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179 - 181 Röbelen to Sander




Manila, 17th December 1880

Dear Mr. Sander,

I can’t tell you much this time, for as I wrote to you from Lopez, I was a little unwell and was just beginning to get better, when all of a suddenly I experienced sharp pains in my right side, so that I was unable to sleep, grew weaker every day since I could not take anything other than tea. In this condition, I lay in Lopez for seven days and decided to return to Manila to consult a doctor. For in the interior there is neither doctor nor pharmacy, and my condition did not allow me to stay any longer. I had to be carried by 4 Indians, because I was unable to ride a horse, and that was rather expensive but there was nothing I could have done.

After a journey of 5 painful days, I arrived here and thanks to my strong constitution, I did not die on the way. The doctor told me that the unwholesome weather and difficult journey had damaged my liver, which will have further consequences, and that I was to stay in my room for 10 –14 days. At the time of writing I have been here for 6 days and I am on the way to recovery so that by end December, beginning of January I shall be able to work again. 

Now to business. My intention to stay in Lopez until I had I had collected 5000 plants, had to be altered. I left 20 pesos with the captain to give the collectors a little down payment for 4,000 plants. End of December maybe another 25 pesos of advance payment, which is customary here. In addition, I gave the captain in Cumaca 20 cents and told him that I shall come and get the collected plants at the end of December, beginning of January. I expect to get together a nice quantity if the money does not run out. I received your letter dated 3rd October with the mail of the 8th of this month. It arrived in Singapore one day after my departure and arrived here 4 weeks ago. At the same time all Chronicles arrived, dated 30th October. Have you not received a letter from me around this time ?

Also you request that I should take care of everything and nothing else, but it would be good to have some instructions so be able to work to. The money for the P.L. has now been spent as follows:

1. I had to purchase certain items for my equipment which I would have bought more cheaply and of better quality in London.

2. The journey from Singapore to here cost approximately $60, and life here is very expensive, not much cheaper in the interior

3. journeys in this country are very expensive, …I need to follow Boxall, …I need money to get good results. …I am trying to keep expenses to a minimum and I shall do my utmost to get the plants as cheaply and as quickly as possible. If I don’t receive credit with the next post (21st. inst.) the whole journey will fail: the plants are there, I cannot pay, some other person will come and take the plants away from me and send them to London. Or Boxall arrives or I arrive too late and have to pay for dead plants, since I had ordered them. And as well as all the damage, there will be derision. For the last 4 weeks I have roamed like a mad dog, I would not be able to get a better result…..it all depends on you sending the money. Forgive me if I am a little blunt, but I have to write the way I think. Were I able to talk to you, I would be less restrained, still.

Now to your letter. I have explained my prospects and expectations and I would like to ask you to tell me very clearly what I am to do here. 

I have tied the Phal to wooden poles, 3 ft long, that have been wrapped in ground nut fibre refuse. I shall make the cases airtight, only the upper lid of glass [???], just like a rectangular box. There are 4 rows of poles across and 6 rows lengthways, 24 poles with 25 to 30 plants each, which means that each crate contains approximately 670 plants, and for 20-25,000 there will be 30 – 35 crates. The lids will be in two parts to admit air and to be able to inspect the plants. Then, once safely installed on board, they will be on the most favoured side of the ship. Water will be poured into the crates so that the resulting humidity will benefit the plants. The superfluous water will escape through holes in the bottoms of the crates. We have started with one or two crates, the poles are standing solidly on each side which gives 8” per plant. The first task will be to cut the poles to the same length, make a hole in one side and fix a hook to the other. The crates must be made very precisely to be able to fit 24 poles with fixed nails into the boxes. I think this is the best method to be able to look at the plants and take care of them. If all goes well in my estimation, I shall have the crates made right away, for everything goes very slowly here. I could end up having to wait for the crates. Please note that half the crates have to be paid for right away, that is the local custom. When all is ready I shall go north to see what can be found there. You will receive this letter during the late days of January. During this time I shall need money. If I have not received any credit by then, you will have to send a telegram, otherwise I can do nothing except stay here which means you only get half the work for the same costs which only results in annoyance.

I’ll see what can be collected there, I shall look for filiforme, and Nepenthes. Boxall told me in Singapore, while showing me 2 pictures, that he had tons of Nepenthes. I don’t know whether that is true but, in any case, I shall look for it. This journey north will take about 4 – 5 weeks, I shall have to take the necessary money with me, as there is no possibility to send money there. I shall be back here in mid March but will not be able to depart before the beginning of May, because the plants must have time to grow roots.

If you want me to go to Flolio or Borneo, you must write. I don’t know what can be collected in Flolio. I understand that Boxall has been there a number of times. I heard that he brought back Cypripedium, probably haynaldianum. You say I should go to Borneo. Borneo is a big place and rather far from here. On his last trip, Boxall went to Sarawak where Vanda lowii comes from. If, as he says, he had tonnes of Nepenthes, then he would have got them there. But this is all uncertain; you will have to find out exactly where I shall go if there are valuable things to be found. I would like to go but need to know what you expect from this journey. I would not recommend going to Singapore from here with the plants and leaving them standing for 4 weeks. Therefore I would only make the journey if it were to take 4, 5 or 6 weeks. If the cost are not higher than relocating my entire household to Singapore, which would not be possible before the beginning of April, then I would prefer to go from here. A return ticket via Singapore would be cheaper and, while one is already in this region, it would be worth while going to Borneo. 

You must think carefully about this and respond to this letter immediately on receipt with detailed instructions. Also please tell me if you want me to bring the plants I shall collect at the beginning of March. Once I am ready I shall ascertain from the British shipping agent the appropriate time of departure and sufficient space for the plants. I believe that the direct route is the best…

Best wishes and kind regards,

C. Röbelen

How are the auctions and the plants ? and the various collectors ?

A ship departs here on the 22nd of every month for Barcelona, Cadiz, and Liverpool. I intend to take the one of the 22nd April…

Translated by: Maren Talbot
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