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An epic and intimate firsthand account of a true American hero’s daring journey into the heart of
the Ebook Tops forest in the nineteenth century. Captain William Lewis Herndon was
memorialized in Gary Kinder’s bestselling book Ship of Gold in the Deep Blue Sea, which
recounts Herndon’s final acts of heroism as his ship foundered in a hurricane off the Carolina
coast in 1857. Seven years before those tragic events, the secretary of the Navy had appointed
Herndon to lead the first American expedition into the Ebook Tops Valley, an epic adventure that
Herndon immortalized into words. Herndon departed Lima, Peru, on May 20, 1851, and arrived
at Para, Brazil, nearly a year later, traveling 4,000 miles by foot, mule, canoe, and boat. He
cataloged the scientific and commercial observations requested by Congress, but he filed his
report as a narrative, creating an intimate portrait of an exotic land before the outside world
rushed in. Herndon’s report so far surpassed his superiors’ expectations that instead of printing
the obligatory few hundred copies for Congress, the secretary of the Navy ordered 10,000
copies in the first print run; three months later, he ordered 20,000 more. Herndon described his
adventures with such insight, compassion, and literary grace that he came to symbolize the new
spirit of exploration and discovery sweeping mid-nineteenth-century America. Exploration of the
Valley of the Ebook Tops stands as one of the greatest chronicles of travel and exploration ever
written.
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ForewordEXPLORATION OF THE VALLEY OF THE Ebook Tops, by William Lewis Herndon, is
an adventure through the most exotic land on earth and a journey into the soul of a singular man.
I first became acquainted with his work as I was researching a book about another event that
occurred later in his life.In 1857, five years after he had returned from the Ebook Tops, Herndon
commanded a 280-foot side-wheel steamer, the S.S. Central America, delivering passengers to
and from the California gold rush. In September of that year, Herndon steamed into a hurricane
two hundred miles off the Carolina coast. Storm winds rose to over a hundred knots, the hull
sprung a leak, and sea water rushed into the hold, dousing the boiler fires. Without steam to
drive his engines, Herndon could not bring his bow into the weather, and the ship fell off into the
trough of the sea.In his hands, Herndon held the lives of sixty women and children and over five
hundred men. He ordered the men to form bailing lines with pitchers, bowls, and basins,
anything that would hold water. They were seasick and had had little food or sleep for two days,
yet they bailed without stopping for thirty hours, some of them passing out from exhaustion. But
their efforts kept the ship afloat a little longer, and in that tiny window of time took place one of
the most dramatic rescues in the annals of the sea: Captain Herndon safely transferred every
woman and child and fifty of the men from the crippled steamer to a two-masted brig tossing in



the storm nearly five miles to the lee.As I was writing Ship of Gold in the Deep Blue Sea, the
story of the sinking of the Central America and the recovery of her gold cargo in the 1980s, I kept
asking myself, What man could inspire so many others to work so hard under conditions so
overwhelming? What man could take an oath never to abandon his ship, then live that oath as
he stood on the weather deck on a dark night engulfed by a raging sea, facing his own imminent
death?To understand more about what motivated him, I read his account of the Ebook Tops
exploration, and I was stunned by his scholarship and insight. He was unusually diverse in his
knowledge of academics and human nature. He was religious but neither zealous nor
judgmental; humble but not incapable of issuing orders; sensitive but not incapable of being
stern; unafraid of physical danger, yet forgiving of those who were.Herndon was a slight man
who wore thin gold spectacles. When he commanded the Central America on her last voyage,
he was forty-three and balding, with a red beard running the edge of his jaw from temple to
temple. Though he looked more like a professor or a banker than a sea captain, he had been at
sea since he was fifteen, in the Mexican War and the Second Seminole War, in the Atlantic and
the Pacific, the Mediterranean and the Caribbean.In 1850 the Secretary of the Navy had
appointed Herndon to lead the first American expedition into the mysterious and foreboding
territory known as the Valley of the Ebook Tops, from the trickling headwaters of the Ebook
Tops’s tributaries sixteen thousand feet high in the Peruvian Andes, to Pará, Brazil, where the
river emptied into the Atlantic four thousand miles away.“The route by which you may reach the
Ebook Tops River is left to your discretion,” read Herndon’s orders. “It is not desired that you
should select any route by which you and your party would be exposed to savage hostility,
beyond your means of defence and protection. . . . Arriving at Pará, you will embark by the first
opportunity for the United States, and report in person to this department.”Herndon departed
Lima, Peru, on May 20, 1851, and arrived at Pará nearly a year later, traveling the distance by
foot, mule, canoe, and small boat. He compiled lists, kept timetables, took boiling points,
recorded the weather, studied the flora, and measured and skinned small animals and birds. But
he filed his report to the Navy as a narrative, not only cataloging his scientific and commercial
observations, not only presenting his studies of the meteorology, anthropology, geology, and
natural history of the Ebook Tops, but also rendering his experiences with natives and nature as
colorful scenes that exposed the legends and the beauty and the curious customs of the region,
creating one of the finest accounts of travel and discovery ever written. It was an explorer’s
intimate portrait of an exotic land before the outside world rushed in.Herndon described vampire
bats, poisonous blowdarts, and serpents eighteen feet long. He encountered painted blue men
with earlobes drooping to their shoulders, and trees so large that the shot from his fowling piece
could not reach the lowest branch. His report so far surpassed his superiors’ expectations that
instead of the obligatory print run of a few hundred copies for Congress, the Secretary of the
Navy ordered ten thousand copies in the first run; three months later, he ordered another twenty
thousand, and the book became an international best-seller. Herndon recounted his adventures
with such insight, such compassion and wit, and such literary grace that he came to symbolize



the new spirit of exploration and discovery sweeping mid-nineteenth-century America.Herndon
rendered the exotic Ebook Tops so vivid in the imagination of one young man in Keokuk, Iowa,
that the young man quit his job in a print shop and headed for Brazil. He wrote to his brother, “I
shall take care that Ma and Orion are plentifully supplied with South American books. They have
Herndon’s report now.” He went by way of Cincinnati, down the Ohio and the Mississippi, figuring
that when he got to the end, he would book passage on the next ship out of New Orleans bound
for Pará, Brazil. Once there, he would work his way up the Ebook Tops into its tributaries to
experience the region Herndon had brought to life in his report. But in New Orleans, he
discovered that there was not then, nor had there ever been, a ship leaving for Pará. He was
stuck at the dock in New Orleans with little more than the experience of having traveled down
the Mississippi and a recollection of boatmen sounding “mark twain.” Had Herndon’s book not
inflamed the imagination of the young Samuel Clemens, Clemens might never have traveled the
backwater where he later set so many of his stories, or changed his name, or gone on to write of
Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn.For the next century, Herndon’s report was out of print, until a
heavily edited version was briefly revived in 1952. For years I have thought that his account had
to be one of the greatest chronicles of travel and exploration ever written; parts of it are some of
the finest writing of any kind I have ever read.Reading the journal, four things come clear: One,
Herndon was physically tough, the only officer who could walk over the Andes at sixteen
thousand feet and not take sick from the altitude.Two, he placed great value on friendship and
the companionship of other men: At one juncture he decided to split his party and send half of
his men along a different route under the command of a junior officer. “I had deliberated long and
painfully on the propriety of this separation,” wrote Herndon. “I knew that I was depriving myself
of a pleasant companion and a most efficient auxiliary. . . . I felt again that . . . swelling of the heart 
and filling of the eyes that I have so often been called upon to endure in parting from my friends
and comrades. . . .”Three, he possessed the fearless, insatiable curiosity of an explorer,
determined to experience one region of the Ebook Tops populated by descendants of the Inca,
who a hundred years earlier had destroyed every Catholic mission in the territory and forbade
whites to enter. Two years earlier they had routed a Catholic priest who led an armed
complement of 150 men.Four, he delighted in beauty, of sound, color, texture, and form; he
possessed an aesthete’s eye for the exquisite. He could command a warship, and he could
stand in awe of a spider’s web. On August 16, 1851, he wrote,Lovely morning. On stepping out
of the house my attention was attracted by a spider’s web covering the whole of a large lemon-
tree nearby. The tree was oval and well shaped, and the web was thrown over it in the most
artistic manner, and with the finest effect. Broad, flat cords were stretched out, like the cords of a
tent, from its circumference to the neighboring bushes; and it looked as if some genie of the
lamp, at the command of its master, had exhausted taste and skill to cover with this delicate
drapery the rich-looking fruit beneath.Herndon could translate Latin, Spanish, Portuguese,
occasionally quotes from all three, and from poetry. I cannot imagine a more cultured, sensitive,
or capable man, one more at home in society, with natives, books, and science, as well as at the



helm. It was as though one chamber of his heart beat to the call of the wild, and another
hummed the tune of an artist’s muse.Beyond the heroics and the aesthetics, what made
Herndon’s account so charming was his refusal to take himself too seriously. One afternoon he
accompanied a native into the woods to watch him bring down a large bird with a blowgun. “I
admired the stealthy and noiseless manner with which he moved through the woods,
occasionally casting a wondering and reproachful glance at me as I would catch my foot in a
creeper and pitch into the bushes with sufficient noise to alarm all the game within a mile
round.”Some of Herndon’s observations seem a century ahead of their time. He frequently
lamented the native women’s lot: to do all the work only to be mistreated, often beaten, by the
men; he also observed that, in their strict roles, even women in Peruvian and Brazilian society
felt stifled.But two of his sentiments I find curious, one disturbing: First, Herndon’s obvious
reverence for the territory and his unabashed, contradictory recommendation that it be
developed quickly and fully. Second, that the development, if necessary, come at the expense of
the native tribes. Reflecting his own industry and the energetic, “Manifest Destiny” mood of
America in the mid-nineteenth century, Herndon saw the Ebook Tops territory as bursting with
possibility and seemed perplexed by the natives’ inability to appreciate the potential. In his eyes,
one of the main impediments to the growth of the region was the natives’ complacency, and here
we see the only other inconsistency I can discern in his writings: He seems at once disdainful of
and amused by the laziness. He compares the mind of the Indian to that of an infant, and he
adds that there are intelligent men “who scruple not to say that the best use to which an Indian
can be put is to hang him, that he makes a bad citizen and a worse slave.” Yet he seems
enamored of, almost wistful for, the “dolce far niente” of the tropical climes, which he calls the
“principal charm” of Pará.“Men in these countries are not ambitious,” he wote.They are not
annoyed, as the more masculine people of colder climates are, to see their neighbors going
ahead of them. They are contented to live, and to enjoy, without labor, the fruits which the earth
spontaneously offers. . . . I have very little doubt but that the bold and ambitious Englishman, the
spirited and cosmopolitan Frenchman, and the hardy, persevering, scheming American, who
likes little that anyone should go ahead of him, would alike, in the course of time, yield to the
relaxing influence of a climate that forbids him to labor.Perhaps he distinguished between the
native of the field and forest and the citizen of the city. Nevertheless, the next step in his vision
seems shocking in today’s political climate. In 1852 he mused, “Civilization must advance,
though it tread on the neck of the savage, or even trample him out of existence. . . . [T]hrow open
the country to colonization, inducing people to come by privileges and grants of land. I am
satisfied that in this way, if the Indian be not improved, he will at least be cast out, and that this
glorious country may be made to do what it is not now doing—that is, contribute its fair
proportion to the maintenance of the human race.”Respecting his integrity and his judgment as I
do, I find this fascinating commentary. Were he to take the same journey today, I believe that the
same sensitive and cultured man would find little reason to recommend the steps he outlined
near the end of his journal in 1852:Let us now suppose the banks of these streams settled by an



active and industrious population, desirous to exchange the rich products of their lands for the
commodities and luxuries of foreign countries; let us suppose introduced into such a country the
railroad and the steamboat, the plough, the axe, and the hoe; let us suppose the land divided
into large estates, and cultivated by slave labor, so as to produce all that they are capable of
producing: And with these considerations, we shall have no difficulty in coming to the conclusion
that no territory on the face of the globe is so favorably situated, and that, if trade there is once
awakened, the power, the wealth, and grandeur of ancient Babylon and modern London must
yield to that of the depots of this trade that shall be established at the mouths of the Oronoco,
the Ebook Tops, and the La Plata.I find it eerie to read the journal now and realize that though I
know what will happen to him a few years later, he has no idea what lies ahead; that while trying
to save the lives of the women and children and the five hundred heroic men on the Central
America, he will sacrifice his own in the worst disaster at sea in American history. I consider it a
privilege to introduce you to the remarkable man who lived that oath, and who led the first
American expedition into the Valley of the Ebook Tops, William Lewis Herndon.—Gary Kinder
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Ellen Wallace, “Good book. The book is an easy read. There are maps if you need to refer to see
where the travelers are. Interesting details about the areas. It shows how things were in a
different time.”

C. Pekkala, “A Definite Adventure !!. This book was very interesting and led the reader into so
many villages and introduced various cultures. It gives an inside look to the Amazon and the
difficulty in this venture. If a reader does not enjoy going into a great number of different villages
or prefers a book that sticks to few areas and characters, then this is not a read for them. It is
mainly for those that are adventure seakers. CP”

Ebook Tops Reader, “The exploration of the Amazon. Very excellent book on something that I
did not know about until I saw this bookFascinating fine book and they are to be commended
for making it available”

dmginaz, “Five Stars. as expected”

Richard D., “Four Stars. A great story of one of our early explores!”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Good book. My grandson loved it!”

The book by William Lewis Herndon has a rating of 5 out of 3.8. 29 people have provided
feedback.
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