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A Note to Readers

It was Paul Du Chaillu’s luck—good and bad—to have come of age in the late 1850s and early 1860s, when the world was teetering on the sharp edge of transformation. Religious explanations of history, man’s place in nature, modern racial conceptions—all were undergoing contentious reassessments that would profoundly shape the coming centuries. Armed with an astonishing collection of zoological specimens and a past full of secrets, Du Chaillu seemed to emerge from nowhere to stumble straight into the center of those debates, helping to push each to unprecedented intensities.

The Victorians might have labeled his story a “Grand Conjunction”—the chance alignment of seemingly disconnected subjects that offered new perspectives on each. That notion has served as a guide for me in writing this book. By fleshing out Du Chaillu’s adventures, I’m not attempting to provide a definitive survey of that incredibly fertile moment in history, but I am trying to throw a new angle of light on an era that sometimes feels more familiar than it should.

The book’s narrative pivots on the discovery of the gorilla, considered at the time to be man’s closest relative and the wildest beast on the planet. I am drawn to the notion of wildness—how it shapes our fears and dreams, and how those fears and dreams can, in turn, reshape the wild. But I never would have stuck with this project if the main attraction had been merely conceptual. The human drama hooked me. It’s the story of a nervy young man who rises, and occasionally falls, in a quest to construct a heroic destiny from scratch. That’s the heart of this book.

This is nonfiction. Every scene and every quotation is constructed from historical documents. Physical descriptions and atmospheric details are rooted in factual evidence—letters, books, photographs, sketches, memoirs, and newspaper accounts. For those interested in how the narrative was composed, I’ve tried to be as inclusive as possible in compiling the notes in the back of the book.

One of the satisfactions of writing this book was plunging into the atmospheres of Victorian London at its Dickensian peak, of New York on the verge of the Civil War, and of the African interior at its most lush. It’s my hope that the reader might experience a taste of the same pleasure I got when researching the book: the thrill of being swept up by an unknown story and carried away in unexpected directions.

MONTE REEL


Prologue

He’d been hunting in the forest’s depths for months, but he’d never known such silence. No monkeys shook the leaves overhead, no birds cried, no insects droned. The only sounds seemed to come from within: the pulse throbbing in his temples and his own labored breathing.

The previous day the young man had hiked what he guessed was about eighteen miles before collapsing into sleep. But those trails hadn’t been nearly as challenging as this one—a muddy ribbon twisting up the forested mountainside, inset with loose boulders of granite and quartz. He was in good shape and just twenty-five years old, but each step took its toll. He fell behind his companions, whose bare feet gripped the slippery rocks better than did his leather boot soles. His blue cotton shirt and brown pants were streaked with mud.

Somewhere along the way—it was hard to tell exactly where it began—the gentlest of whispers broke through the enveloping hush. The higher he climbed, the louder it got: a breathy hiss that grew into a roar. Twisting through the overgrown vegetation, he found the other men standing on a broad, flat shelf of land. A scene like none he’d ever witnessed burst open in front of him: a vast pool of swirling water, fed by a majestic torrent that spilled down the angled slope for what looked like a mile. A mist rose from the tumult, obscuring everything in a gauzy veil: the swaying ferns, the logs slanting across the water, the trees ringing the banks. According to his calculations, they were about five thousand feet above sea level.

He paused to drink from the pool, but his rest was brief. A short distance uphill, one of his companions spotted footprints that didn’t belong to their own party. The feet that had impressed those marks into the mud were bare—but oddly round, with a big toe that seemed to jut away from the other four toes at a severe angle.

When he saw the prints for himself, the hunter felt his heart slam against his rib cage: this was the target he’d traveled so far to pursue, and it finally seemed within his reach.

Following the tracks, the men stumbled into what appeared to be an abandoned tribal village. Years earlier, the land had been cleared for huts that had since collapsed. Stray stalks of sugarcane pushed through the ruins. As the hunter broke off a stalk and sucked the grassy sweetness from its marrow, another of the men observed that some of the plants had recently been ravaged—violently torn up by the roots and mangled into pulp.

They looked at one another and grabbed the rifles they wore strapped across their backs.

More tracks led down a hill. The men carefully crossed a stream on a fallen log, and on the other side of the water they encountered a cluster of enormous granite boulders, some as big as small buildings. The tracks here were even fresher, filled with muddy water that hadn’t had time to settle.

The hunter circled to the right of the boulders, while a few of his companions walked to the left. He emerged from the granite blockade just in time to catch an obstructed view of four dark creatures fleeing rapidly into the dense cover of forest.

The figures disappeared as quickly as they had exploded into view. Running with their heads down and bodies bent forward, the woolly creatures appeared to him, he later noted, “like men running for their lives.”

Just minutes before, he might have sworn that the mountain torrent had been the most awe-inspiring sight he’d witnessed in his young life. But this blurred vision of bodies in motion—gone in the blink of an eye—blew it away.
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CHAPTER 1
Destiny


Gabon, West Africa
(Ten years earlier)



Late in 1846, near the end of the rainy season, a group of men reached the Atlantic coast of Africa after weeks of slogging through the waterlogged interior. They had followed no maps, because none existed for that broad swath of equatorial forest. As far as the outside world was concerned, they had emerged from terra incognita—a pure white void in the atlas of the world.

But these men had been exploring the territory all their lives. They were native African traders, and they regularly made long treks from their inland villages toward the largest coastal settlement in Gabon, drawn to the European merchant ships that occasionally dropped anchor to strike deals. On this day, in addition to shouldering the customary bundles of ebony and ivory, the traders carried something extraordinary: a scavenged totem of beguiling rarity.

The American missionary who lived on the bluff wouldn’t be able to resist its pull.

His name was John Leighton Wilson, a man of towering stature whose quick smile often got lost inside his fleecy white beard. He had come from South Carolina to the coast of equatorial Africa years before to save the souls of men, but a large part of his own soul had been captured by the wonders that surrounded him. He could spend hours marveling over the elaborate nests of driver ants, or measuring pythons, or trying to tame a porcupine scrabbling near the door of his hut. For all his preaching to the locals about the evils of black magic, false idols, and tribal superstitions, he’d always been vulnerable to the charms of the exotic. And when he spotted the tribesmen’s strange curio, he fell under its spell, offering to buy it on the spot.

It was a skull.

At first glance, that calcified mask seemed the product of a peculiarly demented artistry, a grotesquerie of sharp angles and shadowy apertures. When Wilson took it in his hand, it sat heavily, with none of the driftwood airiness of old sun-blanched bones. Its diameter easily exceeded that of a human skull, but there was a passing resemblance, and that’s what gave the skull its power to unnerve.

The jaw alone was colossal, framing a mouthful of teeth that seemed to bare themselves in a sinister smile. A quick count revealed thirty-two teeth, the same number as humans, but four of them boldly hijacked Wilson’s attention: the twinned sets of upper and lower canines, the largest more than two inches long, curving like scimitars. Those fangs appeared worn, but from what he could only imagine.

From the mouth, the facial bones that stretched up toward the eyes sloped back at nearly a forty-five-degree angle, interrupted along the way by a gaping round nasal cavity. From under a menacing ridge of brow, two dark holes stared out where eyes were once socketed. The cranial dome itself was oddly flat, too small in comparison with the rest of the head, as if betraying a brute ignorance that only intensified the promise of danger. The fact that no flesh remained on the skull to provide a more complete picture of the unknown creature’s appearance made it no less intimidating: the absence of detail somehow accentuated its eccentricity, in the same way that the most vivid nightmares need darkness to make themselves seen.

The natives called it a njena.

Wilson, who for years had been compiling the first-ever dictionary of the local dialect, was unable to translate the term. Whatever the creature was, no words existed for it in English, or in any other language.
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WILSON BELIEVED in destiny. Everything and everyone had a place in this world—every grain of sand, the fish of the sea, the fowl of the air, all that creepeth. No matter how pathetic, desolate, abominable, or forlorn something might have seemed at first, its mere existence meant that it was an indispensable part of a divine plan. And God saw everything that He had made, and, behold, it was very good.

His faith kept him rooted in West Africa, a place that most of the plantation owners he’d grown up with in South Carolina would have dismissed as an uninhabitable wasteland. In 1842, after a decade in Liberia, Wilson had established the first permanent Christian mission in Gabon. Other churches had staked claims all over Africa, but Gabon—straddling the equator, hanging on to the continent’s western edge—remained virtually untouched. European ships had been sailing past the coast for centuries, but the punishing ocean swells and rip currents near the shoreline scared most of them away. The few that risked disembarking never ventured far inland, because the terrain threw all manner of obstacles in front of would-be explorers. Beyond the narrow coastal plain, the land rose into green hills and then into rugged mountain peaks. The clouds that veiled the highlands dumped more than a hundred inches of rain on the lowland forests. The rivers were choked with mangroves. The mosquitoes were murder. The inland tribes were rumored connoisseurs of human flesh.

Wilson loved it. He built a six-room bamboo house on an airy bluff overlooking the estuary of the Gabon River. The place was called Baraka, a derivative of barracoon, the local word for “slave compound,” which is exactly what it had been until recently. Wilson hoped to cleanse the ground of its tainted history by doing the work of God. He believed he was fated to live in that very spot.

His wife, Jane, soon joined him. Together they established a Protestant school for the children of the Mpongwe, the ethnic group that populated the loose string of villages on the coast. He thrust himself into their language and their customs. He liked the natives, respecting their “pliancy of character” and what seemed to him a natural quickness of mind. According to Wilson’s reading of the Bible, these people were the “descendants of Ham,” a son of Noah, and they took a curse with them as they settled in northern Africa after the Great Flood. Whether or not they were cursed, he believed that their continued presence in that harsh landscape proved they were destined to fulfill an important role in history. Wilson tried to get a handle on his thoughts by grabbing a pen and paper:


That this people should have been preserved for so long a period in constantly increasing numbers, and that in the face of the most adverse influences, while other races, who were placed in circumstances much more favorable for the perpetuation of their nationality, have passed away from the earth or dwindled down to a mere handful, is one of the mysterious providences that admit of no rational explanation, unless it be that they have been preserved for some important future destiny.



Ever on the lookout for providence, Wilson one day in 1848 spotted a small group of Mpongwe tribesmen approaching his hut. They were accompanied by a diminutive figure. He was a young man, a teenager. He looked like a waif who’d washed up on a mud bank somewhere upriver, which, according to the story the boy would tell, wasn’t too far from the truth. He had dumped his canoe, he said, and had staggered along the banks for four days before reaching Baraka. He was weak, hungry, and utterly pathetic, a shipwrecked soul in need of safe harbor.

His name was Paul Du Chaillu, and Wilson welcomed him with open arms. The missionary believed that the boy, like everyone else, had been born with a divine purpose. It was Wilson’s duty to help him discover it.

No one could have recognized it at the time, but when the seventeen-year-old crossed the threshold of that bamboo mission house, he was taking his first step into a new life, abandoning his old one like the canoe he said he’d let drift down current. Inside the house, Paul first heard about the monstrous skull that Wilson had acquired a little more than a year before. And in that moment, two destinies—the boy’s and the beast’s—collided and forever changed course.
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PAUL SAID he was French, which made perfect sense. Gabon had been claimed as a colony by France just a few years before, a messy process that Wilson and Jane had experienced firsthand.

The captain of a French merchant vessel wandered ashore one day in 1842, a brandy bottle in hand. He summoned King Glass, the local Mpongwe ruler whom the captain had previously met on a trading stop. After the two men drained the jug of brandy, the merchant unfurled a piece of paper and asked the king to sign it.

When the liquor wore off, the king told Wilson that he’d understood the paper was a simple commercial treaty to ensure that trade relations between France and King Glass’s monarchy were secure. But the very next day, a French warship fired a salute over Glass’s town, and a naval commander triumphantly emerged ashore to inform everyone that they were now officially French subjects. He had a signed agreement to prove it. The commander told them they shouldn’t hesitate to call upon the assistance of the French navy if any outsiders, particularly British outsiders, attempted to claim their land.

Wilson was away from the house when the commander arrived, but Jane spoke up.

“It is doubtful whether the territory was really ceded,” she told the commander, “and the mission does not desire or need French protection.”

Her protest, mild but brave, was ignored. The deal had already been done. What’s more, it had been replicated up and down the coast. In addition to obtaining the signature of King Glass, the French merchants had already collected signed treaties from his neighboring rulers. It was official: the French navy had been granted legal permission to construct military or commercial outposts wherever it pleased in Gabon.

From the start, France’s interest was halfhearted, part of an official “foothold policy” designed to put the brakes on the rapid colonial expansion of England, its longtime rival. Early hopes of turning the coastal plain into a profitable agricultural center quickly fizzled, and construction of a coastal fort was abandoned. The half-completed structure was left to rot in the scouring sea spray as a monument to the country’s apathy toward its latest acquisition.

By 1848, the most visible sign of French presence in Gabon was a trading station—the Maison Lamoisse of Le Havre. Paul told Wilson that he had recently arrived in the country from Paris, which was in the throes of a violent revolution, to join his father, who’d moved to Gabon a few years earlier to manage the trading post.

Wilson realized that he in fact had met Paul’s father, who had told him about his son a couple of months earlier. The trader, named Charles-Alexis Du Chaillu, had tried to get his son enrolled in a French Catholic mission school nearby, but the Jesuits had refused him entry. The elder Du Chaillu then asked if the Baraka mission might take the boy on, but Wilson couldn’t give him an immediate answer. So Paul spent his first months on the coast making short trade runs for his father, traveling upriver to collect goods from tribes that lived several miles inland. He’d been fetching a load of ebony and ivory when his canoe had overturned, he said, forcing him to trek back to Wilson’s house.

After their initial meeting, Wilson agreed to take Paul into the school and teach him English, a skill that Charles-Alexis recognized as valuable for an up-and-coming merchant.

Paul leaped at the chance, trading a life that centered on his father’s household for one that revolved around the mission. He became a permanent fixture at the Wilsons’ house, moving into one of the boxy rooms that adjoined the “parlor,” which the couple had ennobled with an old Windsor chair and some gilt-framed pictures. It was as if Paul had traded his real father for a new one, nabbing a mother as a bonus in the bargain.

Jane Wilson liked the boy as much as her husband did, and she welcomed his cheerful, almost elfin, presence in their home. He exuded energy and optimism and was always quick to dish out compliments—which must have delighted Jane, who proudly clung to a southern belle’s sense of style and etiquette. Every day, after she finished tutoring the natives and Paul in their makeshift mission school, she busied herself with the same “delicate little attentions” that she’d observed growing up in Savannah, Georgia: she washed and fixed her hair, putting it up in the style that her husband liked best, and donned a freshly laundered calico dress. For years, she felt as if her husband had been the only person in Gabon to admire her efforts; she never expected the villagers with their square-cut robes to fully appreciate the refinements of a proper Christian lady. But now the unfailingly polite boy was like the doting son she and her husband had never had. Like everyone else, they called him by his first name—a familiarity that Paul would encourage his whole life, among all classes of people, in defiance of the formality of the age.

It wasn’t long before he made his feelings about the Wilsons crystal clear: he stopped addressing them as the Reverend and Mrs. Wilson, and he started calling them “Father” and “Mother.”

IN THE boy’s eyes, Wilson was a miracle: a white man who commanded universal respect among the coastal tribes without resorting to force or coercion, a stately presence who not only tolerated his equatorial surroundings but actually regarded them with a kind of devotional reverence. From the start, the boy looked up to Wilson, both literally and figuratively: Paul, standing just over five feet tall, was about a foot shorter than Wilson, whose paternal eminence had earned him a public stature on the Gabon River that rivaled King Glass’s for authority.

It wasn’t just a reasonable command of conversational English that Paul was picking up from his newly adopted parents. A mix of constant contact and dazzled admiration made him particularly receptive to Wilson’s all-embracing immersion in the natural world around him.

Thanks to his trading jaunts, which took him farther inland than others dared, Paul in a few months had already acquired a working knowledge of the region’s natural life that far exceeded that of most common traders. But Wilson probably knew more about the flora and fauna of western Africa than anyone alive.

For years, the missionary had been compiling notes for a book that he hoped would chronicle everything worth knowing about western Africa. He’d been the first person ever to study and develop written systems for several of the tribal languages spoken on the coast. He diligently transcribed the local lore, delved into the people’s superstitions, and untangled their systems of tribal governance. He mapped the region’s rivers and plains, faithfully recorded weather patterns, and attempted to classify nearly every plant and animal he stumbled across, no matter how insignificant it might have appeared. Wilson seemed to affix a literal interpretation to Proverbs 6:6: “Go to the ant, thou sluggard; consider her ways, and be wise.” Wilson’s entomological observations bore the stamp of an obsessive. He delved into the ants’ turreted mounds and dug down into their radiating burrows. He charted the times of day when white ants seemed most active (night), and he timed how fast a swarm of driver ants could consume a live horse or cow (forty-eight hours). He marveled at the way they built arched bridges from one plant to another using nothing but their own bodies and how they collectively formed “rafts” that allowed them to cross streams en masse. These weren’t tedious data entries documented with the duty-bound dispassion of a stenographer; they were celebratory appreciations of the diversity of life.

His enthusiasm proved contagious. Paul—whether the tendency was latent in him or planted there by Wilson—blossomed into a keen-eyed chronicler of the inexhaustible wonders that God had created for man. He was particularly fond of the fantastical stories the missionary could tell about the region’s more exotic fauna, like the boa constrictor that one day a few years earlier had grabbed one of the Mpongwe’s pet dogs. The snake, about halfway through with the process of swallowing the dog whole, had coated the poor mutt’s fur from the head down with slimy saliva before Wilson and a couple of tribesmen wrestled it away from the serpent.

“The dog experienced no injury,” Wilson said, “but it was several weeks before the varnishing he had got could be removed.”

Of all the stories Wilson told, however, none fascinated the boy more than the story of the njena. The creature was shrouded in obscurity, spoken of by the locals as if it were a mythical monster, not a real animal. The njena was a mystery just waiting to be solved.
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CHAPTER 2
A New Obsession


London, England



Caroline Owen tried very hard to maintain a presentable household. The high-backed sofa in the spacious dining room was plush, the leather and stained wood of the library shone with polish, and the colorful carpets in the drawing room left no doubt that the family belonged to Britain’s upper crust. But her efforts to preserve decorum often felt doomed. Try as she might, she could not ignore the elephant in the room.

It smelled awful.

“The presence of a portion of the defunct elephant on the premises made me keep all the windows open, especially as the weather is very mild,” she confided to her diary. “I got R. to smoke cigars all over the house.”

“R.” was Richard Owen, the husband responsible for dragging the stinking carcass into their home and one of London’s most celebrated men of science. He was always bringing his work home with him, and that work had a way of permeating every room in the house.

If it wasn’t an elephant, it was a dead giraffe. Or a hippopotamus. Or a penguin.

Caroline didn’t complain too loudly, because she had known from the minute she married Richard exactly what lay in store. As the daughter of a museum keeper, she’d grown up accustomed to the heady aromas of bodily rot. The couple had first met when Richard had been the most promising protégé of Caroline’s father. Now, more than a decade later, the couple and their young son lived together in a house on the grounds of the Royal College of Surgeons, where Richard reigned as the most prominent anatomist in England.

The position brought with it a measure of fame. Science as a profession was relatively novel, and it was electrifying the public imagination. The British Empire was sending explorers and naturalists all over the globe, and their biological discoveries almost always ended up on Owen’s dissection tables. He liked to coin new terms for the curious items he examined (“dinosaur,” for example, was a term he invented), and he wasn’t shy about grabbing glory from field scientists; finding a new species was one thing, but classifying that species and placing it into a broader scientific context was something far greater, in his view. Newspapers covered his lectures, and illustrators caricatured his strong chin and his bulging orbs, which scrutinized the world with a bug-eyed intensity.

The public notoriety he’d earned opened the doors to London’s highest social circles, and he stormed in with the same unstoppable fervor he’d brought to his science. When a new production of a Weber opera debuted in London and captured his fancy, Richard donned his formal wear to attend the same performance for thirty consecutive nights. He met Charles Dickens backstage in the green room during a performance of As You Like It, and the novelist soon became a regular visitor to the Owen house. Queen Victoria and Prince Albert counted the Owens as friends, and they asked Richard to tutor their children in biology. Lord Tennyson would visit their home to recite poetry in the parlor.

Caroline understood that their lifestyle depended on Richard’s work, pungent as it was, and she tolerated her husband’s eccentricities with a stiff upper lip. He’d recline on the sofa, smoking one of the cigars he kept in the skull of an Australian aborigine, and she’d take down his dictation. At dinner, he might specially request leg of fowl, just so he could examine the muscular structure of the bird while he dined with her. Before bed, she might tuck in his pet tortoise under a flannel blanket, then pull out her diary and note with wry exasperation that her young son, after watching his dad dissect a chimpanzee in the house, “himself smelt like a specimen preserved in rum.”

The last week of April in 1847 unfolded like many others in the Owen house. Richard—battling a stomachache that Caroline blamed on ostrich meat that he’d gamely tasted—was spending much of his time looking at the latest zoological treasure: a squirming, eyeless, flesh-colored amphibian that snaked around blindly in a jar. It looked as if it had been pulled from the lightless depths of a cave, which, in fact, it had. Richard called it a proteus (today it’s called an olm), and he persistently tried to feed it worms. Not knowing that such creatures can live up to ten years without food, Owen worried the animal might die of starvation. But his preoccupation with the wriggling creature subsided when a letter was delivered to him that pushed this, and all other preoccupations, out of his mind.

The address of the sender read: “Protestant Mission-House, Gaboon River, West Africa.”

THE LETTER was signed by Thomas Savage, an American missionary stationed in Liberia who had recently visited John Leighton Wilson in Gabon.

“I have found the existence of an animal of an extraordinary character in this locality,” Savage wrote to Owen, “and which I have reason to believe is unknown to the naturalist.”

Savage explained that he’d been on his way home to America when his ship was forced to stop in Gabon. While staying with Wilson, he saw the strange skull, and he was captivated. With Wilson’s help, Savage begged the native traders for any additional evidence related to the njena that they could find. Eventually, the two men collected more skulls and several other bones. The wife of an English missionary who happened to be visiting Wilson at the same time drew anatomical diagrams of the skulls. The sketches were included in the letter that Owen now read.

Savage wrote to request that Owen compare the descriptions of the skulls with those of other species stored in the museum at the Royal College of Surgeons. He also mentioned to Owen that he hoped to procure the carcass of a njena and preserve it in alcohol, but was careful not to excite Owen with a promise. “Great uncertainty however attends my success, as they are indescribably fierce and dangerous and are found only in the far interior,” Savage added.

Owen was intimately familiar with all the known species of chimpanzees and orangutans, having dissected each multiple times. But as he eyed the drawings, the differences between this skull and those of the other apes popped out in sharp relief. The facial angle wasn’t the same as in the chimpanzee, and the nasal bones were more prominent than those of the orangutan. The njena appeared to be a different animal altogether.

A naturalist in Bristol whom Owen knew well contacted the captain of a trading vessel, and he asked him if he might try to collect more skulls during an upcoming visit to Gabon. The captain returned a few months later with three skulls, but the man died almost immediately upon his arrival in Bristol, unable to offer any more information about the animal. It didn’t matter; Owen had gotten his hands on a real skull, and he wasted no time in giving it a thorough examination.

By February 1848, Owen was ready to deliver a paper to the Zoological Society titled “On a New Species of Chimpanzee.” He cataloged all the details he was able to discern—the skull’s facial angle, its dental structure, and other osteological traits. As a tribute to the man who’d brought the animal to his attention, Owen proposed to name the new species Troglodytes savagei.

But Savage, who’d since returned to the United States, had delivered his skulls and bones to Dr. Jeffries Wyman, an anatomist at Harvard Medical School. Because it generally took months for scientific news to travel across the Atlantic, Owen wasn’t aware that Savage and Wyman had already jointly published the first-ever description of the species in the Boston Journal of Natural History. The name they gave it was Troglodytes gorilla.

Owen had come in second place in the race to name the new species. Conceding the victory, he withdrew the name he’d suggested. But he couldn’t stop thinking about this new animal. When something captured Owen’s imagination, whether it was an opera or the discovery of an unknown species, it was very difficult for him to let it go.
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CHAPTER 3
Hanno’s Wake


Gabon



The name “gorilla” was plucked from an ancient Greek text called The Voyage of Hanno, written in the fifth century B.C. The document charts the sea journey of Hanno the Navigator, who was ordered by Carthage to lead a fleet of ships beyond the Pillars of Hercules to explore an area that would later be known as northern Africa.

Hanno wrote that he sailed past coastal rivers that teemed with crocodiles and encountered an island that burned with fires at night and was filled with the “sound of pipes, cymbals, drums, and confused shouts.” Frightened away from the island, he continued to sail south. He wrote:


On the third day after our departure thence, having sailed by those streams of fire, we arrived at a bay called the Southern Horn; at the bottom of which lay an island like the former, having a lake, and in this lake another island, full of savage people, the greater part of whom were women, whose bodies were hairy, and whom our interpreters called Gorillae. Though we pursued the men, we could not seize any of them; but all fled from us, escaping over the precipices, and defending themselves with stones. Three women were however taken; but they attacked their conductors with their teeth and hands, and could not be prevailed on to accompany us. Having killed them, we flayed them, and brought their skins with us to Carthage. We did not sail farther on, our provisions failing us.



What sorts of beings Hanno actually saw remains anyone’s guess, but it almost certainly wasn’t the same species of creature whose skull Wilson had acquired. But perhaps the njena could have been the same mysterious manlike animal that Andrew Battell—an English sailor imprisoned by the Portuguese in Angola for eighteen years—had described as the “pongo” in the early seventeenth century. Battell, who never saw one himself, described some of the fantastical local legends about the animal:


They goe many together and kill many negroe that travaile in the woods. Many times they fall upon elephants which come to feed where they be, and so beat them with their clubbed fists and pieces of wood that they will runne roaring away from them. The pongos are never taken alive, because they are so strong ten men can not hold one of them.



Another traveler, T. E. Bowditch, wrote a book of his travels along Africa’s coast in 1819 and described a beast the Mpongwe called the ingena. He was told it stood about five feet tall with broad shoulders that spanned four feet. “Its paw was said to be even more disproportioned than its breadth,” Bowditch reported, “and one blow of it to be fatal.” He also said that numerous natives had told him—“without variation”—that this anthropoid ape built primitive imitations of their bamboo houses and slept outside on top of the roofs.

Savage and Wyman tracked down all these hazy historical references, while Wilson continued to help them collect more anecdotal information in Gabon. As Du Chaillu hovered close by, Wilson labored on his encyclopedic book about western Africa, pressing the Mpongwe natives for whatever they could tell him about an animal that almost no one near the coast, it seemed, had ever seen with his own eyes.

Word quickly spread deep into the interior that the men at the mission house had a keen interest in anything related to the njena, and more skulls and bones began arriving at the house on the bluff. Eventually, Wilson collected two complete gorilla skeletons, shipping one to Wyman in the United States, the other to Owen in London. Wilson even got a glimpse of a recently slain gorilla, although the corpse had already deteriorated to an unsalvageable condition. Between his own observation and the descriptions of the beast provided by a handful of hunters who’d claimed to have seen one alive, Wilson could roughly sketch the outline of a terrifying monster.

“It is almost impossible to give a correct idea, either of the hideousness of its looks, or the amazing muscular power which it possesses,” Wilson wrote.

The natives told him that if the animal met a single person in the forest, it would invariably attack. Wilson said that he’d seen a man who chanced upon one of the brutes and barely lived to tell about it. The man’s lower leg was mangled, Wilson said, and it likely would have been torn clean off if his hunting companions hadn’t come to his rescue, just in time. “It is said they will wrest a musket from the hands of a man and crush the barrel between their jaws,” Wilson wrote, “and there is nothing, judging from the muscles of the jaws, or the size of their teeth, that renders such a thing impossible.”

Using information that Wilson helped them collect, Savage and Wyman wrote that local tribes considered the slaying of a gorilla to be the ultimate act of courage and skill. The Mpongwe, who sometimes enslaved the members of other tribes that lived deeper in the interior, had recounted to Wilson the story of one lowly servant who had shot and killed two gorillas with a rifle. “This act, unheard of before, was considered almost superhuman,” Savage and Wyman wrote. “The man’s freedom was immediately granted to him, and his name proclaimed abroad as the prince of hunters.”

For reasons he kept to himself, Paul was also looking for liberation, a way to permanently break free from a past that he never discussed. But as the stories he was hearing from the natives proved, even the lowliest, most unassuming of men could become legends, worthy of respect. All that was needed was courage and the opportunity to prove it.

Did Paul have to accept the perfunctory fate of becoming a coastal merchant like his father before him? Was he doomed to see the world through the limiting lens of simple commerce, or could he view it in all of its kaleidoscopic splendor? What was stopping him from engaging life on a grand scale?

Wilson fed Paul’s dreams of self-transformation. As an African missionary, he was well versed in the story of Moses in the land of the Pharaoh: a baby rescued among the bulrushes of the river Nile, spared the fate of a cursed birth, destined to grow into the prototype of the epic hero. Paul acted as if his own life began when he was rescued from the river and met Wilson. Whatever came before didn’t matter. He’d been given the chance to write his own future, and he was eager to start immediately.

Wilson backed him fully, because that was what he believed mission work was all about: giving people the opportunity to follow paths that hadn’t been open to their forebears, in the hopes that there they would find their true purpose.

Early in 1852, Wilson discovered that a seminary in Carmel, New York, was looking for someone who could teach French. The wide-open promise of America seemed perfect for a young man determined to erase all antecedents. Wilson sent some letters, pulled some strings. Paul soon met a captain who offered him free passage across the Atlantic. He was off, embarking on what he hoped would be the first chapter of an epic fable of his own making.
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CHAPTER 4
Drawing Lines


London



It was impossible to know what morning would bring to the Owen house, but it was safe to guess it might come early. A few of Richard’s scientific friends possessed a passion for discovery that equaled his own, blinding them to all manner of social norms, such as observing the clock.

“Mr. Darwin was here very early,” Caroline noted in her diary one day in 1847, “before breakfast.”

The thirty-eight-year-old Charles Darwin was a regular visitor to Owen’s house in 1847 and 1848. The two men had known each other for years; Darwin had sent Owen the mammalian fossils he’d collected during his South American voyage on the HMS Beagle between 1831 and 1836. Now Darwin was picking the brain of the senior scientist, trying to wrap his head around an idea that Owen was developing concerning a “unity of organization” common to all vertebrates, including human beings.

Owen believed different species shared a common, fundamental blueprint—an “archetype,” as he called it—that had been preprogrammed to develop in a distinct way. In every species, he wrote, “ends are obtained and the interest of the animal promoted, in a way that indicates superior design, intelligence and foresight; but a design, intelligence and foresight in which the judgement and reflection of the animal never were concerned; and which, therefore, with Virgil, and with other studious observers of nature, we must ascribe to the Sovereign of the universe, in whom we live, and move, and have our being.”

Owen’s writings on the subject were both erudite and opaque, which is why Darwin kept popping by his house, trying to more clearly understand his work. As Owen was preparing a journal article outlining the concept in 1848, Darwin pleaded with him to include illustrations so that the ideas might be more intelligible to “ignoramuses such as myself.”

Darwin’s eager interest and humility flattered Owen. He didn’t know that the younger scientist was working on his own theory of biological development that was far more coherent and fastidiously tested than his own. That idea—and Owen’s resistance to it—would eventually tear their friendship to shreds.

AS A member of the Anglican Church, Owen would have kept in his library a Bible that included a time line printed in the margins. The day of creation, it stated, occurred on October 22 in 4004 B.C.

The chronology had been devised by a seventeenth-century Anglican archbishop named James Ussher, and it was based on readings of the Bible, Talmud, and other sacred documents in the Judeo-Christian tradition. Owen dismissed the time line, which for nearly two hundred years was included in the Authorized Version of the King James Bible used by the Anglican Church. To him and nearly every other scientist of his day, the Bible wasn’t a book to be read literally but rather an allegorical or metaphorical text.

The scientific evidence for questioning the Bible’s time line became unavoidably apparent to scientists in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, thanks mainly to discoveries in geology and paleontology. The earth appeared to be far older than the biblical accounts suggested, and it had endured multiple geological epochs. The French naturalist Georges Cuvier and the British geologist William Smith had analyzed fossil remains and geological strata to show that each of those epochs featured distinct species of plants and animals, many of which seemed to no longer exist anywhere in the world. Evidence of human life, as Cuvier noted, appeared only within the most recent geological deposits. The idea of a single moment of creation, during which all species roamed the earth concurrently, began to lose credibility among naturalists. By the first two decades of the nineteenth century, most scientists agreed that new species both appeared and disappeared over time.

Varying explanations sprang up among those who wanted to restore authority to the biblical version of creation. In fact, many of the scientists behind the discoveries that challenged the Scriptures were the same ones who worked hardest to reconcile the findings with biblical accounts. Some proposed a “gap theory,” which said an undocumented amount of time existed between “the beginning” of Genesis and the creation of all species; others suggested that each of the six days of creation, as described in the Bible, was much longer than the twenty-four-hour days of our present age. These scientists weren’t ready to undermine a religion that they themselves followed faithfully.

For a nineteenth-century man of science like Cuvier, who couldn’t ignore the obvious discrepancies, keeping the faith required a reconsideration of what was truly sacred and what wasn’t. The biblical time line was open to interpretation. But despite increasing fossil evidence supporting “transmutation,” as evolution was most commonly termed in those days, Cuvier rejected the notion. Evolution was one line that couldn’t be crossed. “All species reproduce according to their kind,” Genesis stated. For Cuvier, this was an untouchable truth. To suggest otherwise seemed both illogical and immoral.

The idea that the defining characteristics of a species, particularly the human species, might change radically over time is what really riled literal-minded Christians, then and now. Unlike many other religious traditions, the Judeo-Christian texts insist upon a single moment of creation. More important, they draw a clear, bold line separating humans from other animals. Man was a special creation, fully formed from the start, wholly separate from and superior to all the other creatures on earth. Humans are absolutely unique, according to the Bible, and always have been.

Most early theories of transmutation tried to preserve the notion of man as the ultimate creation of a divine watchmaker. Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, a book authored by Robert Chambers but published anonymously in 1844, outlined the idea that animals develop from lesser to “more perfect” beings, with humans being the most perfect of all. By following this progressive law of development, Chambers wrote, transmutation was part of a master plan laid out by the “Almighty Author.”

The book, regardless of its attempt to appease religious leaders, was condemned as heresy by the conservative members of England’s theological and political elite. In need of someone to poke holes in the book’s science, members of the Victorian establishment turned to a man they knew they could trust to support the status quo: Richard Owen.

Roderick Impey Murchison, the president of the Royal Geographical Society and a man who would be knighted by Queen Victoria within a year, was one of Owen’s closest friends. He wrote to Owen in 1845 suggesting that he attack Vestiges because “a real man in armour is required, and if you would undertake the concern you would do infinite service to true science and sincerely oblige your friends.”

But Owen declined. He saw much to admire in the book, and he had slowly come around to accepting the idea of transmutation of species—with limits. His ideas about archetypes were, in a sense, built on the same principles that Chambers outlined. Owen resisted the idea that evolution could result from outside forces, such as Darwin’s idea of natural selection. Like Chambers, Owen believed the changes were internally triggered, from within the living beings themselves.

Owen’s refusal to attack the Vestiges didn’t mean that he was turning his back on the establishment. Instead, he seemed to be trying to nudge it toward a position of compromise that accepted new discoveries without wholly abandoning Scripture. Over the next decade, Owen worked to draw a precise line defining just how far he believed the concept of transmutation could be taken: nature, no matter how slow the processes, could never gradually turn an ape into a man.
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CHAPTER 5
American Dreams


Carmel, New York



Carmel, nestled between rolling hills, sat a few miles shy of the halfway mark along the telegraph line that connected New York City to Albany. A large pond, called Shaw’s Lake, served as a glassy sort of village green for the hamlet’s twenty-three hundred souls, and near one of its banks a narrow bridge stretched over the recently laid tracks of the New York & Harlem Railroad. By following the bridge road, a visitor ran straight into the town’s most imposing edifice: a hulking mass of pale stone and Doric columns called the Carmel School.

Built just two years before Paul arrived in the United States, the school had floundered as a girl’s seminary, with an enrollment of only a dozen or so students. But a new director was determined to turn the school into a thriving institution worthy of its venerable premises. In 1852 he opened the school to both boys and girls and augmented the staff to accompany the swelling ranks. One of his priorities had been to hire an authentic Frenchman as a foreign-language instructor.

Paul seemed to fit the bill. Though he’d learned a passable amount of English from the Wilsons, he spoke it with a soupy Parisian accent, and often, when struggling to find le mot juste, he filled the blanks with French. A more self-conscious speaker might have chosen silence over risking the appearance of eccentricity, but Paul just let it fly. He was a verbal caricature, the kind who could be crudely imitated by turning “the” into dzee and “these” into dzees. In small-town America, he couldn’t have drawn more attention to himself if he had tried. That’s why few picked up on this sliver of mildly tragic irony: the new faculty member everyone called “the Little Frenchman” wanted nothing more than to be considered a real American and to blend in with everyone else in red-white-and-blue Carmel.

He told his students that he despised France. He said that he’d lived through the revolution of 1848—an experience that forever tainted his view of the Second Empire. He told them he was determined to become a naturalized U.S. citizen, and in fact he visited the Putnam County Courthouse in Carmel to apply. But he didn’t wait for the papers to come through to adopt the country as his own. He changed the pronunciation of his last name—which in French sounded kind of like du-sha-yu—and happily incorporated a common stateside mispronunciation, turning it into du-chally-yu. As far as he was concerned, he was American through and through.

EVEN IF his students believed he was a citizen, it didn’t mean they accepted him as one of their own. The same transparent sense of wonder that Wilson had encouraged in Paul left him wide open to ridicule among students and other faculty members who were predisposed to belittling the quirky.

One of his favorite students, Helen Evertson Smith, later described Paul’s days at Carmel School as those of an unwitting innocent who cheerfully reached out for friends by sticking his hand into a viper’s nest: “Mr. Du Chaillu’s diminutive size, his often exceedingly queer English, his very acts of kindness were all openly ridiculed, not only by boys and girls big enough to know better, but also by the other teachers.”

He had falsely added five years to his age, claiming to be in his mid-twenties when he arrived at Carmel, but that didn’t seem to fool the students, who afforded him none of the respect of an elder. Once, a group of particularly tyrannical male students devised a detailed plan to kidnap Paul while he slept in the dormitory. They decided to sneak into his room and tie him up in a blanket. Then they would toss him hand to hand, like construction workers moving sandbags, down four flights of stairs, across a snowy lawn, down a steep hillside to Seminary Hill Road, across the bridge, and into the frigid waters of Shaw’s Lake. The boys marked a date on the calendar: a suitably chilly one in February. But the day prior to Paul’s planned kidnapping, the French teacher arrived at the door of the school with a wagon brimming with treats—cakes, candies, pies, fruits, even turkeys. That day—for no apparent occasion—Paul’s classroom on the top floor of the school became the site of an impromptu celebratory feast. Stricken with guilt, the boys abandoned their plan, which was later revealed by one of the youngest of the conspirators. Some suspected that Paul had been warned of the plot and cunningly staged the feast to curry favor and humble the guilty. Others believed he hadn’t known a thing, and they argued that the party was completely in character with his generous, exuberant personality. No one ever really knew for sure.

What was certain, however, is that if Paul won the respect of some of his students, his stories of his time in Africa helped him do so. Though he might have desired to be considered a normal American, he learned to use his aura of the exotic to his advantage. The more he told students about his time in Gabon, the more he witnessed the enthusiasm it inspired in some of them. He’d speak of elephants, of hippopotamuses, of boa constrictors—the wilder the beast, it seemed, the greater the interest. A small group of girls, which included Evertson Smith, used to linger in his room after class to spend part of their lunch hour listening to his adventures. He turned it into a sort of exercise, one that the girls grew to cherish: if they asked him questions about Africa in French, he’d respond in English. The exchanges on occasion veered into the personal, as the girls tried to get a clearer picture of the young teacher’s backstory. The details he gave them were spare but satisfied their curiosity: he told them he’d been born in Africa and that his mother had died when he was too young to remember her. He was sent to France to attend school, he said, and when he was old enough to work for his father, he rejoined him in Africa.

While at Carmel, Paul capitalized on the interest he noticed that some people harbored for Africa, and he offered to write a series of articles about the region for the New-York Tribune. The editors agreed to publish several pieces, which described the coast’s animal life.

One of the Tribune’s readers, John Cassin, took note of the articles and tracked down their author. Cassin was head of Philadelphia’s Academy of Natural Sciences and one of America’s most accomplished ornithologists—later he’d be considered by many to be the country’s first true taxonomist—and he’d been compiling lists of species of birds found all over the world, from the American West to Japan to Chile. Cassin’s interest exhilarated Paul, who was thrilled to have attracted the attention of a learned body as august as the academy. The idea of a return trip to Africa—but this time with the added status that American connections gave him—seized the young man. His mind reeled at the potential zoological treasures a true expedition into Gabon might yield. The number of bird species he’d be able to shoot, stuff, and ship back to Philadelphia would dramatically
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