
In  fact, h is  su b seq u en t co llections h an d ed  
to th e  U n ivers ity  o f E d inburgh  on  re tu rn  
w ere  described  as th e  'g rea te s t co llection  
o f en tom olog ica l sp ec im en s m ade  b y  one 
m a n  in  su ch  a sh o rt tim e ' to date.

A fter a b r ie f  stop in  M adeira  th e  first p o rt

o f call in  th e  A m azon b a s in  w as Para, also 
k n o w n  as B elem . A riv e r p ilo t h ad  b e e n  
tak en  on  b oard  from  a ligh tsh ip  sta tioned  
in  th e  app ro ach  to th e  A m azon. Para w as a 
fine city  w ith  a m ixed  p o p u la tio n  o f over
100,000 E u ro p ean s , A m erican s , local 
Ind ians, fo rm er slaves from  A frica b u t 
d o m in a ted  b y  B razilians o f  P o rtuguese  
d escen t. T he c ity  em erg ed  from  the  forest. 
It h ad  m a n y  large and  im press ive  public  
build ings, g ardens an d  ch u rch es  w ith  a 
rap id  tra m c a r sy s tem  w id e ly  u sed . D r 
K oettlitz no ticed  th e  tram  d rivers h e ld  
b a n k n o te s  b e tw e e n  th e i r  te e th , 
co n sidering  th is  to be  a fertile  source o f 
con tag ious disease. T h is p rac tice  caused  
som e a m u se m e n t as th e  sh ip  h ad  b e e n  
h e ld  offshore w h ils t underg o in g  a h ea lth  
ch eck  on  crew  an d  passengers.

Public Building in Para

Para is th e  la u n c h  loca tion  for all fo rm s of 
r iv e r traffic  to h ead  u p  r iv e r an d  for 
p roduce  b e in g  sh ip p ed  from  th e  A m azon 
reg ion  inc lud ing , rubber, nu ts , cocoa and  
o th e r vegetab le  p roducts. T h is  in c lu d ed
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spec ies o f w ild  an im a ls  an d  b ird s for use  in  
zoos in  th e  w id e r w orld.

A fter a p ro longed  stay  th e  'S obralense ' 
h ead ed  u p s tream  via th e  'N arrow s' w here  
th e  Para and  T ocantins rivers  m erg ed  w ith  
th e  A m azon. It p rov ided  a c lea r an d  close- 
up  v iew  o f th e  th ick  trop ica l fo rest and  
a b u n d a n t w ild life  w ith  m a n y  huge  
c reep e rs  an d  o th e r p lan ts  in  full bloom . 
T h is in c lu d ed  th e  sh y  and  now  critically  
en d an g e red  'w a te r beast', th e  h a rm le ss  sea 
cow  o r m a n a te e . B u tte rflie s  a n d  
w o n d erfu lly  co loured  p a rro ts  an d  o th e r 
b ird s  w e re  in  a b u n d a n c e , m o n k e y s  
sc reech ed  an d  th e  a ir w as full o f flying 
in sec ts  an d  m o th s  in  vast q u an tities . T he 
K oettlitz sc ien tific  co llections h ad  begun!

T h e  e x p e rie n c e d  r iv e r  p ilo t, w ith o u t 
w h o m  th e  v e sse l co u ld  n o t p ro ceed , 
m oved  th e  s te a m e r from  b a n k  to b an k  
show ing  c lea rly  th e  ex tensive ru b b e r trees  
an d  h u ts  o f  the, 'Seringueiros ' o r ru b b e r 
h u n te rs  w ho res id ed  in  sm all c lea rings 
alongside th e  m ig h ty  A m azon. T he  h u ts  
w ere  ra ised  m a n y  fee t above g ro u n d  level 
to avoid th e  r iv e r in  flood w h e n  it rose at 
tim es  b y  over 50 feet. It w as a basic  
ex is tence  for th e  ru b b e r h u n te rs  and  th e ir  
fam ilies. K oettlitz w rote, 'T he  B razilian 
ra re ly  s leeps in  a b ed  p re fe rrin g  to re s t 
w h e re  th e  b reeze  can  have  free play . T h e ir  
life is far from  h e a lth y  and  m a la ria  p lays 
g re a t hav o c  a m o n g s t th e m . A ll a re  
add ic ted  to raw  rum , k n o w n  as cashasse'.

A Seringueiros -  local rubber hunter

A S eringueiros -  local ru b b e r h u n te r  (note 
th e  sm all cups to co llect th e  latex). T he 
ru b b e r la tex  w as h ea te d  over an  o p en  fire 
to rem ove  th e  liqu id  c o n te n t an d  m ade  
in to  ru b b e r ba lls  for tra n sp o rt in  canoes to 
Para and  M anaos.

As th e  'S obralense ' c o n tin u ed  u p  riv e r its 
scale an d  p o w er h e ld  D r K oettlitz in  awe 
th a t its source w as 3000 m ile s  up -riv er in  
th e  A n d e a n  m o u n ta in s . H is  re lig io u s  
in s tin c ts  w ere  a roused  w h e n  w riting , 'the  
co n tem p la tio n  o f so g rea t and  m ag n ificen t 
an  ev idence  o f th e  a lm igh ty  p o w er w h ich  
governs such  w orks as th ese  com pels  one 
to rev e ren ce  th e  A u tho r o f  it all'.

D esp ite  th e  w on d ers  o f h is en v iro n m e n t 
th e  docto r w as n o t alw ays im p re ssed  w ith  
th e  a ttitu d e  o f som e local in h ab itan ts , 
w ritin g , 'T h e  o rd in a ry  B raz ilian  loves 
laz iness  an d  is so in d o le n t th a t he  w ill 
ra re ly  do a stroke o f w ork  th a t he  is n o t 
co m pelled  to do'. I f  he  h ad  re s id ed  in  these  
trop ica l co nd itions for an y  len g th  o f tim e  
h e  m ig h t n o t h av e  fo rm e d  su c h  a 
ju d g e m e n ta l op in ion .

A fter sh o rt stop a t S an ta rem  an d  Obidos, 
b o th  tow ns w ith  a p o p u la tio n  o f b e tw e e n  
1000 -  2000 in h ab itan ts  b u t im p o rta n t w ith  
regard  to ru b b e r p roduction , Brazil n u ts  
an d  o th e r local p roducts, M anaos w as soon  
on  th e  ho rizon . At each  o f th ese  stops Dr 
K oettlitz added  to h is co llec tion  o f insects, 
m a r in e  life, b ird s  a n d  sm a ll an im a l. 
T h ro u g h o u t h is m a n y  exped itions b o th  
p o la r an d  to h o tte r  c lim es h is in d u s try  in  
m ak in g  such  co llec tions w as endless. E ven 
p o rpo ises  w ere  reg u la rly  seen  th is  far up  
th e  m ig h ty  river.

A fter five days th e  sh ip  a rrived  at th e  
co n flu en ce  o f th e  A m azon  and  Rio N egro 
an d  fina lly  th e  cap ita l o f th e  A m azonas 
reg io n , M anaos. T h e  sp le n d id  c ity  is 
ac tu a lly  on  th e  Rio N egro, a r iv e r n am ed
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a fte r its v e ry  b lack  co lou r a lthough  c lea r 
w h e n  p laced  in  a glass. T he c ity  h ad  a 
p o p u la tio n  o f 40,000 peop le  and  w as th e  
sea t o f th e  reg ional govern o r an d  cen tre  o f 
th e  com m ercial, po litical and  social life o f 
th is  vast reg ion . T he city  h ad  fine public  
b u ild ings and  p ark s and  a sizable n u m b e r 
o f E u ro p ean  an d  A m erican  m erch an ts . 
A part from  b e in g  th e  cen tre  o f th e  ru b b e r 
in d u s try  th e re  w as a p o p u la r m a rk e t in  
w ild  an im als, fish an d  even  h e ro n s  for 
th e ir  p lu m es  to satisfy  h a t p ro d u c tio n  in  
Europe.

M anaos harbour show ing the scale o f the 
A m azon  and  Rio Negro rivers.

W ild turtles for export from  M anaos harbour.

W hilst th e  'S o b ra len se ' d isch a rg ed  h e r  
cargo an d  took  on  goods for th e  re tu rn  
jo u rn e y  D r K oettlitz m ade  a sh o rt jo u rn e y  
u p  th e  Rio N egro b y  canoe  w h e n  th e  riv e r 
w as in  flood w h ich  allow ed access to the

tops o f th e  huge tre e s  ab u n d an t a longside 
th e  r iv e r bank . H e c o n tin u ed  to add  to h is 
collections, e spec ia lly  b u tte rflies , m o th s 
and  o th e r in sec ts  m a n y  n e w  n o t ju s t  to 
h im  b u t n e w  to sc ience co n firm ed  on  his 
re tu rn  to th e  UK. But, th e  stay  w as b r ie f  
and  th e ' S obralense ' w as soon  head ing  
dow n riv e r to Para, a jo u rn e y  m ad e  in  h a lf  
th e  tim e  due to th e  sw ift c u rre n t ru n n in g  
tow ards th e  A tlan tic  O cean.

T he sh ip  re tu rn e d  to L iverpool via N ew  
York an d  'H u m b o ld t's  B lack W ater', so 
called  by  th e  sk ip p er b u t h u n d re d s  o f 
m iles from  th e  A m azon  m o u th . K oettlitz 
w as conv inced  th is w as th e  soil ru n -o ff 
from  th e  A m azon  so g rea t w as its  pow er. 
D uring  th e  jo u rn e y  K oettlitz c o n tin u ed  to 
add to h is m a r in e  co llections a t every  
o p p o rtu n ity  all to be p re se n te d  to the  
U n ivers ity  o f E d inburgh  on  re tu rn .

Soon th e  A ntarc tic  beckoned , th e  jo u rn e y  
so u th  w ith  Scott on  b oard  th e  D iscovery  
w ith  D r K oettlitz  as c h ie f  ex p ed itio n  
su rgeon  and  bo tan ist. Yet m ore  co llections 
to be m ade, th e  n a m e  o f D r R eginald 
K oettlitz o f D over to be forever k n o w n  as, 
Scott's F orgo tten  Surgeon.

M anaos Opera House


