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FAR AWAY AND LONG AGO
Review of:
John Graham Kerr 1950. A Naturalist in the Gran Chaco. Cambridge: Cambridge
Univ. Press 234 pp.
[Tenth in a series on "naturalist-in" books.]
The third review in this series treated William Henry Hudson's memoir about the Pampa
region of Argentina. The title of the present piece is blithely and appropriately ripped
off from Hudson's (1923) magnificent autobiography.
The Paraná River is one of the three great river systems of South America. It
comprises two arms, the Paraná and the Paraguay, which are joined for about the last
820 km on their mouth at the Río de la Plata estuary. Despite the names, one would
not call the Paraguay a tributary of the Paraná, as the two are about equal. The
Paraguay bisects the country of Paraguay as it runs south. To the east lies the originally
forested where lives almost the entire population of the country. To the west is the
virtually unpopulated Gran Chaco region.
The Chaco, which also occupies a large piece of northern Argentina, is a very
different sort of biome from the Pampa to the south, and the transition between the
two is strikingly abrupt. The Pampa is a fertile grassy plain covering an area about 150
times the size of Trinidad & Tobago. It is warm, constantly windy, humid to semi-arid,
analogous to the prairie of North America and the steppe of Eurasia. We would call it a
savanna. The Chaco is a similarly flat area of about the same size. The greater part of
it is covered with wetlands and dense, thorny forest, although it is far from uniform.
The part with which I am familiar, toward its southern limits, is mostly a tight dry
forest, and the region as a whole is notably drier and hotter than the Pampa. It slopes
gently toward the southeast and is crossed in the same direction by the Pilcomayo, a
tributary of the Paraguay at the border between Argentina and Paraguay. Because of
the land's overall flatness, the rivers meander a great deal. Even today, the Chaco in
Paraguay remains relatively unexplored.
John Kerr (1869-1957) was an english embryologist who became Professor of
Zoology at Glasgow. He made two visits to the Gran Chaco, in 1889-91 and 1896-97.
The first visit was as the naturalist on an exploring expedition. The second served
mainly his own research on the south-american lungfish, Lepidosiren paradoxa in the
area around the Pilcomayo River. However, he started with a stay at Buenos Aires,
which allowed him to explore the Pampa. There is nothing special in his description of
this region, but the Pampa is such a fine topic for natural history that it is a pleasure to
read his impressions. As with Hudson, there is a great deal about the lives of the
gauchos, birds and mammals.
This is not one of the more sedate naturalist-in books, as the expeditions were
accompanied by great danger and difficulties. There are problems with scarcity of food
and water, ill health, disaffection and desertion of crew members, and hostile Indians.
At one point, Kerr's group was rescued by argentinian cavalry just as the men were
almost dead of hunger and expecting an imminent attack by hostiles. Several men died
in the course of the expedition. As an adventure story, A Naturalist in the Gran Chaco

rivals Gordon MacCreagh’s (1926) great book about the Amazon.
The Indians from whom an attack was expected were the Toba, or Guayacurú.
Being surrounded by enemies, this tribe was almost cut off from the outside world.
Kerr later became acquainted with them, lived with them for a time, and made
extensive linguistic and ethnographic notes. He also came to know the Nakatoi, a
closely-related tribe in constant hostility with the Toba. Kerr had two advantages in
understanding these people. For one, he shared their interest in observing wild
animals. More importantly, he did not come to sell them anything and so was not
subject to the same suspicion as traders and missionaries.
At the extreme of the expedition up the Pilcomayo was a habitat known as the
"palmar", a level plain of coarse tall grass studded with tall Copernicia cerifera palms.
This savanna is occasionally flooded over very large areas, and Kerr remarked that "The
scenery of the palmar when first viewed produces a powerful impression, a certain
weirdness and loneliness peculiarly its own." That place is very high on my own list of
ecotourist priorities.
There are plenty of details about particular species of land vertebrates,
identified by both scientific and local names. Among my favourites is the giant
anteater, Myrmecophaga jubata, which I regret never having seen in the wild. Kerr had
a good sense of life habits as they relate to the form of an animal and made extensive
use of dissections. His sense of the relationship between form and function is
illustrated in his comment that the cream-headed eagle, Busarellus nigricollis, usually
feeds on crabs, "although its long, sharp talons and the very rough under surface of its
feet suggest rather a purely fish diet."
There are also frequent comments on arthropods and other invertebrates, but he
didn't usually bother to identify these more than vaguely. A welcome exception has to
do with the honey-storing habits of the social wasp Brachygastra lecheguana, an
important source of honey for the Toba.
The book has a long concluding section on the south-american lungfish, which
Kerr studied both in the field and laboratory. At that time, nothing was known of its
reproduction or development. During much of the year, many Chaco fishes cannot
breathe enough oxygen by means of their gills. The lungfish is one of several species
with adaptations to survive seasonal drying of the swamps. Each fish spends the dry
season in a burrow in the mud, without feeding, breaking out when the rains come.
Kerr reached its habitat (during the second expedition) just at the onset of the
wet season, which was also the lungfish's breeding season. They breed in burrows at
the bottom of the swamp, shallower than their dry-season burrows. His first sight of a
lungfish came as it was being cooked by some Indians. Kerr ate some and pronounced
it "most tasty".
Kerr had some success in keeping the fish in field aquaria and directly observing
their development and behaviour, in addition to examing a great many captured
specimens. His later research career focused on the comparative embryology of the
three living species of lungfishes.
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