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         In the middle of the nineteenth century the whereabouts of the Nile’s source was still the planet’s most elusive secret, as it had been since the days of the Pharaohs. When Alexander the Great was shown the temple of Ammon in Luxor, the first question he asked is said to have been: ‘What causes the Nile to rise?’ Indeed, a longing to find answers to the twin mysteries of the location of the river’s source, and why it always flooded in summer rather than in winter, had drawn Alexander to Egypt as powerfully as any military, commercial or political reason.1 From 30 BC Egypt was ruled by Rome. A Roman proverb – Facilius sit Nili caput invenire (‘It would be easier to find the source of the Nile’) was still current in nineteenth-century Europe as a handy epithet to hurl at impractical dreamers of all sorts. In ad 66, the Emperor Nero – surprisingly, a keen geographer – had sent an expedition upriver, led by two centurions, with instructions to find the legendary headwaters. Two thousand miles from the Mediterranean (halfway between the river’s mouth and its unknown source), the centurions were defeated by an immense swamp extending for hundreds of miles. This was the mosquito-infested Sudd, where under the blazing sun a maze of shifting channels was blocked by floating islands of papyrus and interlaced aquatic plants.
         
 
         Over the millennia the Nile mystery remained unsolved. How, people asked, could the river flow unfailingly every day of the year, for 1,200 miles through the largest and driest desert in the known world without being replenished by a single tributary? Small wonder that its annual inundation of the Nile Delta in the hottest month of the year caused awe and no little anxiety in case the mysterious sources might one day fail and Egypt perish. Yet, despite the passionate curiosity of successive generations, 2,000 years would pass without any significant new discovery being made on the White Nile. To the south of Latitude 9.5° North (the position of the Bahr el-Ghazal and the Sudd), mid-nineteenth-century maps would still show the main channel dwindling away into a tracery of ever more hesitant dots.
         
 
         The world’s longest river has two main branches: the White Nile, which flows 4,230 miles from its remotest central African sources to the Mediterranean, and the Blue Nile, which rises high up on the Ethiopian plateau and flows for 1,450 miles before it joins the White Nile at Khartoum. By then the White Nile has already flowed for nearly 2,500 miles.2
         
 
         During the first two decades of the seventeenth century, two Spanish Jesuit priests, Pedro Paez and Jeronimo Lobo, reached the headwaters of the Blue Nile. The Scot James Bruce ignored their achievement and published a popular account of his own identical ‘discovery’ made 150 years later. From that time it would be suspected that the annual flood on the lower Nile between July and October was due to monsoon rains falling on the Ethiopian highlands and cascading with spectacular force down a succession of rapids towards the parent stream via the Blue Nile and other rivers. But on the White Nile itself, there would be no comparable discoveries, although this far longer river provided water all the year round, even during the months of winter and spring when the
 
         Blue Nile and the Atbara were dried-up riverbeds. Despite Egypt’s absolute dependence on the continuous flow of the White Nile, by the early 1850s not a single one of the succession of Greek, Italian, Maltese and French traders and adventurers who had attempted to locate the source for two decades had managed to journey further south than the position of the present town of Juba 750 miles south of Khartoum.
 
         At first sight it seems incredible that in the era of the steam engine, the galvanic battery, telegraphic communication and accurate chronometers, the Nile continued to keep its secrets. But there were many excellent reasons for the lack of progress in the great quest: ‘fever’ and other unexplained tropical illnesses decimated expeditions, cataracts blocked the upper river, tsetse fly killed beasts of burden and made wheeled transport impossible, porters deserted, the rainy season turned whole regions into quagmires, and local conflicts stirred up by the slave trade caused many chiefs to shower strangers with spears and poisoned arrows rather than with gifts.
         
 
         But between 1856 and 1876, the White Nile would at last yield up its secrets to an idiosyncratic group of exceptionally brave British explorers, who would solve the mystery of the source bit by bit – despite many illnesses, including loss of sight and hearing, and in one instance, for a time, the use of both legs. They also suffered the ravages of flesh-eating ulcers, malaria, colonic haemorrhage and deep spear wounds. Ironically, after their journeys were over, almost all would disagree profoundly about which one of them had won the crown.
 
         
             

         
 
         Fifty years ago, Alan Moorehead’s international bestseller about the search for the source of the Nile was published. Although, in the decades since The White Nile first appeared, a mass of previously unknown facts relating to the search have come to light, both in manuscript and in published form, no full-scale attempt has been made until now to write a further book on the subject, in which the new material is used to deepen and redraw the characters and relationships of the original Nile explorers, to re-examine their journeys, and to reassess up to the present day the enduring and tragic consequences of nineteenth-century exploration of the Nile basin. New information exists that sheds light on all the above subjects, but also on more personal matters, ranging from Speke’s alleged betrayal of Burton, to how Baker acquired the mistress he took to Africa, to whether Speke had an affair with a Ugandan courtier, and to whether the real Livingstone and the real Stanley resembled their portrayals in The White Nile. I give a full account of related books and my own researches at the end of this volume on pages 438–42.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Today, the mid-nineteenth-century explorers are often assumed to have been motivated by an avaricious desire to exploit Africans and Africa for commercial gain, or for the dubious satisfaction of wielding power over the powerless. In reality, a decade before the discovery of diamonds at Kimberley and nearly twenty years before gold was found on the Witwatersrand, the motives of men like Burton, Speke and Grant were quite different from those of the European administrators, soldiers and traders who went out to Africa in the 1880s and 1890s when the Scramble for Africa was in progress. In the 1850s and 1860s love of adventure played a greater part in motivating men to risk their lives to make ‘discoveries’ than did the desire to carve out markets. Indeed, a longing to escape from what Stanley called ‘that shallow life in England where a man is not permitted to be real and natural’, first drew him and the rest to Africa.3
         
 
         Only ‘the Dark Continent’ and other wild places appeared to offer to high-spirited individuals in the industrialised countries a chance to escape from the factories, offices and counting houses of the expanding cities. Most would have empathised with Rimbaud’s oft-quoted lament before he left Europe for Harar in Ethiopia: ‘What a life this is! True life is elsewhere.’ Samuel Baker wrote of longing to be ‘a wandering spirit’ and to plunge ‘into the Unknown’.4 When Speke had been granted periods of leave from the Indian Army, he had travelled to the mountains of Tibet or to Somalia rather than return to the tame tea cups and social chit-chat of England. An early missionary in Nyasaland (Malawi) put his finger on an essential part of the appeal of Africa. ‘The sense of individuality is the main attraction. In the constant whirl of civilization the personal element is somewhat lost in the mass. Out in the forests of Africa you are the man amongst your surroundings.’5
         
 
         Burton echoed these sentiments but went a Nietzschean step further. ‘Man wants to wander,’ he declared, ‘and he must do so, or he shall die.’ Famously, he described for the benefit of a friend: ‘Starting in a hollowed log of wood – some thousand miles up a river, with an infinitesimal prospect of returning! I ask myself “Why?” and the only echo is “damned fool! … The Devil drives.”’6 Many other explorers relished living on the razor’s edge and typically experienced long depressions on coming home after prolonged periods exposed to danger.
         
 
         For a former workhouse boy like Henry Morton Stanley, Africa offered a chance to transform himself and assume a fresh identity with a new mission in life. Riding into the bush on his white stallion on his way to find Dr Livingstone, he was quite literally a man re-made, with his old, unwanted persona and nationality (even his name) discarded. In Africa, he declared, the human spirit is ‘not repressed by fear, nor depressed by ridicule and insults … [but] soars free and unrestrained … [and] imperceptibly changes the whole man’.7
         
 
         Then there was the urgent hunger for discovery which all these men felt – an intensified form of the innate curiosity of all humans. ‘Discovery is mostly my mania,’ confessed Burton.8 This ‘mania’ seemed at times to consign explorers to membership of a separate species, set apart by extreme purposefulness and an extraordinary capacity to suffer and take risks. But the ‘mania’ was not always masochistic or even purely egotistical. Speke described how his determination to be an explorer had ‘led on from shooting, collecting, mapping and ranging the world generally’ to the point where he felt himself ‘gradually wedded with geographical research’.9 ‘Wedded’ was a strong word, and Speke would indeed be utterly single-minded about making precise scientific observations even when this demanded that he sit up all night in bad weather waiting for a break in the clouds to calculate his lunar angles. Stanley was also determined to make his maps accurate at a heavy personal cost.
         
 
         Along with undoubted dreams of personal glory through bestselling books and social advancement, most of the Nile explorers harboured a genuine belief that they were making geographical discoveries for the benefit of the human race at large and not just for themselves. Whether or not fame would ultimately be theirs, the achievement of reaching any long-pursued lake, river or spring bestowed a joy that was almost religious. Believing that he was looking down at the principal reservoir of the Nile, the normally brash Baker thanked God that: ‘I had been the humble instrument permitted to unravel this portion of the great mystery … I felt too serious to vent my feelings in vain cheers for victory.’10 Of all the explorers, David Livingstone seemed least affected by the desire to achieve personal glory. He wrote: ‘When one travels with the specific object of ameliorating the condition of the natives every act becomes ennobled … the sweat of one’s brow is no longer a curse when one works for God.’11 Yet even Livingstone longed to ‘cut out’ his rivals by finding the Nile’s source and restoring his reputation as the world’s greatest explorer.
         
 
         When Baker saw Speke and Grant emerge from central Africa on the upper Nile, gaunt and sun-browned, their clothes in tatters after three years of travelling, he cried out spontaneously: ‘Hurrah for Old England!’ Simple patriotism was certainly a great spur to these explorers at a time when Britain was master of the seas and the undisputed ‘workshop of the world’. Speke told a friend that he had gone back to Africa because he ‘would rather die a hundred times’ than wake up and learn that ‘any foreigner should have taken from Britain the honour of discovery’.12 But he did not mean to stake out territory for Britain. His pride was in being the first, as he thought, to have made a particular discovery ahead of the explorers of other nations.
         
 
         Yet the explorers’ motives would shift and change as time passed. While the Nile mystery was being solved between 1856 and 1877, humanitarians, sportsmen and adventurers were in the ascendant along the river and in Equatorial Africa. Thereafter political interests intruded, and came to dominate. Samuel Baker returned to Africa to fight the slave trade but also to extend the territory of the khedive of Egypt, and Henry Stanley sailed for West Africa to launch steamships on the Congo and build a road and trading posts for King Leopold II of Belgium. Meanwhile the journeys of Hermann von Wissmann and Karl Peters would be used to justify Germany in claiming the greater part of East Africa. By then de Brazza’s rivalry with Stanley had led the French government to earmark a vast territory along the north bank of the Congo.
         
 
         
             

         
  
         It was suggested by Malawi’s first ‘President for Life’, Dr Hastings Banda, that the whole idea of European explorers making ‘discoveries’ was insulting and absurd. ‘There was nothing to discover,’ said Dr Banda, ‘we were here all the time.’13 And of course African eyes had looked upon all the great lakes and rivers for countless generations before any European explorer ever managed to do the same. Yet no African knew the extent of the watersheds of the Nile, Congo or Niger, nor understood how Africa’s lakes and rivers were connected. The distances that had to be travelled before conclusions could be reached about such matters ran into thousands of miles, and the same problems that had made travel so difficult for Europeans also existed for Africans, who, even if they had learned where the Nile’s or Congo’s sources were situated, would not have had access to the chronometer watches, sextants and artificial horizons that would have enabled them to place the headwaters on an accurate map.
         
 
         Chief Kasembe, when asked by Livingstone about the direction of a local river and its source, replied: ‘We let the streams run on, and do not enquire whence they rise or whither they flow.’ Another chief declined to talk about a nearby lake on the grounds that it was ‘only water – nothing to be seen’. Questions about such matters struck many Africans as suspicious and pointless.14 In the case of places that had not been visited before, most villagers judged that there would probably be supernatural reasons for this, and that such places were best avoided.
         
 
         It is true that few European explorers gave adequate recognition in their books either to the geographical information they obtained from Arab-Swahili slave traders or to the essential role played by the Africans who accompanied them and made their journeys possible by carrying the trade goods used to buy food en route and pay chiefs for the right to pass through their territories. Africans also acted as interpreters, guards and guides. But some explorers did give credit where it was due. Livingstone often praised his men despite their frequent desertions and thefts. Speke sided with his porters against Burton in a long-running dispute over alleged misbehaviour, and Stanley often paid tribute to his men in print. ‘Their names should be written in gold,’ he wrote of the brave crewmen who volunteered to accompany him in a small boat on the uncharted waters of Lake Victoria.15 The most famous African leaders of caravans, such as Sidi Mubarak Bombay and Abdullah Susi acquired their experience and expertise on many journeys – Bombay having served Speke twice, before working for Stanley, and Susi having been freed from a slave caravan by Livingstone, and then working for eight years for him, before serving Stanley on the Congo. Most explorers owed their lives to their porters, often several times, but to suppose that such men, in different circumstances, might have taken equivalent risks on their own account in order to make similar geographical discoveries, would be fanciful.
         
 
         Richard Burton once complained that:
 
         
            The Anglo-African traveller in this section of the nineteenth century is an overworked professional … expected to survey and observe, to record meteorology and trigonometry, to shoot and stuff birds and beasts, to collect geological specimens and theories … to advance the infant study of anthropology, to keep accounts, to sketch, to indite a copious legible journal … and to forward long reports which shall prevent the Royal Geographical Society napping through its evenings.16
            

         
 
         All this work had to be done against a background of very real danger. In the middle of the nineteenth century, when few European travellers entered the East African interior, three had been murdered there – and this was at the very time when Speke and Burton set out for Lake Tanganyika, and when Livingstone began his last journey. The Nile explorers only had to study the fate of the earlier West African explorers to know that whole expeditions had died of malaria. During Mungo Park’s 1805 expedition, forty out of forty-four Europeans had perished, with Park himself being murdered. In Richard Lander’s expedition on the same river thirty years later, thirty-eight men succumbed out of forty-seven, and Lander died of the after-effects of a bullet wound. Between 1853 and 1856, Livingstone demonstrated that quinine aided resistance to malaria – though all Stanley’s white companions perished on successive journeys, and the same fate would befall V. L. Cameron’s two European colleagues.
         
 
         The courage and resourcefulness of the Nile explorers and their capacity for transcending ordinary human limitation was demonstrated again and again during their epic twenty-year quest. Speke in 1861, on his magnificent journey from Unyanyembe to Buganda, faced repeated illness, months of forced detention and robbery, and the mass desertion of his porters. In 1868, David Livingstone was deserted by all but three of his men, but still had the temerity to set out for Lake Bangweulu in the midst of the rainy season.17 In 1877, when many of Stanley’s men were starving on the lower Congo, and had lost the will to live, he led by example and inspired them to struggle on, shooting the rapids and saving themselves.
         
 
         Daring to complete death-defying quests chimed with the Victorians’ passion for medieval chivalry, and with the Christian idea of redemption through suffering which resonated so deeply with them. So the modern penchant for calling men like David Livingstone and Henry Stanley self-destructive or perverse would have caused great surprise to most of their contemporaries, for whom the discovery of the Nile’s source was an event as momentous as the moon landings would be when witnessed a century later. Nor is it appropriate to stigmatise these extraordinary men for possessing the exploitative vices of a later generation of European adventurers and settlers. (That change in attitudes in the last quarter of the nineteenth century is the subject of later chapters in this book.)
         
 
         In retrospect it is possible to see the search for the source of the Nile as the last flowering of the spirit of adventure before ‘Great Power’ competition, and the ‘scramble’ for colonies, elbowed aside extraordinary individuals, and replaced them with government expeditions marching ever faster along the jingoistic path that led, at journey’s end, to the final death of adventure in the mud of the Western Front.
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            Blood in God’s River
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         In March 1866, David Livingstone, wearing his trademark peaked cap, landed at Mikindani Bay on the East African coast and strode inland followed by thirty-five porters and a bizarre assortment of baggage animals, consisting of four buffaloes, six camels, four donkeys and six mules. The day was fiercely hot, and Dr Livingstone and his polyglot following of coastal Africans, Indian sepoys and mission-educated freed slaves were soon struggling along a valley choked with rank grass that towered above their heads and made them feel as if they were being smothered.1 By a characteristic piece of bad luck, the doctor had chanced to step ashore at one of the few points on the coast where dense jungle stretched far into the interior. Soon the undergrowth became thicker, and his men were obliged to use their axes to hack a path wide enough for the swaying camels to negotiate. Within hours the overloaded animals were being bitten by tsetse fly. As they weakened and slowed, the porters beat them to restore their energy. When Livingstone objected, the first mutinous voices were raised against him. His troubles were just beginning.2
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Just over a year earlier – despite being a decade or more older than his principal rivals – the 53-year-old medical missionary turned explorer had been commissioned by the Royal Geographical Society, the world’s principal sponsor of exploration, to do nothing less extraordinary than solve the planet’s greatest remaining geographical mystery by finding the River Nile’s headwaters. In recent years, other explorers, notably John Speke, Richard Burton and Samuel Baker, had claimed to have reached the river’s source, or at least one of its main reservoirs; but there was no consensus among geographers about whether any had proved his case. So Sir Roderick Murchison, the elderly President of the RGS, had decided in Livingstone’s self-approving phrase, ‘to take the true scientific way of settling the matter’ by inviting him ‘to ascertain the watershed’.3 Had Sir Roderick chosen anyone else, Dr Livingstone, who prided himself on travelling ‘beyond every other man’s line of things’,4 would have thought it anything but ‘the true scientific way’. In fairness to him, no other explorer had spent anything approaching his twenty-one years in Africa, nor come close to overhauling the vast mileage he had tramped.
         
 
         But while he had never suffered from false modesty, Livingstone, who had started life as a child factory worker in a Scottish textile mill and had lived in a single tenement room with his parents and four siblings, had not taken his selection for granted. The affluent members of the RGS were a snobbish crowd, who thought former Nonconformist missionaries socially infra dig – even should one of them miraculously qualify as a medical doctor – so Dr Livingstone had been touched by Sir Roderick’s loyalty. Although the two men had been friends for a decade, and Murchison had backed the doctor’s epic trans-Africa journey – the first crossing of the continent by a European – Livingstone was painfully conscious that the fame and adulation he had enjoyed in the 1850s had not survived the deaths and disasters of his more recent Zambezi Expedition. His objective on that later occasion had been to prove that European traders and missionaries could navigate the Zambezi in steamships, and live and work safely near the Victoria Falls – ‘discovered’ by him in 1855. But despite an immense expenditure of money, time and effort, this ill-starred expedition had merely underlined the complete impracticability of its aims. The Zambezi – far from being, as he had promised it would be, ‘God’s Highway’ into the interior ‘for Christianity and commerce’ – had turned out to be a malarial maze of shifting sandbanks leading to a chain of cataracts, whose local name ‘Kebrabassa’, meaning ‘where the work ends’, had proved to be cruelly apt. As disillusion had  turned to anger, most of Livingstone’s expedition colleagues had either resigned or quarrelled with him in public. Several died of malaria, as had his wife, Mary, along with five missionaries, two of their wives and three of their children. Even more disastrous in the eyes of the press, had been the death of the first Anglican bishop ever to make south central Africa his field of work, due entirely to Dr Livingstone’s passionate appeal to him to come out there.
         
 
         After his triumphant crossing of Africa, Livingstone had been lauded in the press not simply as a sublime explorer, but as a great missionary, ‘a saintly and truly apostolic preacher of Christian truth’.5 In the aftermath of the Zambezi Expedition, ‘saintly’ was the last adjective likely to be applied to him by any journalist. But if anything could help the doctor to atone for past failures, it was going to be an enterprise demanding extremes of selflessness and courage, as the Nile search undoubtedly would. The fact that he might very well die in Africa, if he accepted Murchison’s invitation, had not tempered his eagerness to say yes. In truth, finding the source meant more to him than the restoration of his reputation – desirable though that undoubtedly was. Despite possessing many human weaknesses – and vanity was not the least – David Livingstone loved Africa and Africans, and saw his geographical quest as offering an unrepeatable chance to serve the continent and its people.
         
 
         ‘Men may think I covet fame,’ he told a friend, ‘[but] the Nile sources are valuable only as a means of enabling me to open my mouth with power among men. It is this power which I hope to apply to remedy an enormous evil.’6 The ‘evil’ was the East African slave trade, which was then being energetically expanded by the coastal Arab-Swahili and by the Portuguese colonists of Mozambique. But if Livingstone could survive, and return as the discoverer of the Nile’s source, he believed his agenda would be adopted by politicians with the consequence being a naval blockade of the East African coast and the closure of Zanzibar’s slave market. Yet Livingstone’s obsession with the Nile had other dimensions: such as its historical and scriptural significance. 
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               The Nile’s Central African Watershed as Livingstone believed it to be in the late 1860s.

               
            

         
 
         ‘For more than sixteen hundred years,’ he told his elder daughter, Agnes, ‘Emperors, Kings, Philosophers – all the great men of antiquity – longed to know whence flowed the famous river and longed in vain.’7 But the Biblical resonance of the search impressed him even more than its antiquity: ‘An eager desire to discover any evidence of the great Moses having visited these parts bound me, spell bound me, I may say, for if I can bring to light anything to confirm the Sacred Oracles, I shall not grudge one whit all the labour expended.’8 As he explained to Agnes, if success were finally to be his: ‘[I will have] shown myself a worthy servant of Him who has endowed me to be an explorer.’9 Such a confirmation of his usefulness to God would put worldly fame in the shade.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         In June 1870, over four years after leaving the coast, Livingstone was at the very centre of Africa in the tiny village of Mamohela, which, as the crow flew, was about a thousand miles both from the east coast and from the west. Never had he felt so close to achieving his goal: ‘I had a strong presentiment during the first three years that I should never live through the enterprise, but it weakened as I came near the end of the journey.’10 He made this astonishingly self-confident statement about nearing the completion of his work, despite just having taken a year to travel 250 miles to Mamohela from the western shores of Lake Tanganyika. But now, he believed, the delays and disappointments were over. Only fifty miles lay between him and the banks of a mighty river, which local people called the Lualaba. Its width, they said, was two miles or more, and it was studded with tree-covered islands. Livingstone was tantalised. Because of its size and its location at the heart of Africa, and because it was said to flow north for hundreds of miles, it had to be the Nile. The only alternative was the Congo. But this seemed most unlikely. The 200 miles of the Congo, which had to-date been navigated from the Atlantic, had taken explorers not south-east, but north-east, away from the river on which he hoped to embark. So unless the Congo changed course completely, it could have no connection with the Lualaba.
         
 
         Two years before, Livingstone had been exploring in an area 500 miles to the south of his present position, and had investigated a hitherto ‘undiscovered’ lake (Bangweulu), from which he was sure the Lualaba rose. ‘The discovery [of the Nile’s source] is unquestionably mine,’ he had informed Agnes at the time.11 Now, in order to prove that the Lualaba really was what he said it was, he needed to trace it downstream all the way to the Sudan and Egypt – a journey of more than 5,000 miles. But once he had bought canoes and was paddling down the river, the current would do much of the work. So what could stop him now, when he longed with every fibre of his being to finish his work? A lot as it happened.
         
 
         In June 1870, just as he expected his problems to decline, they multiplied. All African explorers depended upon porters to carry the trade goods they needed in order to buy food and pay tolls to pass through the territories of individual chiefs. Indeed, without these goods, a traveller in Africa died, or, if he wished to go anywhere, was compelled to depend upon the charity of Arab-Swahili slave traders, who were most unlikely to be going just where he wanted. By mid-1870, most of Livingstone’s original thirty-five porters, and all of the further twenty-four he had recruited in the interior, had died or deserted. So dependence on Arabs seemed inevitable.
         
 
         On 26 June, he entered in his journal: ‘With only three attendants, Susi, Chuma and Gardner, I started off to the north-west for the Lualaba.’ He had been reduced to this pathetic number, because, on that same day, six of the nine men, who had been with him till then, had deserted, taking most of his trade goods with them. But fifty miles was not far, so perhaps he would be able to manage this distance with his three ‘faithfuls’, and without Arab help.
         
 
         In the opening days of his journey, he was surprised to find local people friendly, although he was passing close to villages which Arab-Swahili slave traders had burned. It was the rainy season, and many streams flowed into the path he was travelling along, making it resemble a small river. A species of palm with long thick leaf-stalks had colonised the valley he now entered, obliging him to follow a track created by elephant and buffalo. In consequence, he and his men often fell into elephants’ footprints up to their thighs. The going was so rough that Livingstone, a keen naturalist, was unable to write descriptions of the many birds and monkeys he was seeing for the first time.
 
         Caught in the open, for hours on end, in drenching rain, he was obliged each evening to strip off his clothes, and dry them by a smoky fire in whatever hut he had managed to beg from villagers for himself and his men. Another bout of pneumonia, like one he had suffered eighteen months earlier, would very likely be the end of him.12 Malaria had prostrated him many times, but now he was more worried about his worsening bowel and digestive problems.13 Whenever his food was coarse, as it was at present, his piles bled heavily. His damaged teeth made so little impression on green maize and elephant meat that his stomach was left with too much to do. The result was constant heartburn. Many of his molars were so loose that he was obliged to perform extractions, employing ‘a strong thread with what sailors call a clovehitch’, and then ‘striking the thread with a heavy pistol’.14
         
 
         After a few days of independent travel, he was struggling to progress at all, and fell in with some slave traders, who suspected that he was only in Manyema to spy on them. Livingstone parted with beads and cloth from his depleted store, and obtained the assistance of additional porters, as well as their leaders’ grudging consent to his accompanying them. ‘They hated me,’ he admitted, ‘and tried to get away … I however kept up, and on the fourth day passed through nine villages destroyed by the worthies, who did not wish me to see more of their work.’ One of these Arabs was stabbed to death in the night by a local African in revenge for the enslavement of his relatives.15 Fortunately, at this point, Livingstone met up with Muhammad Bogharib, a less brutal slave trader, with whom he had often travelled in the past. Bogharib warned him that he would never reach the Lualaba by heading north-west. Instead he should swing south-west to allow for a loop in the river.
         
 
         Livingstone did his best to follow Bogharib westward, but thick mud made each step an ordeal. When he was not slipping and falling in the rain, he was fording small rivers, ‘neck deep’. In many places ‘trees had fallen across the path forming a breast-high wall, which had to be climbed over’.16 Ahead, the whole country was flooded. Livingstone pressed on for a few more days, but then, in mid-July, he wrote despairingly in his journal: ‘For the first time in my life my feet failed me … Instead of healing quietly as heretofore, when torn by hard travel, irritable eating ulcers fastened on both feet.’ He blamed his inability ever to dry his shoes. Having only three attendants, Livingstone knew there was no question of his being carried. So he had no choice but to limp back to Bambarre (Kabambare), the nearest significant Manyema town, which was also an Arab-Swahili slave-trading depot. He arrived there on 22 July 1870, numb with misery at his failure to reach the river.
         
 
         For weeks the pain of his ulcers kept him awake at night, as did ‘the wailing of slaves tortured with these sores’. The ulcers, he noted, ‘eat through everything – muscle, tendon and bone, and often lame permanently if they do not kill’. With good reason he feared he might never recover. When placing either foot on the ground, ‘a discharge of bloody ichor [sic] flowed’. The Arabs used crushed malachite to treat ulcers, or a salve of beeswax and sulphate of copper. The malachite, though it did not cure him, after many applications seemed at least to contain the spread of the sores.17
         
 
         This was an Arab settlement. So, hating the slave trade as much as he did, it was cruelly ironic that Livingstone should have to remain on affable terms with slavers, who routinely murdered anyone resisting enslavement. Forty Manyema were killed one day, nine another, a hundred the day after that.18 And so it went on. Often Livingstone saw smoke curling above burning villages, and heard distant shots. His one consolation was the thought that his written descriptions of the mayhem might one day compel the British government to act against the trade. The heartlessness of it provoked some of his most haunting descriptions, written while he was immobilised in Bambarre, close to many recently captured men, women and children. ‘The strangest disease I have seen in this country seems really to be broken-heartedness, and it attacks free men who have been captured and made slaves.’ He questioned many captives who were wasting away, apparently without physical cause. ‘They ascribed their only pain to the heart, and placed a hand correctly on the spot, though many think that organ stands high up under the breast bone.’19
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               An Arab-Swahili slave trader murders a sick slave
 (from Livingstone’s Last Journals).
               

            

         
 
         Livingstone’s ability to be the friend of a man like Muhammad Bogharib owed a lot to his realisation that Arab treatment of domestic slaves was relatively mild. So, while the process by which Africans were torn from their homes was unspeakably brutal, and although they endured terrible suffering on their land and sea journeys to Zanzibar and the Gulf, Livingstone saw mitigation in the fact that their treatment on arrival was often better than that meted out to workers in British factories. His explanation of this paradox was that the Arabs were not yet thoroughly dominated by the profit motive – as were the plantation owners of the American Deep South. ‘When society advances, wants multiply; and to supply these, the slaves’ lot becomes harder. The distance between master and man increases as the lust of gain is developed.’20
         
 
         All around him in Manyema, elephants were being shot, and chiefs forced to surrender their ivory. The trade in slaves was inextricably entwined with that in ivory, and Livingstone knew that the European passion for ivory piano keys, and for ivory knife-handles, had led to a vast increase in the number of slaves needed to carry tusks to the coast. So, in his eyes, responsibility for events in Manyema did not rest solely on Arab-Swahili shoulders. Nor could he find it in himself to dislike all Arabs. When he had been gravely ill a few months earlier, Muhammad Bogharib had nursed him and saved his life.21
         
 
         The Arabs justified maltreating the Manyema by claiming that they were cannibals. Taking the side of Africans, as Livingstone always did, he remained sceptical. Even after surprising a Manyema man carrying a severed human finger, wrapped in a leaf, he was unconvinced that people were killed deliberately for magical or alimentary reasons.22 He thought the Manyema ‘a fine-looking race’, and declared: ‘I would back a company of Manyema men to be far superior in shape of head and generally in physical form too, against the whole Anthropological Society.’23 Bogharib’s men – and indeed his own – were terrified of being killed and eaten whenever large numbers of Manyema assembled. ‘Poor things,’ wrote Livingstone of these local people, ‘no attack is thought of, if it does not begin on our side.’24 As for cannibalism, he saw no need for it. ‘The country abounds with food – goats, sheep, fowls, buffaloes and elephants: maize, sorghum … and other farinaceous eatables.’ 25 Yet when James, one of his six deserters, was killed and eaten close to Bambarre, there was no denying his fate.26 Other compelling evidence came Livingstone’s way, unbidden. Slaves, who had died from hunger or disease, were being exhumed and then cooked and eaten. Reluctantly Livingstone conceded: ‘I think they are cannibals, but not ostentatiously so.’27 But the red parrot feathers, which many men wore in their hair, were nothing if not ‘ostentatious’, though they had struck him as charming until he had learned that a warrior only qualified to wear one if he had first killed a man.28 Yet even when realising that Manyema were selling each other to the slavers, Livingstone never lost his conviction that they ‘retained their natural kindness of disposition’, and were never ‘ferocious without cause’, unless ‘abused by Ujijians’ or other intruders.29 (The Ujijians were slave traders based at Ujiji on Lake Tanganyika.) 
         
 
         While confined to his hut, Livingstone longed for news of home, but no letters ever came for him via Ujiji, with the arrival of successive caravans.30 At times he despaired of leaving for the Lualaba. ‘This is the sorest delay I ever had,’ he wrote in his journal, and he had experienced many in the past. His friend Muhammad Bogharib offered to go with him to the river when he was better, but Livingstone needed more than a temporary escort. He desperately required new men to replace his deserters. And because Bogharib stood to lose money in the ivory trade if he parted with any carriers, Livingstone offered the equivalent of £270 – a vast sum.31 But this was to plan far ahead – until his feet healed, he would have to resign himself to many more months as an object of curiosity to the people of Bambarre. Though remarkably patient with villagers who stared, he drew the line when locals ‘came and pushed off the door of my hut with a stick while I was resting, as we should do with a wild beast [in a] cage’. Occasionally, moments of pure comedy delighted him: as when he washed his hair and the watching audience fled, having mistaken the soapy lather for his brains being taken out for a wash.32
         
 
         As 1870 dragged by, Livingstone immersed himself in the Bible, which he read through a total of four times.33 He also pondered for days at a time Greek theories about the Nile’s source. Homer had called the river, ‘Egypt’s heaven-descended spring’, and because it flowed for 1,200 miles through the largest and driest desert in the world, at the hottest time of year, without requiring replenishment from a single tributary, Livingstone also thought it God-given and miraculous. At times, during his months of sickness, he lived in a trance-like state, with the Nile occupying what he called his ‘waking dreams’.34 It comforted him to rehearse a roll call of the ancients, who had ‘recorded their ardent desire to know the fountains’. They too had had to endure frustration:
         
 
         
            Alexander the Great, who founded a celebrated city at the river’s mouth, looked up the stream with the same desire to know the springs, and so did the Caesars. The great Julius Caesar is made by Lucan to say that he would give up the civil war if he might but see the fountains of this far-famed river. Nero Caesar sent two centurions to examine the ‘Caput Nili’.35
            

         
 
         The centurions, according to Seneca – another name on Livingstone’s reading list – travelled with their 200 soldiers further up the Nile than anyone would manage until the mid-nineteenth century, ascending the river as far as the Bahr el-Ghazal (a White Nile tributary, briefly thought to be the main channel) and the marshes of the Sudd. Braving tribesmen’s attacks, overpowering heat and clouds of mosquitoes, they came at last through the shimmering haze ‘to immense swamps, the end of which neither the natives knew, nor is it possible for anyone to hope to know’.36 It would be 1841 – almost 2,000 years later – before the Egyptian ruler, Muhammad Ali, sent an expedition that succeeded in penetrating the Sudd’s 300-mile maze of papyrus-choked channels. Only one of the nineteenth-century explorers, who subsequently struggled upstream through the Sudan and Equatoria, won more than faint praise from the exacting Dr Livingstone.
         
 
         
            None rises higher in my estimation than Miss Tinné, who after the severest domestic afflictions, nobly persevered in the teeth of every difficulty … [she] came further up the river than the centurions sent by Nero Ceasar [she had passed Gondokoro and reached Rejaf], and showed such indomitable pluck as to reflect honour on her race.37
            

         
 
         Alexine Tinné, Holland’s richest heiress, lost her mother and an aunt to fever while navigating the Bahr el-Ghazal. When Livingstone was penning his praise for her, he had no means of knowing that she had already been hacked to death by Tuaregs, during a valiant attempt to reach the Nile’s source by crossing the Sahara, and then heading east through Chad to strike the river, she hoped, near its head.38 As for Livingstone’s fellow Britons, Richard Burton, John Speke and Samuel Baker – he wrote little about these younger rivals, except to criticise them. For why praise explorers, who seemed certain to be ‘cut out’ by his Bangweulu ‘Nile’ sources, which were so far south of their entire sphere of operation? 
         
 
         Livingstone’s confidence that the Lualaba was the Nile received an unexpected boost while he was confined to his dark and smoky hut in Bambarre. Two Arab ivory traders arrived in mid-August, after a long journey that had taken them to Katanga and beyond. Their names were Josut and Moenpembé and what they said electrified the sick man. Their information was that Lake Bangweulu was not the only source of the Lualaba. A nearby spring, to the west of the lake, gave rise to a river, which, after joining with the waterway that issued from Bangweulu, flowed on northward as the Lualaba. So there were two sources of the Lualaba. The Arabs also announced that near to these north-facing sources, there were two additional springs, whose waters flowed to the south. What thrilled Livingstone was their account’s uncanny resemblance to what had been written about the Nile’s source by Herodotus, ancient Greece’s most famous historian.
         
 
         In 457 BC, Herodotus had visited Egypt and travelled up the Nile as far as the first cataract, eager to discover whatever he could about the river’s origins. He would be largely disappointed. From a variety of Egyptian and Greek travellers, he learned that the river probably came from far to the west, from the country we now know as Chad, but no convincing detail was volunteered. On returning home, Herodotus wrote: ‘Not one writer of the Egyptians, or of the Libyans, or of the Hellenes, who came to speak with me, professed to know anything, except the scribe of the sacred treasury of Athene at the city of Sais in Egypt.’39 But this one scribe made up for the vagueness of the historian’s other informants. Between two mountains, he said, could be found ‘the fountains of the Nile, fountains which it is impossible to fathom: half the water runs northward into Egypt; half to the south’. Although Herodotus had sensed that ‘the scribe did not seem to be in earnest’, Livingstone believed he had been. This was because the scribe’s version tallied so closely with Josut’s and Moenpembé’s. There was one difference. The scribe had mentioned two mountains between the four sources, whereas the Arabs had mentioned ‘a mound between them, the most remarkable in Africa’.40 But, in Livingstone’s opinion, this difference seemed too small to worry about. A remarkable mound was likely to be a colossal feature: perhaps a range of mountains. Nor was he being naive to have believed the Arabs. The oral accounts of travellers often turned out to be true, and he knew already that the sources of the Zambezi, and the Kafue, were within a hundred miles of Bangweulu – so two southward-flowing rivers existed in reality.
         
 
         The presence of mountains near the northward-flowing sources delighted Livingstone for another reason. In about AD 150, the Greek astronomer and geographer, Claudius Ptolemaeus – Ptolemy, as he is generally known – had stated, in his Geography, that after marching for twenty-five days into the interior from somewhere near Mombasa, a traveller would arrive at ‘the snowy range of mountains from whence the Nile draws its twin sources’. Ptolemy had this information from the report of a Greek trader, Diogenes, who, on returning from a voyage to India a century earlier, had landed on the East African coast, where he claimed to have reached the sources after a twenty-five-day march. This would not have taken him far inland. More likely, he had heard from Arab traders that, while in the interior, they had learned about the existence of sources close to snow-peaks known as the Mountains of the Moon.41 Livingstone found this compelling:
         
 
         
            What we moderns can claim is rediscovery … The headwaters of the Nile are gathered into two or three arms, very much as was depicted by Ptolemy … [he] was not believed because his sources were between 10 and 12 north latitude.

         
 
         This was, of course, where Livingstone had found Lake Bangweulu and where Josut and Moenpembé had just been.42 The recuperating explorer found this additional Greek endorsement of his own view of the Nile’s sources wonderfully reassuring.
         
 
         By 10 October, Livingstone’s ulcers were starting to heal, and for the first time since 22 July he was able to leave his hut. Just as he was making plans to move on, he heard that the leader of a trading party from Ujiji had reported that a second caravan was en route for Manyema ‘with letters and perhaps people for me’.43 Clearly, he would have to wait till they came, before heading for the river. And wait he did, very reluctantly, until 4 February the following year. ‘I am in agony for news from home; all I feel sure of now is that my friends will want me to finish my work.’44 Also on the 4th, ten men arrived who had been sent from the coast by Dr John Kirk, the acting British Consul at Zanzibar. Livingstone was enraged to find that these new arrivals were slaves and not freemen. Almost at once these men, who were owned by Indian coastal traders (known as banians), told him they would not move except for higher wages, and claimed that Consul Kirk had instructed them to force him back to Zanzibar as soon as possible. Only when Livingstone threatened the men’s leaders with his pistol would they agree to march.45
         
 
         Even after reading about the public rows on the Zambezi Expedition, it would have amazed the Rev. Dr Livingstone’s contemporaries to know that he sometimes threatened to shoot Africans. In fact he had once fired at Susi, one of his three longest-serving attendants, who had been with him since 1863, and still was. Susi’s offence had been to seize Livingstone’s hand roughly, and to refuse to let it go. So Livingstone had fired at him, and had very fortunately missed. This incident would be cut from the published version of Livingstone’s Last Journals by the clergyman editor appointed by his family, as would many others which showed his ‘faithfuls’ in an unflattering light.
         
 
         
            There being no law or magistrate higher than myself, I would not be thwarted if I could help it … They would like me to remain here and pay them for smoking the bange [cannabis], and deck their prostitutes with the beads which I give them regularly for their food.46
            

         
 
         Despite the reputation for devoted behaviour which they would later enjoy in Britain, his followers were as different from the members of a Sunday School as it would be possible to imagine.
 
         It is doubtful whether any of his men understood why he was prepared to travel in the rainy season, risking his life and theirs. Why did the direction of rivers matter so much? Why could he not rest more and enjoy his life? There is no evidence that Livingstone ever tried to explain. Before he left Bambarre, two of his favourites, Chuma and Gardner, brought him close to despair by taking part in an Arab attack on local Manyema. Gardner actually returned, dragging after him a woman he had captured. Chuma came ‘caricolling [sic] in front of the party … mimicking shooting’.47 Chuma had been a boy of ten when released by Livingstone from a slave gang near Lake Nyasa (Malawi) in 1861, and, like Gardner, had spent several years at the Nassick Mission School in Bombay, having been left there by Livingstone in 1864. ‘Christian boys from Nassick,’ Livingstone shouted at them both, ‘[should] not need to be told not to murder.’ Chuma countered that in 1863, in the Shire Highlands, Livingstone had fought the Ajawa (Yao) and had shot at them. ‘Yes,’ Livingstone retorted, ‘to make slaves free, but you want to make free people slaves.’48 (The Yao had been allies of Portuguese slave traders.)
         
 
         As he was preparing to leave Bambarre, several of the men who had deserted him the previous June asked to be taken back. Mabruki (another Nassick pupil) was allowed to stay, but Livingstone told Ibrahim and Simon ‘to be off or [he] would certainly shoot them’. Simon had admitted to two murders and Ibrahim to numerous thefts, so their master’s fury with them was understandable.49 He left for the Lualaba on 16 February 1871, with Muhammad Bogharib’s caravan and his own fourteen men.
         
 
         
            The grass and mud are grievous, but my men lift me over the waters … The country is everywhere beautiful and undulating: light green grass covers it all, save at the brooks … Grass tears the hands and wets the extremities.50
            

         
 
         Early in the journey, Katomba, a slave-trading associate of Bogharib, presented Livingstone with an eighteen-inch-tall female gorilla. He judged this motherless infant: ‘The most intelligent and charming of all the monkeys I have seen. She holds out her hand to be lifted and carried, and if refused makes her face [resemble] a bitter human, weeping.’ It dismayed Livingstone not to be able to take her with him. ‘I fear that she will die … from people plaguing her.’51 The rains had not quite ended, but there was sunshine too, and as so often in the past, Livingstone enjoyed the beauty of villages nestling between tree-covered hills. Soon after dawn, he loved to see people sitting outside their huts around a fire when the low rays of the sun were just appearing.
         
 
         
            The various-shaped leaves of the forest all around their village are bespangled with myriads of dewdrops. The cocks crow vigorously and strut and ogle; the kids [goats] gambol and leap on the backs of their dams … thrifty wives often bake their new clay pots in a fire, made by lighting a heap of grass roots … The beauty of this morning scene of peaceful enjoyment is indescribable.52
            

         
 
         Yet Livingstone was accompanying people who could change in an instant this peaceful tableau to one of death and misery. Days later, Livingstone was thankful to be travelling independently again. In exchange for his double-barrelled gun, Katomba lent him seven men. Since Bogharib had left him to go in search of slaves and ivory, the extra men would be indispensable.53 Livingstone’s main problem was a dearth of canoes, which began to worry him seriously as he came within six miles of the river. The nearest vessels were said to be about five days’ journey away across a region criss-crossed with shallow rivers. On 11 March he was told by Amur, yet another slave trader, that there was no point in trying to progress along the Lualaba unless he could muster 200 guns. All the people for miles around, said Amur, hated strangers and ‘wanted a white one to eat!’54 Of course, Livingstone ignored this warning. He knew very well that most of the slavers wanted to drive him back eastwards, away from their profitable new slave frontier.
         
 
         Crossing many streams that flowed into the Lualaba – now three miles distant – he was depressed to meet a party of slavers with eighty-two captives and twenty tusks. He travelled the final miles to the river with this party’s leaders, Abed bin Salim and Hassani, who when questioned, swore to him that they ‘never began hostilities’. ‘They began nothing else,’ he countered in his journal. ‘The prospect of getting slaves overpowers all else, and blood flows in horrid streams.’55
         
 
         Although the last day of March was an unforgettable one for Livingstone, he described the river clinically and without emotion in his journal: 
         
 
         
            I went down to take a good look at the Lualaba here [at the town of Nyangwe]. It is narrower than it is higher up, but still a mighty river, at least 3,000 yards broad, and always deep: it can never be waded at any point … It has many large islands … The current is about two miles an hour away to the north.56
            

         
 
         During the three days following his first sight of the Lualaba’s wide expanse of smooth and slow-moving brown water, he made numerous attempts to buy canoes from local people, but all failed. Four days later, a local Manyema chief agreed to sell him a dugout large enough to hold him and all his men. But the one that actually arrived turned out to be able to carry no more than three people.57 The Manyema’s refusal to sell canoes and dugouts was entirely rational. They feared that if strangers were to cross the river they would extend the slave trade to the left bank. But, as Livingstone realised, this reluctance was already encouraging the slavers to take dugouts by force. Only Dr Livingstone, the man of peace, was being denied what he so desperately needed. He described: ‘Waiting wearily and anxiously [while] the owners of canoes say, “Yes, yes; we shall bring them,” but do not stir.’ His lack of progress obliged Livingstone to ask his followers to build him a wooden house, so that he could leave the vermin-ridden hut he had been loaned.58
         
 
         The ten men who had recently arrived from Zanzibar – and whom he had been shocked to learn were slaves – now began to make life even harder for their master by telling the local Manyema: ‘He does not wish slaves and ivory, but a canoe in order to kill Manyema.’ Livingstone soon discovered that slavers, like Hassani and Abed, had ‘aided [his] men in propagating the false accusation’. Not surprisingly, the Arab-Swahili wanted to stop Livingstone spying on them as they extended their activities north and west of Nyangwe. As for his followers, their attitude was easy to understand. No African or Arab had ever followed the Lualaba downstream for more than 100 miles north of Nyangwe, and it scared all Livingstone’s men to contemplate venturing into an unknown region, peopled by tribes who had every reason to hate new arrivals. Understandably, his men wanted to return home at once, rather than die in this remote and frightening place.
         
 
         By mid-May Livingstone still had no canoe, and now Abed added to his anxieties by telling him he had overheard his men – the recent arrivals from Zanzibar – plotting to kill him. ‘He advised me strongly not to trust myself to them anymore.’ Since they admitted that they had shot three men and had been capturing and selling people, Livingstone realised that this was good advice.59 But without these ten slaves, how could he finish his work? He could hardly travel thousands of miles with four men. As usual, when he was worried, Livingstone’s bowels started to plague him.
         
 
         His next venture was to try to buy dugouts from the Wenya people, who lived on the left bank. But the Arabs chose this moment to buy up all the Wenya vessels that had until then been available for sale, ‘nine large canoes – and I could not secure one’.60 Eventually, on 5 July, in desperation, he offered Dugumbé, a leading slave trader in Nyangwe, £400 to provide him with ten porters to replace the mutinous slaves sent by Consul Kirk from Zanzibar. But even this vast sum could not persuade Dugumbé to help a man, whom the Arab was sure would one day expose his bloody record, if given the chance. In mid-month, Livingstone was finally reduced to pleading. ‘I have goods at Ujiji … take them all and give me men to finish my work … do not let me be forced to return now I am so near the end of my undertaking.’ But Dugumbé merely said he would consult his associates and report back.61 The Arab had still not answered Livingstone by 15 July, the day on which an event took place in Nyangwe that changed everything.
         
 
         One of the only places where Livingstone had felt able to forget his worries had been Nyangwe’s market, where up to 3,000 people came to buy and sell. That day there were half that many, but he found it no less enjoyable to watch the market women, old and young, laughing and joking as they bartered their earthen pots for cassava, palm-oil, salt, pepper, and relishes for their food. Local fish of many varieties were also for sale, and Livingstone loved the bustle: children carrying squawking fowls, a pig breaking free, sellers throwing up their hands after failing to convince a potential customer of the value of a goat or sheep. The weather was so hot and sultry that he did not stay as long as usual. As he was leaving, he was surprised to see five Arab-Swahili in their white robes come into the market carrying guns. Until now, whenever he had been in this place, the Arabs had respected the local custom never to bring arms there. Livingstone was shaken to note that three of these armed men worked for Dugumbé; but while he was considering whether to reprove them, they began firing into the throng, killing people at point-blank range. A moment later, as screams echoed around him, other Arabs fired into a crowd of terrified people fleeing towards the creek where their canoes were moored. Pandemonium followed, with men and women flinging themselves into canoes, either swamping vessels, or making it impossible for anyone to paddle. The press of numbers in the creek soon prevented canoes from getting out into the river, away from the guns. So wounded men and women ignored the boats and scrambled into the water, hoping to swim against the current to an island a mile away. In horror Livingstone watched overloaded canoes sinking, and the long line of heads making for the island beginning to thin out, as one by one the swimmers drowned. The firing had been so frenzied near the creek that the Arabs had actually shot several of their own number there. They later reckoned that 400 were shot or drowned. Livingstone suspected this was an underestimate. ‘No-one will ever know the exact loss on this bright and sultry morning; it gave me the impression of being in Hell.’
         
 
         
            [image: ] 
               Massacre of the Manyema women in Nyangwe
 (from Livingstone’s Last Journals).
               

            

         
 
         While people were still drowning, Dugumbé arrived at the creek and ‘put people into one of the deserted vessels to save those in the water’. But since his men had started the firing, Livingstone was not mollified by these humane acts. He knew the attacks had been concerted ‘to make an impression in the country as to the importance and greatness of the newcomers’. Even while Dugumbé had been saving people from the water, men under the orders of Tagamoio, an associate of his, continued the reign of terror on land ‘shooting right and left like fiends’. Although Dugumbé claimed to have told Tagamoio to stop, he continued the slaughter into the following day, burning twenty-seven villages around Nyangwe. Livingstone wrote in anguish:
         
 
         
            Who could accompany the people of Dugumbé and Tagamoio … and be free from blood-guiltiness? … The open murder perpetrated on hundreds of unsuspecting women fills me with unspeakable horror.

         
 
         It was now out of the question for him to go anywhere with Arabs. But could Livingstone trust his ten slaves and four loyal men to stay with him on a journey of thousands of miles down the Lualaba, contending with cataracts, and facing hostile people on the banks day after day? When his Zanzibari slaves told him next day they would prefer to follow Tagamoio and capture slaves, Livingstone knew that his situation was hopeless.
 
         
            The terrible scenes of man’s inhumanity to man brought on severe headache … I was laid up all yesterday afternoon with depression at the bloodshed … I cannot stay here in agony.

         
 
         David Livingstone left for Ujiji with his fourteen men and an unknown number of women on 20 July. He had been delayed at the last moment by one of his slaves, who had pretended to be ill, so that he and his fellows gained ‘time to negotiate for women with whom they had cohabited’. Disgusted by his followers, and traumatised by the killings, against his will Livingstone was turning his back on the river that had carried all his hopes. On the very edge of achieving something more wonderful than all his past achievements combined, everything had been snatched from him. The best he could hope for was to reach Lake Tanganyika and Ujiji in three or four months’ time, and from there send letters to Zanzibar appealing for new and more carefully chosen men and supplies to be sent from the coast. With luck, they might arrive ten months after a caravan had departed with his letters. After that it might be another six months or more before he was back at Nyangwe.62 Twenty months in all, or two years – time which his age and health told him he might not have.
         
 
         Once again he was struggling through an immense and impenetrable forest, where the light of the sun was filtered by the canopy to a dim haze. In the semi-darkness, the sense of isolation was overwhelming – as was the constant fear. Livingstone felt as if he were running the gauntlet, with hidden spearmen waiting to strike on either side, believing that ‘if they killed [him] they would be revenging the death of relations’. How ironic if the man who longed to expose the traders should die because mistaken for one of them.
 
         
            From each hole in the tangled mass we looked for a spear; and each moment expected to hear the rustle which told of deadly weapons hurled. I became weary with the constant strain of danger, and – as I suppose happens with soldiers on the field of battle – not courageous, but perfectly indifferent whether I were killed or not.

         
 
         Then one morning, when he was threading his way along ‘a narrow path with a wall of dense vegetation touching each hand, a large spear almost grazed [his] back, and stuck firmly into the soil’.63 Another spear whipped by less than a foot ahead of him. He and his men fired into the foliage, but hit no one.
         
 
         Though he meant to do everything in his power to return to Manyema, Livingstone feared he might never see the Lualaba again. In the meantime, the world’s geographers would be left knowing that there was, at the heart of Africa, an immense northward-flowing river, the ultimate direction of which they could only guess at.
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               ‘A large spear … stuck firmly into the soil’
 (from Livingstone’s Last Journals).
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         In November 1853, eighteen years before Dr Livingstone stumbled away from the Lualaba in despair, a man whom the doctor would come to detest for what he called ‘his bestial immorality’,1 booked in at Shepheard’s Hotel in Cairo. His name was Lieutenant Richard Francis Burton, and he intended, while recovering from dysentery, to work on a mould-breaking travel book. His hope – even expectation – was that its subject would make him famous.2 While writing up his recent Arabian adventure, Burton had no premonition that before he left Cairo the geographical goals of his ‘mania for discovery’ – as he himself described his wanderlust – would have changed decisively.3
         
 
         During a year’s leave from the 18th Regiment of Bombay Native Infantry, the 32-year-old officer had completed the pilgrimage to Mecca disguised as a Muslim peddler of medicines and horoscopes. Whether he would have been killed if unmasked is far from certain, although Burton meant to give that impression. His book could only create a sensation if he appeared to have risked a public beheading, or a knife in the back. Before setting out, he had not only chosen his identity as an Afghan Sufi, but to be safe had arranged to be circumcised.4 His voluntary subjection of himself to this painful procedure would not stop critics calling his pilgrimage a theatrical sham.
         
 
         In truth, the hajj had been successfully completed only forty years earlier by the Swiss explorer, Johann Ludwig Burckhardt, who had entered Mecca dressed as a Muslim merchant, and had published no fewer than four fat volumes about the experience. Over the centuries, numerous self-professed converts to Islam had made the journey openly as Westerners, in perfect safety. But Burton’s passion for disguise – which his gift for languages facilitated – ran very deep. While working for General Napier’s intelligence section in Sindh, India, he had already assumed a false identity as an Iranian traveller in fine linens. For a man who was alienated from his British origins, missions requiring him to assume alternative identities had helped him reinvent himself as ‘Ruffian Dick’, a perpetual maverick and outsider. He would claim that while staying at Shepheard’s in Cairo, he wore his Arab clothes to dismay his fellow-European guests into thinking they were under the same roof as an Arab. They would have disapproved even more had they known that ‘the Arab’ was really an Englishman, who had recently visited a nearby brothel, where, as he told a friend, he had participated in ‘a precious scene of depravity … beating the Arabian Nights all to chalks!’5
         
 
         Though born in the respectable seaside town of Torquay on England’s south coast, Burton had spent much of his childhood and adolescence travelling from town to town in France, Italy and Sicily at the whim of his hypochondriac father, who, after retiring early from the British Army as a lieutenant-colonel, had left England for the sake of his health. This was not improved when his two teenage sons took to visiting local brothels and having love affairs with married women. On several occasions the threat of scandal caused sudden departures from otherwise pleasant places.
 
         Richard, who was Joseph Burton’s second son, was sent briefly to England: at first to a third-rate private school in Brighton and later to Trinity College, Oxford, where he deliberately contrived his own sending down to stop his father forcing him into Holy Orders. Burton’s experiences in his native land had convinced him that he would never feel comfortable with his fellow-countrymen. In India, he had been equally ill at ease in the company of civil servants of the East India Company and their wives, and scornfully described middle-class ‘society’ in the sub-continent as being ‘like that of a small county town suddenly raised to the top of a tree [where it] lost its head accordingly’.6
         
 
         By becoming fluent in Hindustani, Marathi and Gujerati, he got to know the local people, and at the same time gained promotion in his regiment. He studied with munshis (Indian teachers), and was not displeased when his visits to their homes led to his being called a ‘white nigger’.7 He liked to shock respectable people, provided it caused no lasting offence to his military superiors. Most officers – and he was no exception – had Indian mistresses; but since this fact was never mentioned in public, it carried no stigma. Burton despised ostentatious piety and deplored attempts made by missionaries to convert colonised peoples. Yet he was no liberal, and his respect for Indian culture did not stop him kicking servants and boasting of ‘well deserved beatings’. In truth, he believed in British superiority and was a convinced imperialist.8
         
 
         Outwardly sure of himself, his opinions were often contradictory or ambivalent. Indeed, Burton regretted that his peripatetic early life had left him rootless and unattached. He believed that if his father had only sent him to Eton, he would have found his passage through life far easier.
         
 
         
            In consequence of being brought up abroad, I never thoroughly understood English society, nor did society understand me … it is a real advantage to belong to some parish … In the contrary condition you are a waif, a stray; you are a blaze of light without a focus.9
            

         
 
         He found his ‘parish’ and his ‘focus’ by entering the Arab world, and through dangerous journeys like the pilgrimage to Mecca.
 
         Yet despite his fluency in Arabic, Persian and Sanskrit, and his justifiable pride in being an outstanding Arabist, he could never fully take on the mental, as well as the physical, clothing of a true Bedouin. His enjoyment of being in the desert, and dressing as an Arab, weakened his sense of his English self but did not replace it. He neither converted to Islam nor gave up his military career, despite his continuing need to escape from ‘civilised life’ and from the social conventions of his class. The result was a dissatisfaction with himself that was only appeased by visiting wild places.10
         
 
         ‘Man wants to wander and he must do so, or he shall die,’ he wrote while still in Cairo.11 Because he was dismayed to have no new adventure in prospect, he was overjoyed when an old friend, Dr John Stocks, who had served with him as a medical officer in Sindh, arrived at Shepheard’s Hotel with news that the Royal Geographical Society wanted to sponsor an expedition to Somaliland (later Somalia). Burton wrote at once to Dr Norton Shaw, the RGS’s secretary, whom he knew already, thanks to the society’s sponsorship of his journey to Mecca, and confided his keenness to lead any future expedition to Somaliland. In parentheses Burton mentioned to Shaw that the Bombay government would have sent an exploring expedition to East Africa a year before, if the man appointed to lead it had not suddenly pulled out because of ‘not relishing the chance of losing his cod’. It was said that the Somalis were ‘in the habit of cutting them off and hanging them as ornaments round their arms’. This alarmist talk did not bother him, Burton assured Shaw, and since he expected to have recovered his health within a few months, he would be ready to start for Somaliland early in 1854 after the hot season was over. But that was not all. What he wished to do too, he explained, was go on to Zanzibar from Somaliland and then head eastward into the African interior.
         
 
         ‘You will ask why I now prefer Zanzibar to Arabia,’ he went on, before explaining that a German missionary called Krapf had recently ‘arrived (in Cairo) from Zanzibar with [talk of his] discoveries about [the source] of the White Nile, Kilimanjaro & Mts of Moon which reminds one of a “de Lunatico”. I have not seen him,’ Burton admitted, ‘but don’t intend to miss the spectacle’.12 Despite the humorously dismissive tone of his letter, Burton was madly excited by Krapf’s remarks. Like Livingstone, he knew all about Ptolemy’s report of Diogenes’ claim to have located ‘the Mountains of the Moon, from which the lakes of the Nile receive the snows’.13 And now this German missionary, Dr Johann Ludwig Krapf, was asserting that in May 1848 his missionary colleague, Johann Rebmann, had become the first European to see a snowy mountain peak in sub-Saharan Africa. Its local name was Kilimanjaro, and it was 175 miles inland from the coast. In the following year, Krapf gained a distant view of Mount Kenya, another snow-mountain, a hundred miles to the north-west. Then Burton heard something really startling that Krapf was telling people. ‘When in Ukumbani [the area of both mountains], I heard of a mighty inland sea, the end of which was not to be reached after a hundred days’.14 So there were two snow mountains in East Africa and also a lake – or possibly two – again as Ptolemy had stated – perhaps fed by glacier water flowing from the as yet undiscovered ‘Mountains of the Moon’, placed by the Greek geographer just south of the lakes. Mounts Kilimanjaro and Kenya were said by the missionaries not to give rise to any rivers, but the existence of snow-clad summits south of the equator seemed to point to the probable existence of other tall mountains, perhaps an entire range.
         
 
         Burton suggested to Shaw that these recent discoveries could turn Krapf into his [Burton’s] ‘John the Baptist’. This blasphemous comparison of himself with Christ would have entertained Burton, as would its arrogant subtext that he would now complete what the missionary had merely started.15 Krapf did not stay long in Cairo, and it is doubtful whether Burton actually met him. So he would not learn for several years that in Masailand, with his colleague Rebmann, Krapf had narrowly escaped being killed by a group of Masai warriors who had butchered their African porters almost to a man.16 But, at this date, Burton did at least know that, in 1844, a young French naval officer, Lieutenant M. Maizan, journeying inland from the coast, had been caught, tied to a tree, mutilated and then beheaded by tribesmen – another clear indication that trying to reach the Nile’s source from Mombasa or Zanzibar, rather than directly upstream from Egypt, was unlikely to be problem-free.17
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         So why not try the direct route up the Nile? Throughout recorded history it had been blocked by the swamps of the Sudd. But in 1841, the Egyptian viceroy, Muhammad Ali Pasha, a modernising Francophile, had sent an expedition of several boats commanded by Selim Bimbashi, a corpulent Turkish captain, who, accompanied by his favourite concubine and a eunuch, had forced a way through the floating islands of aquatic vegetation, and had then sailed on to Gondokoro, 700 miles south of Khartoum as the crow flies.18 The Upper Nile had thus become viable for traders, missionaries, big-game hunters and adventurers. So, for two decades, a motley group of people launched a series of uncoordinated attempts to reach the source. Because they lacked proper funding, exploration had to be fitted in with trading or with sporting pursuits. Andrew Melly, a Liverpool businessman, had plenty of money, but he made his Nile attempt purely for pleasure in the company of his son, his daughter and his wife. Their tinned salmon, champagne and other provisions had been purchased at Fortnum & Mason, and they had no intention of risking their lives. Even so, Melly died of fever at Shendi near Khartoum in 1850.19
         
 
         Most of the Europeans who travelled south at this time were Frenchmen and Italians hoping to get rich in the ivory trade. Instead, the majority died of malaria. More successful was a determined Maltese trader, technically a British subject. By 1851 the moustachioed, cane-carrying Andrea De Bono employed 400 men as porters and boatmen in his ivory company. Occasionally he would capture a lion and sell it to a zoo or menagerie. De Bono’s enemies swore that he and his nephew bought and sold human beings as well as exotic animals. At this time, De Bono moved his headquarters south from the slaving town of Khartoum to distant Gondokoro, described by one traveller as ‘that Babylon of prostitution’.20 From this stinking, rat-infested string of slave and ivory camps beside the Nile, De Bono, and his friends and business partners, launched themselves up the river. But a combination of cerebral malaria, cataracts and hostile Africans defeated them. In 1853, while Richard Burton was writing his book in Cairo, entirely unknown to him De Bono travelled up the Nile once again and passed through the land of the Bari and the Obbo to within eighty miles of Lake Albert. A few years later, Jules Verne would pay tribute to the Maltese trader’s achievement in his adventure novel, Five Weeks in a Balloon, by having one of his characters look down through binoculars and spot De Bono’s initials, which he had carved on a rock on an island, near Fola Rapids. ‘It is the signature of the traveller who has gone farthest up the course of the Nile!’21 Although other attempts were soon made – several ending tragically – De Bono’s most southerly point would not be bettered until 1860 when the extraordinary Italian polymath, Giovanni Miani – who had written operas and been a professional wood carver before starting to trade in ivory – struggled as far south as modern Nimule, near the present Ugandan border, before being forced back by illness and an attack by Madi tribesmen.22 Miani would die in 1872, aged sixty-one, still trading on the upper Nile and its tributaries. His last written words were: ‘Adieu so many great hopes: the dreams of my life.’23 Since De Bono and Miani did not know precisely how close they had been to making significant discoveries, the world would remain ignorant of their achievements.
         
 
         Blissfully unaware of what had been happening on the upper Nile, Burton stayed on in Cairo for three leisurely months, only leaving in mid-January 1854. On reaching India in mid-February, he delayed till April before submitting to the Bombay government his application for leave of absence and permission to explore Somaliland, and then head south and travel into the interior from Zanzibar. Since it was not unusual for favoured officers to be given paid leave in which to make journeys likely to increase the company’s knowledge of the lands bordering its territories, he was not surprised when the required permission was formally confirmed by the East India Company in London, and a grant of £1,000 was promised.24 But he was appalled to be given only a year’s leave of absence since this would make it all but impossible to attempt his all-important second objective: a journey into the heart of the continent from Zanzibar to find the Nile’s source. How disappointed he was can easily be imagined after reading this declaration in his application to the Bombay government. Despite the maddeningly pedantic style of the communication, his passionate desire to solve the age-old mystery shines through: 
         
 
         
            It may be permitted me to observe that I cannot contemplate without enthusiasm, the possibility of bringing my compass to bear upon the Jebel Hamar, those ‘Mountains of the Moon’ … a range white with eternal snows even in the blaze of the African summer, supposed to be the father of the mysterious Nile … a tract invested with all the romance of wild fable and hoar antiquity, to this day the [most] worthwhile subject to which human energy could be devoted. For unnumbered centuries, explorers have attempted the unknown source of the ‘White River’ by voyaging and travelling and literally against the stream. I shall be the first to try by a more feasible line to begin with the head.25
            

         
 
         The thought of finding the Nile’s source now became for Burton ‘the mot de l’énigme, the way to make the egg stand upright, the rending of the veil of Isis’. and, of course, the way to become a great deal more famous than his journey to Mecca was ever likely to make him.26 But that would have to wait till he could persuade his employer to grant him more time. But a year might nevertheless be long enough to bring back a wealth of new information about Somaliland and its people – enough, perhaps, to persuade the grandees of the East India Company to send him to find the Nile’s source.
         
 
         To prepare for his expedition, Burton arrived at the coaling station of Aden, on the southern Arabian coast, in advance of the men he had chosen as expedition members. Later, he would claim that it was entirely due to advice tendered by the over-cautious British Political Resident, Brigadier James Outram, that he decided to journey without his fellow officers into south-eastern Ethiopia to visit Harar, which was then considered to be Islam’s fourth most holy city, after Mecca, Medina and the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem.27 In truth, he had never intended to take any colleague with him, and had always planned to claim sole credit for becoming the first European to enter this fiercely religious place, which was said to be closed to foreign visitors and therefore dangerous to enter. That Burton was eager to upstage his companions in a reprise of his Mecca adventure would not have mattered if one of them had not been destined to become his partner on his next and far more important East Africa journey, targeting the Nile’s source.
         
 
         Burton had wanted to take to Somaliland his friend Dr John E. Stocks, a military surgeon, who is thought to have circumcised him before his trip to Mecca. But Stocks, who lived hard – ‘an excellent chap, but a mad bitch’ according to his friend – died of a sudden cerebral haemorrhage, and so Burton was left looking for a last-minute replacement.28 He had already chosen Lieutenant William Stroyan of the Indian Navy, and Lieutenant G. E. Herne, who had both worked on the Sindh survey with him. Then pure chance delivered to him the man who would be his nemesis, and whose well-merited place in the pantheon of the world’s greatest explorers Burton would later work so hard to obliterate. Right on cue, Lieutenant John Hanning Speke – ‘Jack’ to his friends – stepped ashore on a hot day in mid-September 1854 at Steamer Point, Aden, from a P&O steamship from Calcutta. One of the greatest misalliances in history was about to begin, without either party having the least presentiment of trouble ahead.
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