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GLIMPSES OF THE PAST

Herpetology as a discipline is comparatively modern, but 
it still boasts its iconic figures and its famous (or infamous) 
expeditions from the early days. Moreover, reptiles and 
amphibians often figured in the chronicles of other 
explorers or adventurers. Today’s digital wizardry allows us 
to enjoy an unprecedented feast of color images featuring 
rare species from all corners of the globe; but what of the 
images of yesteryear? Sepia, black & white, and early color-
toned photographs are largely unnoticed as they languish 
in institutional and personal archives. Often, they convey 
the hardships faced by early explorers and scientists.  Some 
may be humorous; still others show legendary figures at 

work or at rest. From remote field camps to exotic locales, 
images from the past stir our imaginations, or they bring 
back memories of a time when life was different, there was 
less development, more nature, and more mystery in the 
world.

In this spirit, HR welcomes contributions to this new 
section. Historical materials should be copyright-free and 
provided as high-resolution digitized files (consult Section 
Editor for specifications). Accompanying text should provide 
relevant context and can include in-text literature citations 
as needed. Contributions should be submitted to William W. 
Lamar, Section Editor (e-mail: wlamar@uttyler.edu).
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GLIMPSES OF THE PAST
Fred Medem – Crocodile Hunter

 Friedrich Johann Graf von Medem, affectionately known to 
all as “Fred,” was a Renaissance man in every sense of the term, 
descended from nobility, distinguished in wartime, an inveterate 
traveler, and possessing broad and varied interests and a raven-
ous curiosity about the world. He had two overriding passions: 
crocodilians and turtles, and these landed him, at the age of 38, 
in Colombia in 1950. He plied wild rivers and camped in rainfor-
ests in remote sectors of the Magdalena, Orinoco, and Amazon 
basins as he studied systematics and life histories of Colombia’s 
rich chelonian and crocodilian fauna. Throughout his career he 
was the leading authority on these reptiles in the neotropics, 
but he collected everything from mammals to invertebrates and 
helped countless scientists, always with a smile. 
 Logistics were formidable and supplies scarce, so it was nec-
essary to spend months at a time in the field. Although it was dif-
ficult, Fred was content, as he could quench his thirst for knowl-
edge about all things natural. He never lost his sense of wonder, 
and on his deathbed was asking questions and expressing excite-
ment about field observations.

—Contributed by William W. Lamar,  
University of Texas at Tyler, USA 

e-mail: wlamar@uttyler.edu
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“FRED” Friedrich Johann Graf von Medem 
29 August 1912 – 01 May 1984.

A juvenile Mottled-face Tamarin, Saguinus inustus, perches on Fred 
Medem’s head. Tamarins are often kept as pets by locals and juve-
niles habitually cling to one’s hair for security.  El Refugio, Río Guaya-
bero, La Macarena, Meta, Colombia, 1959.

Fred with a freshly collected female Orinoco Crocodile, Crocodylus 
intermedius, which measured 3.25 m in length. Upper Río Guayabe-
ro at El Refugio, La Macarena, Meta, Colombia, 08 March 1959.

Fred Medem collecting tabanid flies from a male Caiman crocodilus 
apaporiensis which measured 2 meters in length. On his first expe-
dition to the Río Apaporis, Fred was struck by the remoteness and 
inaccessibility of the upper reaches.  What he discovered there was 
a remarkable narrow-snouted population of caimans which he sub-
sequently described as Caiman crocodilus apaporiensis. La Isla, Río 
Apaporis, Vaupés, Colombia, 21 February 1969.
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The Medem family, cerca 1932.  From left to right: Fred’s mother 
Ellen, his father Karl, his sister Else, and a young Fred, ready for 
adventure.

Medem feeds a baby Woolly Monkey, Lagothrix lagotricha. Fred 
had an affinity for all animals, and in his later years he kept quite a 
menagerie at the Instituto Roberto Franco where he was Director. La 
Isla, Río Apaporis, Vaupés, Colombia, February, 1969.

Carlos Velásquez, longtime aide to Fred Medem, uses a cast net in 
the early morning. Lack of provisions was a constant problem dur-
ing lengthy field excursions. Accordingly, fishing and hunting and 
bartering with locals were of paramount importance.  Caño Danta, 
tributary of the Río Uré, Córdoba, Colombia, 07 February 1963.

Fred and an assistant pose with a Smooth-fronted Caiman, Paleosu-
chus trigonatus.  Caño Itílla, Vaupés, Colombia, 13 March 1958.

Medem with a 3.3-m female Boa constrictor. Angostura II, Río Guay-
abero, La Macarena, Meta, Colombia, 03 January 1957.

Fred with a recently captured female Green Anaconda, Eunectes 
murinus, which measured 4.83 m in length and contained 35 
embryos.  Río Guayabero, La Macarena, Meta, Colombia, 03 February 
1959.


