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Steve with Rothschild’s Giraffes in Murchison Falls NP in 2023.
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1. Introduction
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I first took a group of clients to Murchison Falls National Park in 1997. It was different then to what it is today. The route through the park from Masinidi in the south to Pakwach in the north was a narrow, convoluted and rough dirt road all the way. There was very little accommodation available inside the boundaries of the park and limited choice was available outside. There was no bridge over the river at Paraa, and one had to cross on a flat, open barge that had for many years chugged between landing sites on both shores.

I visited again in 2001, and again in 2004. Little had changed. But by 2013, however, I found in several sectors the old dirt road’s route being altered, graded, and prepared for tarmacking and plans were in place for a bridge across the river at Paraa.

By 2023, both the new road and the new bridge across the river were fully completed. The old, iconic ferry was dismantled and taken away in pieces on the trailers of Ugandan Army tank transporters, but the park itself had changed little and was as wild and unspoiled as ever. 

***
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Murchison Falls National Park lies in north-western Uganda, roughly 300 kilometers from Kampala by road. It is the largest national park in Uganda, covering just under 4,000 square kilometers. It is managed by the Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA). Together with the adjacent Bugungu and Karuma Wildlife Reserves, it forms what is known as the Murchison Falls Conservation Area (MFCA). It spreads across several administrative districts — Masindi, Buliisa, Nwoya, and Kiryandongo — but those boundaries mean little once you are inside the park. 

In reality, it is a vast and varied landscape shaped almost entirely by one thing: the River Nile.

That single feature — the Nile — defines everything here. The geography, the wildlife, and the way the park is experienced all revolve around it.

What makes Murchison Falls different from many other parks in East Africa is its scale and variety. This is not a single type of landscape. Within a relatively short distance, you move from dense tropical forest to open savannah, from riverbanks to quiet stretches of woodland.

Murchison Falls National Park supports a wide range of wildlife, with over 70 mammal species and more than 450 recorded bird species.

The distribution of wildlife is influenced primarily by the river and by the difference between the northern and southern parts of the park.
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2. Exploration and Discovery
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The wilderness area today called Murchison Falls National Park was known to local communities long before it was recorded by European explorers.

However, in terms of documented history, it became known to the outside world during the period of nineteenth-century exploration, when the search for the source of the Nile was one of the major geographical questions of the time.

The Search for the Nile

For centuries, the Nile had been known as the lifeblood of Egypt, but its origins remained uncertain.

Ancient writers speculated on its source, but no definitive answer was established. By the nineteenth century, European interest in Africa had increased, and the search for the river’s source became a significant objective.

Expeditions were organised to explore the interior of East Africa, particularly the region of the large lakes.

John Hanning Speke, a British explorer, was a member of Sir Richard Francis Burton’s expedition party around 1857, and their intention was to find a great lake, said to lie in the heart of Africa and thought to be the origin of the Nile. 

After exploring the East African coast for six months to find the best route inland, the two men became the first Europeans to reach Lake Tanganyika (February 1858). 

During the return trip to Zanzibar, Speke left Burton and struck out northward alone. On July 30 he reached the great lake that they had sought, which he named Lake Victoria in honour of Queen Victoria.

On a second expedition (1860), Speke and James Grant mapped a portion of Lake Victoria. On July 28, 1862, Speke, alone and not accompanied by Grant for this portion of the journey, found the Nile’s exit from the lake and named it Ripon Falls. This was the first confirmed discovery that the Source of the Nile originated in Lake Victoria.

The party then tried to follow the river’s course and got as far as what is now known as Murchison Falls Conservation Area, but did not get as far as the falls, because an outbreak of tribal warfare required them to change their route. 

In February 1863 they reached Gondokoro in the southern Sudan, where they met the Nile explorers Samuel Baker and Florence Baker. 

In March 1861 Samuel Baker and his wife had started upon their first tour of exploration in central Africa. This, in his own words, was undertaken “to discover the sources of the river Nile, with the hope of meeting the East African expedition under Captains Speke and Grant somewhere about the Lake Victoria.” 

Well, they hadn’t met near Lake Victoria, and nor would they discover the source of the Nile, but, nevertheless, Speke and Grant gave the Bakers credible assurance of the existence of a great lake upstream, which, on the 14th of March 1864 enabled the couple to become the first Europeans lay eyes upon what is now named Lake Albert. After some time spent exploring the neighbourhood, Baker demonstrated that the Nile flowed through Lake Albert. Following the river upstream, Baker and his wife became the first Europeans to see a substantial waterfall on the Victoria Nile. So impressive was it, that Baker named it Murchison Falls after the then-president of the Royal Geographical Society, Sir Roderick Murchison. 

***
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Because of the discovery, naming and legacy of the falls, it is important to ask, who was Samuel Baker and who was his wife Florence?

Sir Samuel White Baker KCB FRS FRGS (8 June 1821 – 30 December 1893) was an English explorer, officer, naturalist, big game hunter, engineer, writer and abolitionist. He also held the titles of Pasha and Major-General in the Ottoman Empire and Egypt. He served as the Governor-General of the Equatorial Nile Basin (today's South Sudan and Northern Uganda) between April 1869 and August 1873, which he established as the Province of Equatoria.

While Baker was visiting the Duke of Atholl on his shooting estate in Scotland, he befriended Maharaja Duleep Singh and in 1858–1859 the two partnered an extensive hunting trip in central Europe and the Balkans, via Frankfurt, Berlin, Vienna and Budapest. On the last part of the voyage, Baker and the Maharajah hired a wooden boat in Budapest, which was eventually abandoned on the frozen Danube. The two continued into Vidin where, to amuse the Maharajah, Baker went to the Vidin slave market. There, Baker fell in love with a white slave girl destined for the Ottoman Pasha of Vidin. He was outbid by the Pasha but bribed the girl's attendants and they ran away in a carriage together and eventually she became his lover and wife and accompanied him everywhere he journeyed. They are reported to have married, most probably in Bucharest, before going to Dubrushka, but Sir Samuel certainly promised that they would go through another ceremony on their return to England – where they had a family wedding in 1865.

She was officially born 6 August 1841 (but more probably 1845) in Nagyenyed, Austria-Hungary (today Aiud, Romania) and was named Florenz Barbara Maria. She said that her nurse helped her to a refugee camp in Vidin, Bulgaria. It was there that she was adopted by an Armenian family with name Finnian (or Finnin). Her nurse married and left her, probably during the first Amnesty of 1857. Later she was abducted and sold to an Armenian slave merchant, who groomed her for the Harem.

Baker and the girl fled to Bucharest and remained in Romania, Baker applying for the position of British Consul there but being refused. In Constanța, he acted as the Royal Superintendent for the construction of a railway and bridges across the Dobruja, connecting the Danube with the Black Sea. After its completion he spent some months on a tour in south-eastern Europe and Asia Minor. The new consul issued Baker's companion with a British passport under the name Florence Barbara Maria Finnian, although she was British neither by birth nor yet by marriage. Florence refused to stay home, instead following her husband on his travels. She spoke English, Turkish, and Arabic, rode camels, mules and horses and carried pistols when in the wilds. Although Sir Samuel and Lady Baker were personally charming enough to conquer most of Victorian society, Queen Victoria refused to receive Florence at court since she believed Baker had been “intimate with his wife before marriage”, as indeed he had. Confusingly, Lady Baker is in Hungarian sources known as Sass (or Szász) Flóra, and Florica Maria Sas in the Romanian sources. 

She was affectionately called "Flooey" by Baker and later nicknamed ‘Anyadwe’ or Daughter of the Moon in what is now northern Uganda by the Luo-speaking Acholi natives, who prized her long blonde hair.

***
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The Royal Geographical Society

Many of the early explorations in East Africa were associated with the Royal Geographical Society in London.

Founded in 1830, the society supported expeditions and played a central role in promoting geographical knowledge during the nineteenth century. Explorers such as Livingstone, Stanley, Burton, Speke, and Baker were all connected with it in various ways. 

The naming of Murchison Falls reflects this connection.
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3. Establishment and Geography of the Park
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Early Conservation

In the early twentieth century, the area began to be set aside for wildlife protection.

Between 1907 and 1912, large areas were depopulated due to outbreaks of sleeping sickness, which was spread by tsetse flies. This reduced human presence in the region and allowed wildlife to recover.

In 1910, the Bunyoro Game Reserve was established south of the Nile. This was later extended to include areas north of the river.

In 1952, under British administration, the area was formally designated as Murchison Falls National Park.

The Northern Bank

The area north of the Nile is classic East African savannah — open grassland broken by scattered trees, low ridges, and occasional patches of denser bush. Visibility is generally good, which makes it easier to locate wildlife. As a result, most of the park’s large mammals are found here, and most game drives take place on this side of the river.

The Southern Bank

South of the river, the landscape changes.

The vegetation becomes thicker, particularly in the area of Budongo Forest, which occupies a large part of the southern sector. This is one of the most important remaining tropical forests in Uganda and is known for its population of chimpanzees, as well as a wide variety of bird species.

Wildlife is present on this side of the river, but it is less visible than on the open plains to the north. Animals are more dispersed, and the denser vegetation makes sightings less frequent.

The River Corridor

Between the two banks lies the Nile
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