
DATOS SOBRE TIERRA DEL FUEGO
COMUNICADOS POR EL REVERENDO THOMAS BRIDGES

February 18l,h 1891.

Al Señor Director.
Museum La Plata.

Willi iiuicli i)le;isLiro in rcply to your request I write the

following- liriíM' & Irulhfiil accnimt n{ Tierm del Fuego lioping

tluis to interest tiie general reailor. & to he\p any who may
be Ihinking- of seeking a living there.

P^irst with re.spect to the nativas of the cuuntry. Tliese form

three tribes, each having it.s own language, and these are .quite

distinct, the one, from the other. The Alaculut' tribe occupies

the West ¿c Norlh West of the country, the Ona the East &
Norlh l'lnst. & the Yalignn (he Southern district. The Alaculuf

are quile iintouched by any Cdn-istian inñuences, iiut are so

lew in nuudjer, & so scattered as virtually to be non existent,

with respect to any difMculties they could raise to the inten-

ding SGttler. They certainly do not numher 200. They are a

canoe people like the Yaligans, from whom lliey differ only in

language. Sealers from Sandy l*oinl, the Falklands, & North

America have for many years decimated them with their tire

arms. I have lieard of instances even when the sealers finding

the natives sealing on islets whei'e they expected good success,

have shot uff the Indians for sjjoiling their success. If their is

iiny difference between the Alaculuf & Yaligan tribes physically

the Alaculuf are superior somewhat, in size & vigour. They also

have more beard & eyebrows than the Yaligans, and are darker

in complexión. The tiu'ec tribes tind their chief subsistence on

the shores, in the large and varied supplies of excellent mussels,

linipets, whelks, sea eggs &c, they find there. They also catch

iish abundantly with lines, spears, & temporary weirs. These

Hsh are of many kinds & of very good quality including Rock

cod, rock fish, mulJets, smelt, sprats, and some 5 kinds of

larger fish that prey on the sprats. They materially add to their

food supplies liy the geese, ducks & other birds of the country

& their eggs, which are obtained in considerable quantities.

Of animáis, the Alaculuf hunt the deer found on the Patago-

nian coast, and also the guanaco, & other animáis ofthatland.

The Yaligans hunt the guanaco found on Navarin Island & Oni-

sin, as do also the Ona, the principal inhabitanls of the latter

country. The Ona find the Cururas, or Tucutucus a good food

supply. From the sea, all three tribes tind seáis of three or
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mni-o kinds, ottpps of tliree kiiu.ls it many kinds of wlinles &
j>or|)OÍses, a vory large addition to tlieir foiul supplies, besides

inaking iinpor(aii( uses of llicii' lumes, for spear lieads, splittei's

& bafk sli'ippers: of Iheif sinews, for lisli linos, bowsLi'ings,

fisli uets, & lines Inr general uses: of tlie'ii- skins, tbey t'urní

manijes, leggings shoes & caps, of lli(> fcatliei's lliey fnrní liead

bands, & linder, nf I lie web l'ei'l of lai'gei' sea bii'ds (lir\" inake

balls to play witli.

Of tbe baleen oi' tlie wliales uniulh Ihcy fiad I he best mate-

rial fiir sewing serurely togelliei' llie difl'ei'ent |iieces of tbiek

bark of wliich tliey form tlieii- eaníios, and for sewing togetlier

llieii- bark buckets & bailers, and also for making their nooses

for catcliing bii'ds, & small animáis. The nalives reudily make fire

by striking together two pieees of firestone or pyrites, & using

tbe down of ^^•ater birds, or the fungus Puff ball, as tindei'.

Of the wing & leg bones of liirds they formed good sewing

awls. of the leg bones of guanacos ihey niade excelleul chisels

like splittei's, invaluable in the making ofspear shafts, paddles.

& edge pieees for strengthening their bark canoes, slioulder

blades they found useful as meat dishes. larger shells tbey

usad as cups, otiiers as oíaiaments, \\liilst of one kind of

mussel remarkable for its fine grain & hanhiess tliey formed by

breaking them in to shape, & grinding Ihem to a good edge

knives to cut theii- hair, & meat. & ch¡p|)ers lo sliapen their

paddles, lances, lít bone lance points. Tliese were of differenl

sizes & sbapes accdi-ding to the special object of the niaker,

whether for killing whales, seáis, porpoises, or fnr lisli &
birds. Besides the spears the natives of each tribe also usad

bows & arrows, & slings. The Yaligan tribe used the bo\\'

much less than their neighlioui's, as they were less forest-hunters

Iban they, & formed their fine spears for moi-e effectual in

obtaining sea bii-ds. lisb, seáis, porpoises &c whilst hunting

in their canoes. Like the esquimo the Yaligans also lVe(|uenlly

killed seáis by spearing them from the shore, having the spear

sliafl secured to their persons by a thong.

Of the skins of the hair seal tlie nati\es cut out good thongs

for many uses, especially for use in clilf chinbing in cjuestof

aggs Se stags of many kinds. They also found tbe thong

of the graatest service in keeping Ihemselves in fil position

whilst culling tlie bark for their canoes on standing trees, &
afterwards lowing it to the ground. I bave also sean a seal-net

made of hide, and the Alaculuf were accustomed lo use such

over tbe mouths of caves.
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Or the fi.'ullptp of seáis & fisli oating birds the people formed

\('i-y good bags tbr all kinds of jiurposes, chiéfly ho\\ever for

sausnge & oil bags.

'I'hcy very dexterously poinl thoir arrows with agate Hint.

or i;hiss, preferring the latter. 'l'hey (ind the sinewy tail of the

(iller yields them a tine siipply of sli-ong thread for binding

Ihe [loint securely into the ai'i'ow or spear head.

The natives before the introduction of iron never attempted

lo ciit a tree down witli any stone implement, but resorted to

fii-e as the easier way of getting tlie tree down. They would then

liuní off such a length as they wished & then would with bone

splitters & stones for driving them in would split' the piece in-

to such strips as they wished. They have of course special ñames
Inr every opera tion & for every kind of tool, and whilst they

attempted no ornamentation, yet took great interest in making
their several articles as perfcct as possible.

They used no hooks with llioir tish linos, with which they

seldom canglit tish more than 3 Ibs weight, but they used at

the end of the line a tough pliant noose, formed of a strip of

the tough covering of the lower end of quills. This is wonder-

fuUy strong, and with it they formed a perfect noose, in which

they secured the bait. They ñshed from the canoe, and used

round stones, with a groove cut in them to receive the line as

sinks, to carry the line down (|u¡ckly. These sinks the Yaligans

cali Shashi.

The fish having taken the bait the tisli woman hauls the

line up, and as soon as the físh is well within reach she

deftly seizes it, without attempting to pul! it out of the water,

in which case the weight of the fish alone would result in

the escape of the fish by disgorging tlie bait. They practised

a very effectual way of catching cormorants. Tliey attached

4 or 5 short lines to a wooden hoop. At the end of these

lines they lied 3 little splits of wood well pointed, in such

manner that the points oponed out somewhat. The bait was
tied to the outer & bound ends of the splits. When the bait

\\-as swallowed from the bound end the points converged «St

oíTered no resistance, but when the bird wished to disgorge

it could not, because the [loinls now opened being foremost &
stuck in the throat.

In using the nooses before mentioncd it was customary to

erei't fences of sticks, leaving here & there spaces for the

birds, geese & ducks to pass through. In these gaps were

placed nooses well secured. In passing, the geese would be
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f"aui;iil liy llie neck. iV stniií.uh' lili tliey rlioil. In llus \\íiy

geese specially wei-e cmi,^ht in <'onsi(lernl)le numl)ei's, in the

little víilleys of pasture leading duwn to lakes.

The Ona tribe have no canoes, as their coast is wiUioul

harbours & sheltering islands, and also ihey have no trees in

the major part of Lheii- ((»iinti-y lo make them willi. Foi- Uiis

reason they have been known by the ñame Foot Indinns, tu

distinguish them tVom the Canoe India ns.

The Ona aro in language, manner of hfe, slature, & iihy-

sical condition of their oountry identical with their brotliren

across the Magellan Strait, the Tehuelches of Southern Pata-

gonia. Having gathered some hundreds of Ona worils, and
compared them wúh the Tsonaca oí- Tehuelches they were
found largely to coincide.

liut the Ona not having horses ore not bowlegged like tlie

Patagonians. but are straiglit limbed active & strong of foot.

The are & have been for a number of years most unhappiiy

circumstanced as regards gold miners & farmers & other

visitors to their country. Being found a hindrance, & source of

danger by these new coniers, they have universally been shot

down, as often without cause, as in reprisal for harm done by

them, in the way of stealing & killing horses, cattle, & sheep.

And cerlainly the pooi' hidians wIki should Ije a help, and
ought to be made so by the new comers, are found in the

way, and a nuisance, and are treated accordingly, and as the

country is more & more occupied by settlers so more surely

& swiflly the natives that were, be no more. Nothing but the

timely & kind, determined action of government will effect a

remedy to this improper & unhappy state of things. Tlie na-

tives can be made usefui tarín hands. and with reasonable

maslei's make faithful i^ efhcient servants for all kinds of

work. I speak after many years experience both as a missio-

nary and employer. When paid according to their work they

are susceptable of great industry it perseverance. The great

difficulty of happy intercourse lies in the difference of lan-

guage. The Ona are a tall. stout people, and their numbers
ai'e said to be thousands. i dniri lliink they are 1000, h'om

investigations I made of their numbers. Their country is a

good one, abounding in guanacos, geese, ducks, tucutucus,

swans, & llamingos, but their chief supplies they get from the

shore, in the way of shellfish, fish, seáis, otters, & sea birds.

The Yaligans of whom I have already incidentally said so

much I need now say little, l'urther than to state their number
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iiiiw lo 1h' áhoiil .'520, \\ liilsl ."{O yt.'íirs nnn tlii'\ were 3000, ns

l'nlh |irn\'('il liy lisls of fiiiiiil¡es (lien l:il\i'ii l>y me. Tliis de-

ci'eíise is cliicll) ów'in,:^' tu ¡injiorted deseases as m-easles,

smallpox iVc.

Amon;;' (liis li-ilie tlie ('.lir¡st,¡an Mission al, (Josh()\'ia has

AA'orked liv tan.ulit i'or smne 33 years, :iiid with good surcess

as far as iinppovenienl ¡ii lite aufl rnanaers of the natives ;ind

also in llieir pliysical Ijeneíit every A\"ay. Tlieir deciniatioii is

not iiwiiig- tü the ("lii-isliiin Mission, Iml In Ihe sins of visitors

to the country. and Ihe ari'ival of disease through their means
not before known by the natives. Also the iinmoraUty cons-

tantiy prevalent among Iheni resulted in a high death rate,

chiefly from disease of a sci'ofulous and pidiminar) desei-ip-

lion, in |>art no doubt owing to tlie prevalency of boisterous,

wet & eold Aveather. The natives of al! pai'ts had even in for-

nier times hl<e diseases, amongsl, wliich consnniption, lyplins

fever. itciiing diseases, were common and even leprosy was
not unknown. Caneer was common among persons of advan-

ced Ufe. Tlie Alacnhif are allied to the Chonos Indians south

of ChiU, lint as to the origin of the YaHgans we can tind no

elue, eitlier in traditions current among them, or in reseni-

bh'inces' in their language to any other. Of the three Fuegian

l.-inguages Yahgan decidedly hnlds swny for eupfiony & pro-

nounoeabieness. Il is an ampie language evei'y way, and regular

in its varied inflexions.

The measles which some se\en years ago took away fully

70% of the people wlio happened not to reaeh those sequestered

in the extreme south of the eountry, and there accordingly

are found more thaii two thirds of the existing Yaligan tribe,

viz.'. aboul loo in Ihe Wollaslon group of Islands, and anotlier

hundred in the district ealled New Year's Sound.

Tierra' del Fuego occupies in latitude about 300 miles, and
in longitude aboul 10 degrees. Its extreme southern point Cape
Horn borders the 60° South. Thus there is considerable diffe-

rence of climate in the north and south, but tlie greater diñ'e-

rence of climate is owing to the extreme humidity of the wqsI,

& the comparative dryness & olear skies of the east & north,

the climate of which is like that of South Patagonia. The
land occupied by the Alaculuf, i. e. the west & north west of

the country & about three sevenths of tlie whole is a land

that can best be described as Aldean. It is a continuous suc-

cession of mountainous land the valleys being tortouse, &
narrow, and their sides steep, but richly clothed with foresls
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of fine growth save on the oiilei- coasts, wliii^h are exfperl¡n,2;ly

i'ugged and where the vegetalion is comparatively scaree,

and largely fornied of ferns & niosaes. Owing to the alniost

constanl gloomy sky the temperatiu'o ¡s seldcun down tu Ihe

freezing point, Imt on the other hand ils npward rangc is

very limiled owing ln Ihe same canse. Few diiys pnss wiihout

rain, and wimls m-e IViMpienl iV sli-(ing, cliiefiy IVoni Ihf West
& South \\est.

Tlie extensi\e wodds coiiprise fi\e kinds of ti-oes wilh an

al)undant undergi'owth of evergreen & olhei' Imshes. 'I'he li-ces

are 3 varieties tagus or becch, llie Wintei's iiai-k, and the

Fuegian cypress. The |)eeches idone are valnahlo for timher

and attain a fine gr(j\\lh.

One of lliem is an e\ergrecn, llie tree uliirh lias llie grea-

test valué for tlie Indian, as it sup|»lies liini \\illi liai-lx \\>y liis

canoe & heavy wood for his spears.

'I'he l)ushes coinpi'ise masses of cnrranls. fnsciiias lenadnra,

an arlnitus like iiush. tlie seariet enibotlH-inin llie while flowe-

ring verónica, tln^ee vai'ieties of l)eri)er'is, and llie pricl<ly myrtle.

Where thei'e are no Irecs tlic laiid is cosei-ed \\'itli an aipine

vegetation of low pi.-iiils in^n-ing i'm- the niosl parí niinnic llo-

wers, & tliere is litUe oí- no grass.

In the Nortii oasi of tlie country the land calied Ouisin is

for the most part low & dry, free of wood, \\-illi smail lagoons

here & there. Herc the rainf'all is abundant, l)Ut not too niuch,

sunny dáys hirgely predotninale, and bird & animal lile abounds,

Even lizards are found, also the tei'u-teru, the tucutucu, swans
& fleuningos. The cami>s are well covered witb pastures,

which improve as yon approach Ihe central parís of the island.

This island is towards the soulh west & all along its south coast

bounded by a deep belt of high mountain land abounding in

glaciers, and dense forests of beeelí trees. The two culminating

points of the country are found in this district. and are some
8000 ft, & are calied Darwin & Sarmiento.

This inountainous belt sepai-ates the sunny & dry nortli from

the cloudy & cold south, but even here the climate is less rainy

& more sunny than in the gioomy west, & there are very

pleasant reaches of good grass land fronting the lower slopes

of this mountainous range, which runs from Cape San Diego

in the East, to Cape Brecknock in the west over 300 miles.

This mountain district is difficult to ])ass, because of the

dense woods, the height of the mountains, the steepness of

iheir sides, ihe moss covered fíats full of trees that run among
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tlie uioLiiitains ovor which a liorsc cannül pass. The bell ol'

mountains extends also a distance of 30 miles or more inward.

SoLitli ol" it are louad no lizards, tucu-tucus, leru-terus, ñor

flamingos. Swans are occasionally seen, also all land birds are

iimcli less abundanl. Snow lies ionger on the low lands &
iii gi-eatei- depth, >.^ all lakes are frozoii tlirougli Ihe winler,

but yet catUe & slieep thrive, as preved by iiiany years 6X[>e:

rienoe. Also you can grow with success Gabbage, cauliflower,

carrots parsnips, leltuce & potatoes, but no kiad of grain, ñor

fr-Liil trees or nuts ofany description. Paslurage of many kinds

of grasses however are good, and it is not necessary to assist

either slieep, cattie, or horses through the Winter either in the

matter of shelteror of food. The Wdods alternating with pasture,

and these frontage lands being a succession of hills & Valleys

of every description afford abundant sheltei-, and the ever-

greens in the woods supply cattie with excellent fodder. Yet

north of llie mounlains there is nuu-h less snow, a far better

growtii of grass, and a mucli im[iroved average temperature

all the year round, resulting in lessened difficulties in Winter
& far better results in the cultivation of the soil, in better

crops of tlie same vegetables and small fruits, and even grain

growth for home use, but not for export. Also in no part of

Tierra del Fuego can any fruit or nut trees be grown success-

fülly. But very decidedly the pastures of Ouisin are superior

lo the pastures of the Falklands. The difference between the

Falklands and Ona pampa land is less heat in summer and
less cnjd in there tlian liere, hut more snow in tlie Falklands

than Ouisin and more rain in summer.' The farmers draw-

backs in Ouisin will be the same as those in Patagonia as

regards fuel & wood.

1 believe the best district for settiers in Ouisin will be

found the lo\\'er slopes, & frontage lying north of the inoun-

tain range, where must be aliundance of streams and alterna-

ting pasture & forest lands, wlience the camps northward can

be sujiplied with abundance of wood for all pui'poses. This

district comprises a good camp of 100 miles from North to

South, & from the Atlantic to the heads of Useless Bay &
Admii'alty sound, a large part of which is Argentine territory.

All this district, and the lands also south of it is a large

gold district, especially towards the eastern parís. Tlie island

New-Picton & Lennox and the Eastern part of Navarin

Island & the South East coast of Ouisin has yielded much
gold, especially Sloggett Bay & neighbourhood, where gold is

s
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round h\ larger flakes & nuggets than elsewhere, & more plen-

tifully. Tliere are ai present cióse upon 50 working men in

these parts working & doing very well indeed. Most oF these

come in small crafl witli supplies of provisions for six or more

months. Tliey seek a good beacli, and put up Iheir tents.

They remove the upper layers of sand & grit. and wash tlie

lowcr |)arts, and in Lliis lind Ihr gnld. In some [larts so Hne

as fn require copper }ilates wa.slicd with mereui-y. Many thou-

sand pOLinds worth of gold liave Ijeen found, often in consi-

derable nuggets. Thei-e seems every reason to helieve tliat llie

gold field at Sloggett Bay is praclically inexhaustible, because

of the extent and depth of Lhe deposit. This field fronts Slog-

gett, Bay as a sloping and abrupt bank of conglomérate niixed

witli masses of clay. ít is the waste of this bari'anca

eaused by weather and the sea that yields the rich gold dp|iosits

of the beach below. Sloggett Bay has been almosl continuously

worked for 3 years, and yet continúes to yield good results.

1 like not to make a random guess at the aniount gathered liut

I know it has been very large.

The fish of Tierra del Fuego must eventiially becnme ¡m-

portant, as they are large in (pi,-inl¡l\. and \ariely, biit ai-e

scarce through the w Ínter.

As regards other metáis than gold tliei'e is every reason lo

helieve that in so extensive a región of varied mountains

much valuable metal must be stored up for lhe future. No
one need be afraid of the climate, as the coldest weather in

winter is also the calmesl, clearest & pleasantest, and the

winters are much less wimly than the summers. Cresses for

salads, & celery foi' soups abound, and the berries are not to

be despised. The supply of firewood is most plentiful, and

sheltered positions for camps are i'eadily found.

The chief difficulty of gold workers in Sloggett Bay &
neighbourhood are the lack of sheltered coves for landing &
securing Vessels. Two vessels have already been lost in Sloggett

Bay, & boats have been ovcrliu-ncd by the rollers tlint alrnost

constantly get on the shore, yet these parts in spite of these

drawbacks present the best prospects to miners, as the yield

is so much greater. Persons going to these parts should pro-

vi le themselves with stout clothing and boots. I should have

said that continued frosty weather in winter seriously inter-

feres with the winters work, but this does not extend over 3

niitnths.

Thomas Bridges.




