
Henri de Büren left the castle of Vaumarcus in 1852 and headed west towards 
the Americas, he would not return for almost two years. Henri spent his first six 
months traveling the Eastern United States and the Mississippi, before sailing to 
Havana. After a short stay in Cuba he traveled to Mexico where spent four more 
months. From Mexico he sailed to Panama and then to Peru. From Lima he had 
originally intended to go overland to Buenos Aires through Bolivia. However due 
to political instability in Bolivia, he decided instead to join a Peruvian expedition 
leading the first wave of German settlers to an outpost deep in the Amazon. 
 

 
He was moved to travel to the Americas by Alexander von Humbolt’s accounts of 
the flora and fauna of Latin America as well as he was certainly intrigued by the 
customs, and lifestyles of the new world. He would travel the Americas not only as 
a trained botanist, but also as a man of culture, stopping often to paint, engage in 
intellectual discourses with his contemporaries and document his observations in 
his journal and letters home to his family.

His journal entries and letters ultimately paint a complex and nuanced portrait of 
a young man finding his identity. He comes across as a man of high principle and 
ideals. At times he can be a classist, but these passages are tempered by others that 
show his reverence for nature, his love of family and deep attachment to Switzerland.

Henri’s great-great-grandson, Jean-François de Buren will publish later this year, 
with the help of the Museum of the Swiss Abroad, his original journal and letters. 
As a companion to the book, Jean-François aims to retrace his Ancestor’s expedition 
for a documentary film. He is also writing a screenplay for a feature film set in 19th 
century Switzerland that centers around Henri and his deaf-mute son.
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The voyage of a Swiss nobleman & botanist 
through the Americas of the 1850s

Important Swiss 
Figures from 
Henri’s Journal & 
Letters
Louis Agassiz – Swiss-
American zoologist, glaciolo-
gist, and geologist.

Arnold Guyot – Swiss-
American geologist and 
geographer.

Louis François de 
Pourtalès – Swiss-American 
naturalist.

Leo Lesquereux – Swiss 
bryologist (study of mosses) 
and pioneer of American 
paleobotany (study of fossil 
plants).

Francis de Palezieux 
Falconnet – Banker & 
Agent of the Committee of 
Mexican Bond holders.


