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HOW TO CATCH AN ELECTRIC EEL 

 

lexander Von Humboldt, scientific explorer, naturalist, writer and traveller, had an 

insatiable curiosity and an unending thirst for knowledge. In the summer of 1799, in 

the company of French botanist Aimé Bonpland, he sailed from Marseille for the 

Spanish colonies in Central and South America. For the next five years Humboldt and 

Bonpland plodded, paddled, trotted, hacked and scrambled more than 6000 miles across 

the world’s most inhospitable mountains and jungles. On reaching the shores of Venezuela 

the pair struck inland from Caracas, where they wandered the swamps and waterways, 

plucking and probing, slicing and desiccating. Humboldt’s book, Jaguars and Electric Eels, 

describes their extraordinary journey in Venezuela.  

   Whilst shadowed by an enormous jaguar that attacked horses and mules, Humboldt 

visited the thermal springs flowing into Lake Valencia. In these pools of water he boiled an 

egg in less than four minutes, failed (after many hours’ trying) to ignite the belching 

sulphurous gases, and was almost overcome by the stench of rotten eggs. The water he’d 

painstakingly collected in jars was noted for being, “...tasteless and quite drinkable...” when 

cold. However, of all the liquids Humboldt was to consume in the jungle, it was the sap of 

the palo de vaca (the ‘cow’ tree) that most ignited his senses. “What moved me so deeply 

was not the proud shadows of the jungle, nor the majestic flow of the rivers, nor the 

mountains covered with eternal snows, but a few drops of a vegetable juice that brings to 

mind the power and fertility of nature.” He described the sap as being glutinous, devoid of 

acridity and containing a balmy smell. Humboldt drank vast quantities of it before retiring to 

his hammock, and again when he arose in the morning, never experiencing any undue 

effects. 

   The mosquitoes, jejenes (venomous flies) and zancudos (gnats) were a different matter 

altogether. They tormented Humboldt night and day, until the flesh on his hands swelled 

horribly from the bites. Observing how these insects preferred the lower strata of air, he 

climbed Father Zea’s scaffolding of palm trunks, where he updated his diary in relative 

peace. Bonpland, on the other hand, followed the example of the Indians. He climbed inside 

an oven and lit a fire of greenwood. When the thick smoke expelled the insects, he blocked 

the oven door behind him. 

   Deep in the jungle, Humboldt and Bonpland stumble across a one hundred year old 

woman left in the sun by her grandson, because he was convinced the heat kept her alive; 

further up the river they encounter Don Ignacio, an almost naked tiger hunter who asks of 

news from Madrid, and during their stay at the Atures mission, Humboldt discovers a 

hitherto unknown monkey the creoles call a machis; the machis had taken to riding a large 

cat brought up in Father Zea’s house, and spent much of its day reposing on the back of a 

pig.  

   At the Mapara and Quituna cataracts, the German explorer was enlightened with tales of 

the hairy man of the jungle, a creature known as salvaje, who raped women, built huts and 
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occasionally indulged in human flesh. They heard from Father Gili how a lady from San 

Carlos had lavished praise on this man-shaped monkey. She lived with this hairy creature for 

several years, the missionary informed them, asking the hunters to bring her and her 

children (who allegedly were also rather hairy) out of the jungle only on account of her 

being, “...tired of living so far from a church...” 

   Alongside his notes on meteorological measurements and ‘geodesical levelling’, Humboldt 

filled his journal with accounts of the creatures he’d run across. He described the chiguire 

(capybara) as being the largest of the rodents; with one bite of its long teeth, the chiguire 

could tear the paw off a tiger, or a leg off a horse. He found the ferocity of an alligator 

fascinating, particularly when he heard one had ripped the arm of an Indian girl, and that 

she had survived by poking the beast in the eye. Discovering a 9 foot alligator lying dead on 

the sand, the closest he’d ever managed to come to one, Humboldt leapt from his horse, 

eager to examine its teeth and the inside of its mouth. Another of his favourites was the 

caribe (piranha). Many a morning was taken up by tossing bloodied meat into the clear 

waters, and then witnessing the river boil with the caribes frenzied activity. He took delight 

in describing the caribe, and then drawing it, and then eating it, expressing the culinary 

experience as being, ‘...very agreeable...’ 

   Over many years Humboldt had busied himself with the phenomenon of Galvanic 

electricity. Having been absorbed by the business of fabricating batteries from metal discs, 

bits of human muscle and ‘other humid matter’, on arriving at Cumaná the explorer could 

barely contain his excitement at the prospect of coming face to face with gymnoti, living 

electric apparatuses. Humboldt had already experimented with a new species of ray, but 

even when he galvanised the fish in contact with zinc and gold, its charge came nowhere 

near that of an electric eel.  The Indians greatly feared the eel; alligators were paralysed by 

them; mules fording the rivers were struck down by them; shoals of fish in the swamps were 

decimated by them. ‘It would be dangerous to expose yourself to the first shocks of a large, 

excited eel.’ Humboldt writes.  

   And yet, how should they catch them? 

   ‘Embarbascar con caballos,’ announced the Indians of Rastro de Abaxo. We shall fish them 

with our horses. 

   The pounding of hooves soon sounded over the plain. In short time a herd of wild horses 

and mules were forced into the water. The eels thrashed on the surface, flashes of green 

and red and yellow slithered along the bellies of the horses, zapping their vital organs. With 

rolling eyes and manes erect, the horses whinnied and bucked and fought. ‘A fight between 

such different animals is a picturesque sight,’ noted Humboldt, watching several horses 

collapse in the stream. With two horses drowned, others lying exhausted and stunned on 

the bank-side, the combat finally abated and the tired eels dispersed. ‘The timid eels 

approached the shore of the marshy pond, where we fished them with harpoons tied to long 

strings. In a few minutes we had five huge eels, only slightly wounded.’ 

 

(A recommended read: Jaguars and Electric Eels by Alexander Von Humboldt. Penguin Books) 


