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About the Book
 
In 1866 Britain’s foremost explorer, Dr David Livingstone, went in search of the answer to an age-old geographical riddle: where was the source of the Nile? Livingstone set out with a large team, on a course that would lead through unmapped, seemingly impenetrable terrain into areas populated by fearsome man-eating tribes. Within weeks his expedition began to fall apart  –  his entourage deserted him and Livingstone vanished without trace. He would not be heard from again for two years.

While debate raged in England over whether Livingstone could be found in the unmapped wilderness of the African interior, James Gordon Bennet, a brash young American newspaper tycoon, hatched a plan to capitalize on the world’s fascination with the missing legend. He commissioned his star reporter, Henry Morton Stanley (born John Rowlands in Wales!), to search for Livingstone. Stanley undertook his quest with gusto, filing reports that captivated readers and dominated the front page of the New York Herald for months.

Into Africa traces the journeys of Livingstone and Stanley in alternating chapters. Livingstone’s is one of trials and set-backs, that find him alone and depleted miles from civilisation. Stanley’s is an awakening to the beauty of Africa, the grandeur of her landscape and the vivid diversity of her wildlife. It is also a mission that succeeds beyond his wildest dreams, clinching his place in history with the famous question: ‘Dr Livingstone, I presume?’. In this, the first book to examine the extraordinary physical challenges, political intrigue and larger-than-life personalities of this legendary story, Martin Dugard has opened a fascinating window on the golden age of exploration that will appeal to everyone’s sense of adventure.
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INTO AFRICA

THE DRAMATIC RETELLING OF THE
STANLEY–LIVINGSTONE STORY

MARTIN DUGARD


To Calene with Love


We also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope – and hope does not disappoint us.

ROMANS 5:3–5
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Henry Morton Stanley, 1866
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Dr David Livingstone with his daughter, Anna, before leaving England to search for the Source of the Nile
 © CORBIS


PROLOGUE

LIVINGSTONE

15 MARCH 1866

Zanzibar

TWENTY-FIVE YEARS to the day after first setting foot in Africa, and just four days before his fifty-third birthday, David Livingstone was holed up in a small house on the island of Zanzibar, waiting for a ship to take him back to his beloved continent. He had been away nearly three years and was impatient to return. The mere thought of mingling with African villagers, tramping through pristine wilderness, and ‘the stimulus of remote chances of danger either from beasts or men’ exhilarated him.

Livingstone had been stuck on the small island, just twenty miles off the coast of East Africa, since January. With every day that passed, he grew more disgusted by it. Zanzibar had once been a tropical paradise, lush with palm and mango trees, swept by sensual trade winds. But now the island was choked with people. Piles of human excrement and trash were stacked on the sandy beaches and the air smelled putrid at low tide. In the largest city, also Zanzibar, diplomats and merchants from the United States, Great Britain and the European continent battled for control of East Africa’s expanding regional economy, even as they turned a blind eye to the slave trade Livingstone had fought so hard to end. Newly captured African men, women and children, still wearing the manacles and dog collars from their long march out of the African interior, were imprisoned in caves beneath the island, waiting for the day they would be sold in the city market.

The mood throughout Zanzibar was menacing, transient, bristling with compromise. Livingstone ached to be away from the chaos, in the wilds of Africa, alone.

Zanzibar, however, was also where European explorers bought their supplies and began their journeys into Africa’s unknown heart. Livingstone was one of those men. Many said he was the best – or had been, in his prime. Now, in his fifties, Livingstone was about to begin the most ambitious expedition of his career. His goal was to achieve the Holy Grail of discovery: to determine once and for all the Source of the Nile River – a challenge that had eluded scores of worthy explorers through the centuries. And while there was a time when his prowess was so esteemed, and his expeditions imbued with such moral purpose, that finding the Source was almost beneath him, now he needed this accomplishment desperately. It would not only seal his legacy – it would restore him to the pinnacle of world exploration.

Before leaving England he’d assured his children and friends the journey would take just two years – an uncharacteristically brief sojourn for Livingstone. He would breach the African continent on its eastern shore, then travel west into the interior with the assurance of a man who had been there before. Livingstone knew the land, knew where he was going and knew where he would likely find the Source. Two years seemed an accurate prediction.

At first glance Livingstone seemed too benign and diminutive – too religious – to pursue such an epic undertaking. His spiritual aura was so great that even the Arab slave raiders against whom he battled so vehemently said he possessed the intangible known as baraka, uplifting and blessing all who came into contact with him. But within Livingstone were also limitless reserves of bravery and perseverance. The thin man with the stutter, crooked left arm and brown walrus moustache had walked across the Kalahari Desert, traced the path of the Zambezi River and, in the journey that made him famous, ambled from one side of Africa to the other. Although the London papers reported his death on more than one occasion, Livingstone was never actually lost, just overdue, for the very nature of exploration meant walking through spaces without the benefit of a map. His treks were rambling, circuitous wanders through jungles, swamp and savannah lasting years and years.

Throughout his travels, Livingstone scrawled copious daily notes. His handwriting had presence – big loops in his lower-case l’s, no slant to his cursive, pithy phrasing – and the journal pages were often flecked with blood or stained by drops of sweat falling from his brow. Those simple words, often written by firelight with mosquito netting draped over his head, were published when his wanders were through. His books became bestsellers. The world learned about Africa through Livingstone’s eyes. Unlocking its greatest mystery was a fitting career summation.

Before Livingstone’s discoveries, geographers surmised that a vast desert lay in the middle of Africa. But as Livingstone travelled between 1841 and 1863 further into that blank section of the map, he saw for himself that Africa’s interior was a marvellous mosaic of highlands, light woodlands, tropical rainforest, plateaus, mountain ranges, coastal wetlands, river deltas, deserts and thick forests. Just like Egypt and the rest of Northern Africa, civilizations had thrived in Southern and Central Africa for millennia. An estimated twenty million people inhabited the interior when Livingstone first arrived. The tribes lived in villages, great and small. Their mud and grass huts with a single low doorway would be clustered within a protective fence of thorn bushes or sharpened stakes. Entire families shared a hut, and entire villages worked together to cultivate the surrounding fields and, if necessary, wage war. They understood metallurgy, and made spears from iron and copper. Artisans wove fine cloths, baskets and other functional objets d’art. Beer was brewed from bananas or grain. Fish and game were plentiful. Coffee was indigenous. Communication between villages and kingdoms was accomplished through a relay of swift runners. This ‘bush telegraph’ allowed information to travel quickly over thousands of miles.

The common root language, which Livingstone quickly learned, was Bantu. An amazing six hundred dialects had spun from that tongue as tribes spread out across the continent over thousands of years. Through the insular nature of Africa’s geography, and the fact that people from other continents were terrified of exploring its interior, Africa’s hidden civilizations had flourished.

One of the primary reasons Europeans stayed away so long dated back to the fifth century BC. While attempting an anti-clockwise circumnavigation of Africa, the Carthaginian explorer Hanno the Navigator dropped anchor on the west coast of Africa, near the equator. He and his men went ashore to hunt game and find fresh water. Slogging into a tropical rainforest, the music of drums and bamboo flutes wafted through the jungle from somewhere not too far off. Hanno and his men were scared, but they stayed the course. Then an enormous black man attacked them. The Carthaginians were in awe of his rippling muscles, great white teeth and full body hair. Fearing for their lives, the Carthaginians killed him. To prove to the world that such a man existed, he was skinned then brought back to Carthage. This ‘gorilla’, as Hanno’s translators called him, terrified all who saw it. That display, plus Hanno’s written account of the voyage, later translated into Greek and distributed throughout the known world, established Africa’s reputation as a savage land. It would be twelve hundred years before Equatorial Africa was penetrated again.

Livingstone was the man who did it. Even more than the Arabs and Portuguese who went into Africa seeking ivory and slaves, he traversed the continent’s unknown sub-Saharan region. Between 1841 and 1851 he explored the deserts, rivers and lakes of Southern Africa in a series of journeys lasting weeks and months. From 1852 to 1856 he walked from east to west across South-Central Africa along the course of the Zambezi. Then, after returning from his first visit to England since 1840, he explored the Zambezi and the area to its north more thoroughly. This single expedition lasted from 1858 to 1863.

Livingstone didn’t emerge unscathed. The continent had insinuated itself into his appearance, given him bearing and presence, set him apart from other men. The narrow face with the hound-dog eyes had become taut, furrowed and tanned from day after day squinting into the sun. His Scottish burr had an African inflection and his lips struggled to form English sentences after years of wrapping themselves around Bantu’s many dialects. Hookworm thrived in his belly. He was chronically anaemic. And of course, there was the famous left arm, permanently crooked after a lion bit deep and shook Livingstone like a rag doll. Not only did Livingstone survive the mauling with a preternatural calm, but also set the bone and sutured the eleven puncture wounds himself, without anaesthetic. Later he said that his time in the lion’s jaws was an epiphany. He’d learned a secret that made him unafraid of death.

Livingstone was, then, the perfect man to venture into Africa to find the Source of the Nile. The explorer left England in August of 1865. Travelling via Bombay, he arrived in Zanzibar on 28 January 1866. There he purchased supplies, including the cloth and beads that functioned as currency for buying food in villages along the way and paying his porters. He also arranged for a second, crucial shipment of relief provisions to be sent overland to the village of Ujiji. Ujiji lay almost due west from Zanzibar, in the very centre of Africa. It was a primary Arab slave-trading outpost on the eastern shore of Lake Tanganyika. The relief supplies, so vital to an extended expedition, would be waiting when Livingstone reached Ujiji. In the event of a calamity such as theft or medical emergency, Livingstone would have peace of mind, knowing that his problems would be solved – as long as he could navigate to Ujiji. Despite his sworn opposition to the slave trade and disdain for the heathen Arabs who played such a pivotal role, he was depending upon them to carry these vital supplies to Ujiji and store them until he arrived. The success of Livingstone’s entire expedition depended upon this act of trust.

Livingstone would lead an unlikely caravan. ‘I have thirteen sepoys, ten Johanna men, nine Nassick boys, two Shupanga men, and two Waiyaus, Wakatini and Chuma,’ Livingstone wrote in his journal. The sepoys were Indian marines assigned to Livingstone by Sir Bartle Frere, the Governor of Bombay. They carried rifles instead of a porter’s load, and would serve as bodyguards. The Nassick boys also signed on in India, and would serve as porters. The Johanna men were from the Comoros Island of the same name, and many had served with Livingstone on his previous expedition. Most notable of all the men were the Waiyau lad named James Chuma, who had been a slave until Livingstone arranged his freedom in 1861, who could read and write English and would begin the journey as Livingstone’s cook; and the Shupanga man named David Susi. Their deep loyalty to Livingstone would be vital in training the newcomers in the ways of an African expedition.

Those loads not carried by human beings would be lashed to an oddball menagerie of experimental pack animals: six camels, three buffalo, a calf, two mules and four donkeys.

Most important of all, there were no other Britons, Europeans or other white men making the journey. Livingstone had no peer, no confidant. He was ostensibly alone, which was as he liked it.

So it was that on the twenty-fifth anniversary of Livingstone’s first arrival in Africa, HMS Penguin docked in Zanzibar to take him there again. Over the next few days the supplies and animals were loaded. Then, at 10 a.m. on 19 March 1866 – Livingstone’s birthday – Penguin sailed from Zanzibar harbour under the command of a British officer named Lieutenant Garforth. They would steam three hundred miles south before putting ashore at the mouth of the jungle-clotted Rovuma River. From there Livingstone would push inland. He believed the Source of the Nile flowed into the Zambezi, and maybe even into West Africa’s Congo. In Livingstone’s mind, fountains south of the equator thrust these great rivers from the ground. Livingstone would travel west into Africa to find those fountains, and find his destiny.

Livingstone’s journal entry practically sang as the trip got under way. ‘Now that I am on the point of starting another trip into Africa I feel quite exhilarated,’ he wrote. ‘The effect of travel on a man whose heart is in the right place is that the mind is made more self-reliant: it becomes more confident of its own resources – there is greater presence of mind. The body is soon well knit; the muscles of the limbs grow hard as a board and seem to have no fat. The countenance is bronzed, and there is no dyspepsia. Africa is a most wonderful country for appetite, and it is only when one gloats over marrow bones or elephant feet that indigestion is possible. No doubt much toil is involved, and fatigue of which travellers in the more temperate climes can form but a faint conception. But the sweat of one’s brow is no longer a curse when one works for God. It proves a tonic to the system, and is actually a blessing. No one can truly appreciate the charm of repose unless he has undergone severe exertion.’

On 24 March 1866, Lieutenant Garforth unloaded Livingstone’s men and animals at the sweltering port of Mikindany, twenty-five miles north of the swampy, hippo-infested Rovuma. Livingstone planned to hire additional porters there before setting out. That evening, Livingstone shook Garforth’s hand, thanked him, then went ashore. ‘The Penguin’, Livingstone wrote simply of the last Englishmen who would see him alive, ‘then left.’

On 4 April 1866, the explorer marched his caravan into Africa. As if the continent was swallowing him whole, Livingstone’s entry into the jungle marked his disappearance from the outside world.



STANLEY

6 MAY 1866

Denver, Colorado 
9,200 miles from Livingstone

ONE MONTH LATER, and halfway around the world, Henry Morton Stanley unknowingly began a journey towards David Livingstone. He was twenty-five years old, a squat, dogged Civil War vet who fought for the blue and the grey, but had otherwise achieved nothing remarkable in his lifetime. In fact, Stanley’s life to that point was notable only for its mediocrity. He had tried and been found wanting as a soldier, sailor, gold miner, son and lover. Yet there seemed no limit to the endeavours he was willing to attempt, then abruptly discard, without noteworthy accomplishment. He did, however, possess a natural flair for writing. He had already published several freelance newspaper pieces and had vague plans to become a success through a career in journalism.

The Front Range of the Rocky Mountains burst with wildflowers and the air smelled of budding green buffalo grass as Stanley stood on the banks of the South Platte River. A prairie wind, hard and cool, slapped Stanley’s clean-shaven cheeks and blew back his brown hair. At his feet lay a collection of logs and planks bound together into a flat-bottomed raft drawing just eight inches of water.

Beside him was his friend and fellow would-be journalist, William Harlow Cook. They had met in Black Hawk City, Colorado, the previous year. Stanley was working in a smelting plant and sent Cook a congratulatory letter about a story the other man had written for a local paper. Cook was a meek individual, the perfect foil to Stanley’s bluster. When Stanley made plans to travel from Colorado by rafting down the South Platte at flood stage, Cook didn’t so much agree as follow timidly in his wake. It was of little consequence that the journey was potentially suicidal. What was important was that both could swim, for neither man had river-rafting experience and melting snow had engorged the otherwise lazy Platte. Stanley and Cook planned on riding those newly cut tree trunks for hundreds of miles down the ripping, snorting river until they reached an even broader and more swollen flow, the Missouri. The two freelance writers had had their fill of the west. They were off to points east, maybe all the way to China – wherever they might find an adventurous story to sell. Rafting the Platte would be a much quicker and easier method of crossing America’s Great Plains, their first major geographical barrier, than walking.

‘Stanley’, Cook noted, ‘is short and quick and not easy to forget an enemy, but he is also firm and true as a friend.’ Stanley was thick around the middle but otherwise muscular. He wore his moustache neatly trimmed and his hair combed straight back. His accent was a curious composition of a Louisiana drawl and a singsong lilt that overtook him when he became excited. He was fond of tall tales, but there was just enough truth in his stories to make them entirely believable. He was tight with a dollar and a prodigious saver, yet was always telling new acquaintances about one lavish scheme or another: gold mining in Alaska, grand adventures in Asia Minor, going to New York to become a real newspaper writer. Like his tall tales, there was just enough truth and ambition behind Stanley’s schemes to make people believe he meant to accomplish them.

Key pieces of Stanley’s character had been shaped in recent years. The Civil War, of all things, had been a positive experience for him. He had begun the war as a dry-goods salesman in an Arkansas backwater and come out of the war physically and emotionally equipped for a life of adventure. He had seen combat. He had become an expert marksman. He had endured the blisters, exhaustion and muscle pain of forced marches and seen first-hand the logistics of moving men and material over great distances, rapidly.

Stanley learned something else in the war – that he had a way with the written word. While serving as a clerk in the Union Navy he began writing newspaper stories on the side, detailing his battle experiences. He also began expressing his thoughts in a journal, revealing both surprising depth and moments of great melancholy.

When the war ended Stanley joined the scores of Civil War vets who were travelling into the American West to make their fortune. He made his way to the California gold fields and then to Colorado’s silver mines, selling the odd freelance story to the Missouri Democrat about life on the authentic frontier. For the most part, however, Stanley was a drifter. In January 1866, frustrated with shovelling quartz in the Black Hawk City smelting works, Stanley moved two miles west to Central City and found employment as an apprentice printer with the town newspaper. The Miner’s Daily Register wasn’t glamorous (he had to moonlight by prospecting for gold to make ends meet) but it was regular work. After four months, however, Central City became tedious and Stanley hatched his plan to travel to New York then Asia Minor to assemble stories for a proposed book. With Cook, Stanley began his journey by taking the stagecoach from Central City into Denver, and it was there that they built their raft.

On 6 May, the two men carefully dragged it down the banks of the South Platte and scampered aboard. Stanley carried a pistol and rifle to hunt game for dinner, and each man had a bedroll, but otherwise their gear and provisions were minimal. They poled the raft into the swift, swirling current. The river carried them through Colorado towards Nebraska.

Stanley and Cook kept a sharp eye for Indians along the banks at all times. The Cheyenne and Pawnee were ostensibly peaceful, but rogue bands of braves still attacked travellers. The American Indians had had their lands to themselves until European powers and their colonial offspring grew interested in the vast region’s commercial possibilities. Everything west of the Missouri River had been a blank spot on the map a mere sixty years earlier, when Lewis and Clark marched westwards for a definitive reconnaissance in 1804. The Indians were forced off the prime agricultural and pasture lands onto desolate reservations that served as open-air prisons. Now, Stanley and Cook’s river ride allowed them to bear witness to what remained of the American frontier. The miles passed quickly. The prairie was beautiful and pure, awash in the renewal of spring.

A week into the journey the raft flipped. Stanley and Cook escaped by swimming to shore, then ran hard along the banks trying to catch up with their craft as it bobbed downstream. Stanley finally dived back in and swam towards it. The muddy water swirled about him, threatening to suck him under. But Stanley was persistent, if nothing else, and finally he caught the raft and guided it back to shore.

The next day, he and Cook floated downriver to Platte City, a small town at the convergence of the North and South Forks of the Platte. They were chilled from a night spent trying to sleep in wet clothes, and limped into town after carefully hiding their raft by the river. The town consisted of a dozen houses, some made of wood and some of sod. There was a small hotel, assorted saloons, a dry goods store and a few stray goats and mules. It was a town, however, with a reputation for vigilante violence. There were few trees in the area, so the bodies of horse thieves and murderers could be seen dangling from telegraph poles. One visitor to Platte City wrote that the telegraph poles served as ‘a line of gallows, twenty to the mile’. Stanley and Cook took a room.

Platte City was just eighteen miles down a dirt road from Fort McPherson, headquarters of the US Army’s 5th Cavalry. A captain of the cavalry was in town when Stanley and Cook checked into their hotel. Taking one look at the bedraggled travellers, the captain accused Stanley and Cook of being deserters from the army post at Fort Laramie, up the North Fork of the Platte. He ordered them not to leave Platte City until he could check their status. Just to make sure they stayed in town, the captain ordered two of his soldiers to keep Stanley and Cook under surveillance.

Not only did Stanley refuse to be intimidated, he seemed to revel in disregarding authority. He calmly went about his business, eating a meal in the small hotel and stocking up on food and ammunition for the remaining few hundred miles to Omaha, where the Platte and Missouri combined. The fact that his every movement was being watched didn’t fluster Stanley.

After spending the night in town, Stanley and Cook paid their hotel bill and made to leave. The captain had been warned by his men, and was waiting for the erstwhile journalists. ‘Shall I put you under arrest?’ he said, squaring off in front of Stanley.

There was little about Stanley that was physically intimidating. His nose was unbroken. His ears lacked a fighter’s cauliflower. He had no visible scars. His hands ran to small and had a curiously reddish tint. There was an omnipresent look of childlike confusion in his eyes. Yet Stanley glared at the captain with a menace Cook had never witnessed before. Placing one hand on his revolver, Stanley calmly agreed with the captain. ‘Yes,’ he said, clearly willing to shoot. ‘If you have men enough to do it.’

The captain let them pass.

On 12 June 1866 Stanley arrived in New York City. His ungainly search for success was under way. More important, Stanley had begun travelling east as Livingstone worked his way west. As the miles between them decreased, the adventures that would ensue – random and whimsical at first, then linear and relentless – had begun, as well. Not even Stanley, with his enormous capacity for bluster and outlandish dreams, could imagine all that lay ahead.



I

THE SEARCHERS
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ONE

THE NILE DUEL

16 SEPTEMBER 1864

Two Years Earlier
 Bath, England

THE CATALYST FOR the saga of daring took place shortly after eleven in the morning on Friday, 16 September 1864. Richard Francis Burton stood alone on the wooden speaker’s platform at the British Association for the Advancement of Science’s annual convention, awaiting his debate opponent. His wife Isabel sat a few feet behind. He clutched a sheaf of arguments. He was strong but narrow in the shoulders and hips, like a matador. His eyes were so dark brown they were often described as black. His moustache, truly black, flowed over and around his lips to his chin. The legendary Somali scars ran up his cheeks like slender compass arrows pointing north. He remained calm as he watched the doors for John Hanning Speke’s entrance. The fair-haired geographical hero with the cold blue eyes was Burton’s opposite, and Burton had waited six years to settle their rivalry. A few minutes more meant little.

The audience felt differently. It had been a wet, cramped morning and they were lathering up into a righteous fury. There had been rumours of a cancellation due to some sort of injury to Speke, but the almost two thousand adventurers, dignitaries, journalists and celebrity gazers came anyway. They braved a howling rain to get seats for what the newspapers were calling the Nile Duel, as if the debate was a bare-knuckle prizefight instead of a defining moment in history. Burton and Speke would argue who had discovered the Source of the Nile River – the most consuming geographical riddle of all time. Curiously, Burton and Speke made their conflicting Source discoveries during the same expedition. They had been partners. And even as they made plans to destroy one another, Burton and Speke suppressed deep mutual compassion.

They were former friends – lovers, some whispered – turned enemies. Theirs was a ‘story of adventure, jealousy and recrimination, which painted their achievements in bright or lurid lights and tragic shades’, in the words of Sir Bartle Frere, Governor of Bombay. Each man’s aim was not just claiming the Nile, but destroying the other socially, professionally and financially. The winner would know a permanent spot in the history books. The loser would be labelled a delusional, presumptuous fool, with all the public ridicule that implied.

Speke was a thin loner whose family home, Jordans, was just forty miles from Bath. He was childlike, titled, wealthy, bland, deaf in one ear. At thirty-seven, he doted on his mother and had never courted any woman. Critics acknowledged his prowess as a sportsman, but puzzled over his penchant for slaughter and fondness for eating the unborn foetus of a kill. They wondered about the character of a man who once gave a rifle as a gift to an African chief fond of shooting subjects for fun, and who allowed a live human child to be steamed like a lobster during a tribal ritual in his honour. Speke felt that the ends justified the means – in his case, finding the Source was worth the inconsequential loss of African lives. The Source, Speke claimed, was a massive rectangular body of water the size of Scotland. He named it Victoria Nyanza – Lake Victoria – for the Queen.

The dark-haired Burton claimed Lake Tanganyika as the Source. That body of water lay 150 miles south-west of Victoria Nyanza, separated by mountainous, unexplored jungle. Burton did not dispute that the Nile flowed from Victoria, but he believed that another, yet undiscovered, river flowed from Tanganyika through the mountains, into Victoria.

Lake Tanganyika’s shape was slender and vertical on the map, like a womb parting to give birth to the great Nile. Its choice as Burton’s geographical talisman was apt, for his character tics veered towards the sensual. The accomplished linguist had a fondness for Arab prostitutes and would one day write the first English translation of the Kama Sutra. In 1845, as a young army officer stationed in India, he’d been ordered to investigate Karachi’s homosexual brothels. Burton’s detailed reportage implicated fellow officers and gave rise to suspicion about his own sexuality – both of which combined to ruin his career. So he’d become an explorer. His knowledge of languages and Islam allowed him to infiltrate cities such as Mecca and Harar which were forbidden to non-Muslims. The resulting books about those escapades were bestsellers in the mid-1850s, earning Burton a reputation for daring while introducing Oriental thoughts and words to his readers. It was Burton who made the term safari – Swahili for ‘journey’ – familiar to the English-speaking world.

The mob packing the auditorium, so eager for spectacle and rage, knew the Burton and Speke story well. The time had come for resolution. When the eleven o’clock starting time came and passed, the crowd ‘gave vent to its impatience by sounds more often heard from the audience of a theatre than a scientific meeting’, sniffed the Bath Chronicle. The audience gossiped loudly about Speke’s whereabouts and stared at the stage, scrutinizing Burton with that unflinching gaze reserved for the very famous. In an era when no occupation was more glamorous than African explorer, Burton’s features were already well known through photographs and sketches from his books. But for many in the audience, seeing his face up close, in person, was why they’d come. They felt the same about Speke.

There was a third explorer many hoped to glimpse, a man whose legend was arguably greater than any living explorer. ‘The room’, the Chronicle noted of the auditorium, ‘was crowded with ladies and gentlemen who were radiant with the hope of seeing Dr Livingstone.’ The British public hadn’t caught a glimpse of their beloved Livingstone since the halcyon days of 1857 when he seemed to be everywhere at once. His exploits had been a balm for the wounds of the Crimean War, the ill-fated Charge of the Light Brigade and the bloody slaughter of British women and children during the Indian Mutiny. Livingstone reminded Victorian Britain of her potential for greatness. The fifty-one-year-old Scot was their hero archetype, an explorer brave, pious, and humble; so quick with a gun that Waterloo hero the Duke of Wellington nicknamed Livingstone ‘the fighting parson’. Livingstone was equally at home wandering the wilds of Africa and making small talk over tea with the Queen. The public made his books bestsellers, his speeches standing-room only, his name household. Livingstone was beloved in Britain, and so famous worldwide that one poll showed that only Victoria herself was better known.

Livingstone, though, wasn’t scheduled to appear at the Nile Duel. His first public appearance since returning from an exploration of Africa’s Zambezi River six months earlier was officially supposed to take place the following Monday. He would lecture the British Association on the details of that journey. Ticket demand was so enormous that Livingstone, standing before a massive map of Africa, would give the speech live in one theatre as Clements Markham of the Royal Geographical Society read it concurrently to the overflow crowd in a second auditorium. The Chronicle’s special edition would publish the text in its entirety.

Rumours, however, said Livingstone would make an appearance at the Nile Duel as moderator. His appearance would confirm the Duel’s heft, counterbalance smirks of innuendo. For celebrity gazers and scientists alike, Livingstone, Burton and Speke on the same stage would elevate the proceedings from grudge match to intellectual field day. Those three greats hurling geographical barbs would make the long hours in the rain more than worthwhile.

Ironically, the crowd was unaware that the larger-than-life Livingstone was enduring a season of tumultuous upheaval. His problems had begun with the five-year journey up the Zambezi. The expedition had accomplished a great deal. But many of his companions died during the journey – including Livingstone’s wife, Mary, who had been so desperate to be with him she left the safety of England to venture into Africa to find him, then joined the expedition halfway through the journey. Because of the deaths, the failure of a highly touted project that would have established Christian missions in the African interior and reports that Livingstone was an inept leader, the British Government viewed the Zambezi expedition as a débâcle. Hence, The Times questioned Livingstone’s judgement, he was persona non grata at the Foreign Office – his place of employment – and influential Christian politician William Gladstone quietly severed their relationship.

Financially, Livingstone was almost destitute. Even as friends urged him to retire and spend time with his children, he needed one last great geographical discovery so he could write the bestselling book about his travels that would provide for him and his family. ‘I don’t know whether I am to go on the shelf or not,’ he wrote to a friend, acknowledging that the Foreign Office might never let him lead another expedition, but vowing to return to Africa nonetheless. ‘If I do, I make Africa the shelf.’

Most devastating of all, however, was that Robert, his prodigal eldest son, had secretly sailed to America to fight for the Union Army in their Civil War. Robert Livingstone had been taken prisoner during the Siege of Richmond and been sent to a Confederate prisoner of war camp. There was no news of his whereabouts or physical condition. Livingstone, tragically, had castigated Robert for being aimless and base not long before the boy fled to America and enlisted.

In Bath that morning, the British public knew nothing of Livingstone’s personal travails. In its eyes, Livingstone was not a legend in decline, but a luminary whose lined, tanned face they longed to glimpse. As eleven o’clock came and went, however, Livingstone, like Speke, was nowhere to be seen. Burton and the audience watched the doors, straining for a glimpse of their entrance. In fact, what would happen in the next few minutes would alter the future of exploration, Africa and the world.

Broken down to its essence, the Nile Duel was simply a search for water – two hydrogen molecules bonding with a single oxygen molecule in the bowels of the earth, then seeping forth somewhere in the heart of Africa, becoming a trickle, then a stream, then a mighty river. The Nile was longer than any other in the world, rolling effortlessly from mountains through jungle through Sahara through Cairo and into the Mediterranean. Mankind’s most prolific kingdoms had risen and fallen on the Nile’s shores. Moses, Cleopatra and Alexander drank her waters. The Nile never shrivelled, despite not having tributaries, substantial rainfall, or other obvious means of replenishment. She even flooded during September, the hottest month of the year in Northern Africa. Farmers planted in her fertile silt once the floods receded. Lush green fields blossomed in the desert as if the Nile was life itself.

The Nile flowed south to north into the Mediterranean, but its Source had always been a mystery. Theories ranged from the equator to the bottom of the world – or maybe from an even greater river, fed by an ocean, that sliced like an aqueduct across the entire African continent. In 460 BC, Herodotus, the Greek ‘father of history’, took it upon himself to find out. He pictured massive fountains spewing the Nile from the earth, and set off alone to witness the spume and mist. Six hundred miles inland from Cairo, however, the Nile turned white at the waterfalls that would someday be labelled the First Cataract. Like sentinels, they guarded the Nile’s inner reaches. The desert turned to jungle. The civilized world ended and a land of cannibals began. Herodotus turned back.

The mystery was still unanswered when Ptolemy drew the first conclusive world map in AD 140. Based on African legends, he speculated that the source lay in snow-covered peaks along the equator, which he dubbed ‘The Mountains of the Moon’. Critics wrongly ridiculed that idea, saying that snow couldn’t possibly exist in that latitude. Neither Ptolemy nor those critics travelled up the Nile to see if he was right. Centuries passed. The Source became a force unto itself, too great for man to divine or witness. ‘It is not given to us mortals’, the French author Montesquieu wrote in the eighteenth century, ‘to see the Nile feeble and at its Source.’

In 1798, Source still undiscovered, Admiral Lord Nelson destroyed Napoleon’s navy at the Battle of the Nile. Having established a toehold in Northern Africa, the British set to exploring their new land. The seas mapped and the continents defined, finding the Source became the new grail of international discovery. There was no pot of gold, no fountain of eternal youth at the Source, just glory – which, for most, was enough. Between 1798 and 1856 an eclectic collection of loners, thrill seekers and adventurous aristocrats trekked upriver from Cairo, chasing the Source. Most were British. A handful were female. Most died from disease, parasites, animal attack or murder. None found the Source. None came close. And with every failed attempt, Montesquieu’s words rang more true.

The grail became more exalted as the failures mounted, as tackling the summit of Everest would become a century hence. Britain’s growing sense of empire gave her a proprietary interest in finding the Source first. The reign of Queen Victoria, which began inauspiciously in 1837 with a botched coronation, had become a time of international expansion. Great Britain’s citizens and companies controlled colonial outposts around the world, insinuating British ways and words into China, the South Pacific, South America, India, North America and Africa. The term ‘the sun never sets on the British Empire’ began during those heady times. No empire in history had ever been as vast, and the British were fond of comparing their empire with the Greek and Roman epochs. The Nile was a viable connection to that past. Finding the Source would heighten that connection.

‘In the absence of adequate data we are not entitled to speculate too confidently on the Source,’ Sir Roderick Murchison told Britain’s unofficial governing body of exploration, the Royal Geographical Society, in 1852. The eminent geographer and RGS founder’s attention focused on the Mountains of the Moon. ‘It must be said that there is no exploration in Africa to which greater value would be attached than an ascent of these mountains from the east coast, possibly from near Mombasa. The adventurous travellers who shall first lay down the true position of these equatorial snowy mountains and who shall satisfy us that they throw off the waters of the White Nile . . . will be justly considered amongst the greatest benefactors of this age of geographical science.’

It was April of 1855 when Speke and Burton made their first Source bid. Their pairing was accidental: Speke was on leave from his regiment, the 46th Bengal Native Infantry, in India. They met in Aden, where Burton was finalizing his journey. Speke had planned to hunt big game, find the Source by himself, then float downriver to Cairo. Burton invited him to join his expedition instead. They were accompanied by a pair of British military men, Lieutenants William Stroyan and G. E. Herne, and the usual phalanx of porters vital to African travel. Instead of beginning at the mouth of the Nile in Egypt and working upriver, as explorers had done since Herodotus, Burton and Speke proposed to penetrate Africa from the east, beginning in Somalia then cutting the tangent from the Indian Ocean along the equator to the Mountains of the Moon’s theoretical location. The northern regions of Africa were already mapped, as were the continent’s southern and coastal fringes, but theirs would be a bold gambit through uncharted land. If the Source truly resided in the Mountains of the Moon, the shortcut would save them over two thousand miles of travel in both directions.

Burton and Speke made it to Africa but never even left the coast on that first expedition. Their forty-two-man caravan was camped along the Somali shore, waiting for the monsoon season to pass so they could move inland. Sentries were posted around the camp and a fire burned into the night to ward off Somali bandits, legendary as the ‘penis-cutting people’ because they emasculated vanquished enemies. When the attack came, however, the expedition was unprepared. It happened at 2 a.m. on the morning of 18 April 1855. Sentries and porters were slaughtered first by the Somalis, who wielded sabres, curved daggers, war clubs and six-foot-long spears. Burton stepped from his lean-to at the first sound of violence, brandishing a sabre. Stroyan rose to his side clutching a Colt revolver in each hand. Together they battled the Somalis, even as the remaining porters fled into the night or were butchered alive.

Speke stayed in his tent through the early part of the battle, saying later that he mistook the sounds of gunfire for warning shots fired by spooked sentries. But then the Somalis began using the British tents as snares, collapsing them on top of men and thrusting spears into the writhing piles of canvas. Speke grabbed his pistols and stepped from the solitude of his tent into the frenzy. Burton was still alive but Stroyan had run out of bullets. He was being hacked to pieces by the Somalis, even as he swung his empty pistols like clubs. Speke began fighting his way through a cloud of Somalis to rescue Burton when a warrior thrust a javelin clean through Burton’s face, fleeing before Speke could shoot. The spear remained stuck in Burton’s head, jabbing out at right angles. He had lost teeth and blood poured from his mouth and both cheeks. Unable to pull out the javelin and unable to link up with Speke, the would-be explorer miraculously escaped into the night before another warrior could finish him off.

Speke, however, was taken prisoner. The Somalis could have killed him quickly like Stroyan, but with the battle winding down they had the luxury of enjoying his terror. Speke’s hands were tied behind his back and he was shoved to the ground. The Somalis began fondling his genitals as if debating the most wrenching means of slicing them off. His captors, though, turned their attention to looting the camp before they could finish the job. Just to make sure Speke didn’t escape while they were gone, the Somalis plunged spears deep into his thighs. They narrowly missed his groin but severed the muscles of his hamstrings and quadriceps.

In his agony, Speke still managed to slip his bonds and escape without being detected. He dragged himself three miles down the beach to where a British ship was anchored. And somehow, miraculously, Herne and Burton – javelin still jutting from his face – were waiting. All three were soon on their way back to England.

Lesser men would have set aside exploration after that – G. E. Herne certainly did. But no sooner had their wounds healed than Burton and Speke, who had both been army officers before venturing into exploration during peacetime, resumed their army careers to fight Russia in the epic blunder known as the Crimean War. When the war came to an end it was back to Africa to find the Source, this time funded by the Royal Geographical Society. Burton and Speke were brave loners, a type of personality society idealizes from a polite distance but finds discomfiting up close. Speke was often blunt and inappropriate, and since childhood had fled to the hunting fields to regain his inner strength. Burton simply scared people. The facial craters from the Somali spear only made it worse.

The life of an explorer, then, was almost a mandate for both of them. Explorers, by the original Latin definition, are those who cry out. The men earning that title first were searchers for game instead of searchers for geographical features. They walked far ahead of hunting parties, shouting out the locations of animals they discovered. As tribes became kingdoms and kingdoms became countries, the searchers were called on to look for new lands instead of game. They returned home to cry out what they saw so that civilization might follow in their wake. Then, because a searcher’s special talent belonged to the wilds, not cities, they went back again. And again.

Burton and Speke fit this description. Neither man was suited to holding down a steady job. Both their childhoods had been marked by loving mothers and diffident fathers. In the absence of paternal guidance, Burton and Speke had navigated their own paths through life, making up the rules as they went along. The chip on each man’s shoulder was prohibitive, diminished for brief periods by the euphoria of achievement. Africa, or some other land without limitations, was where they belonged.

Their second Source attempt began two years later, in the spring of 1857. It was a smaller expedition – just Burton and Speke and their porters this time, no other Englishmen. As expedition leader, Burton made the decision to start further south, in an area where tribes were less hostile and where Arab traders had been penetrating inland for centuries. After purchasing supplies on Zanzibar, where ‘gonorrhoea is so common it is hardly considered a disease’, according to Burton, and corpses floated in the city harbour, Burton and Speke sailed for the mainland. They put ashore just north of the port of Bagamoyo. If the shape of the African continent is an east-facing skull, their landfall was a point somewhere just below the nose. That region would become the pivotal jumping-off point for African exploration over the next half-century. In Burton and Speke’s case, the proposed journey was an eight-hundred-mile trek through swamps, savannah and forest to a village known as Ujiji, on the eastern shores of Lake Tanganyika. Arab traders had been going there for over three decades. En route, Burton and Speke would seek information about the Source’s location.

In early June the monsoon season ended. Burton and Speke bored inland leading a column of thirty-six porters and thirty pack animals. They were an odd-looking pair – Burton favouring Arab robes and Speke wearing English hunting flannel under a broad-brimmed felt hat. They carried tents and bedding, chairs, tables, navigational aids, brandy and food, cloth and wire, assorted medicines, and an arsenal of daggers, swords, rifles and pistols. Progress averaged less than six miles a day, beginning after an early breakfast, halting at midday for a respite from the heat, then continuing again to late afternoon. As the sun set and the porters danced or told stories around the fire, Burton would record observations in his journal. Latitude and longitude were noted. Elevation was determined by using a thermometer to check the temperature at which water boiled. Burton was taken with the adventure, but found the continent much more brutish and forbidding than he’d imagined it could be.

Among their caravan was a hard-working young African named Sidi Mubarak Bombay, whom Burton referred to as ‘the gem of the group’. Bombay was a member of the Yao tribe who had been captured by Arab slave traders at the age of twelve, then sold in the Zanzibar slave market to an Arab merchant. When the Arab moved to the city of Bombay shortly after, his young slave came along. When the Arab died, the slave was given his freedom and the adopted name of Bombay. Upon returning to Africa sometime in his early thirties, Sidi Mubarak Bombay joined the Sultan of Zanzibar’s army as a soldier, and was posted to a garrison in Chokwe. That outpost seven miles from the Indian Ocean coastline was where Burton and Speke met up with the industrious, grinning former slave. By arrangement with the garrison commander, Bombay and five other soldiers were hired to accompany the British caravan. Bombay’s work ethic and linguistic skills soon made him invaluable to Burton and Speke. Unbeknown to Bombay, his soldiering career was at an end, replaced by a new line of work that would lead him into the history books.

Bombay spoke fluent Hindustani, as did Speke, so Bombay served as Speke’s gunbearer and translator. ‘He works on principle and works like a horse,’ Burton wrote of the short ugly man with filed-down teeth and an aversion to bathing, ‘candidly declaring that not love of us but duty to his belly makes him work. With a sprained ankle and a load quite disproportionate to his puny body, he insists on carrying two guns. He attends us everywhere, manages our purchases, carries all our messages, and when not employed by us is at every man’s beck and call.’ Bombay would go on to become the talisman of African exploration, an essential roster member on any serious expedition for decades to come.

Before the expedition Burton had written that Speke was a ‘companion and not a friend, with whom I was strangers’. Speke still chafed that Burton placed more emphasis on exploration than hunting, but as the journey progressed Burton and Speke became solid companions. Burton was officially the expedition leader, but he and Speke behaved more as equals. They had already fought a battle together. Now the shared agony of swamp fever, malaria and mutinous porters only brought them closer. They nursed one another through Africa’s strange new illnesses and wearying tribulations. They read Shakespeare aloud to one another at night. Back home, Speke had his mother and Burton had his conquests, but neither man had a close friend. In the loneliness of Africa, however, they needed each other. Burton wrote that Speke was ‘as a brother’.

The brotherhood saw great trials. The first months of the journey were a slog through claustrophobic jungle, where the thick, dank air pressed down on their shoulders and poured into their lungs. The porters deserted in ones and twos, in the dead of night, stealing precious supplies before fleeing back to the coast. A morass of palm trees, strangler figs, leopard orchids, black mambas, green mambas, cobras, monkeys, mosquitoes and tse-tse flies defined the expedition’s days. The going was slow. Malaria and sleeping sickness afflicted those porters who didn’t desert.

The route climbed to a plateau a little over two hundred miles inland. The scenery changed abruptly, magically, as if a new backdrop had been unfurled on a vaudeville stage. Gone was the jungle. In its place was a vast dun-coloured grassland. Acacia trees, with their stratified branches looking like low wispy clouds, hovered randomly. Clusters of shrubs seemed like islands on the sea of grass. Otherwise the land was wide-open space as far as the eye could see. Herds of elephants, zebras, giraffe, hyenas and wildebeest became commonplace. Lions and hyenas were a nightly threat, prowling outside the camp in the darkness, waiting for the campfire to burn too low, sniffing for stragglers and scraps. Water was scarce. Shade was a luxury. Burton and Speke were sick frequently but they pushed on. By November, after travelling six hundred miles, they arrived in the village of Tabora. It was a snake-infested, dusty oasis of mud homes surrounded by low rolling hills, but the Arab traders had made it the premier stopover on their way inland. Canned goods, goats and bulls for milk and slaughter, and reminders of home such as tea were available. Burton and Speke regained their strength. There were women, too. Burton was sated.

After five weeks they pushed on. Speke was in favour of travelling north, to where a large lake was reputed to exist, but Burton insisted they go west. The path changed from savannah to swampy sycamore forests. Both men were almost killed by malaria and had to be carried. But by February 1858, with Burton and Speke blinded by illness, Bombay first spied the shining waters of Lake Tanganyika. The caravan soon stood on the banks of the enormous lake. As Burton and Speke’s eyesight returned they saw before them a lake like none they’d ever seen, wider than the English Channel and stretching far over the northern and southern horizons. Surely, they agreed, this was the Source. Speke, enraptured by the peaks surrounding the lake, wrote confidently in his journal: ‘. . . this mountain range I consider the true Mountains of the Moon.’

Burton and Speke stayed three months, searching for that elusive river leading north out of the lake into the Nile. They never found it. Regardless, the journey home began on 26 May 1858. The porters who had deserted had stolen most of the cloth and beads necessary to barter for food. It was urgent that Burton and Speke race for the coast or risk starving to death.

However, malaria again crippled Burton. The impoverished caravan was forced to halt in Tabora so he could recuperate. Speke, who found the Arabs repulsive and disliked Burton’s fondness for their clothing and customs, wanted to investigate those rumours of another great lake to the north. Taking Bombay and a handful of porters, Speke began the journey in July 1858. The Burton and Speke expedition had been travelling through Africa for thirteen mostly agreeable months. All of that, however, was about to end.

Six weeks after leaving, an excited Speke strode back into Tabora. He had not only found the rumoured lake, naming the hill from where he’d seen it after Somerset and the lake itself after Queen Victoria, but he had immediately set aside his previous convictions about Lake Tanganyika. Victoria Nyanza was the true source. ‘I no longer felt any doubt that the lake at my feet gave birth to that interesting river, the source of what has been so much speculation, and the object of so many explorers,’ he commented in his journal. Years before, as an officer in India, Speke had harboured the secret desire to make his name by discovering the Source. On 3 August 1858, he was sure he had done so. He didn’t walk around the lake to make sure the Nile flowed from it, so he never actually saw the river. But Speke interviewed the local population and drew a map of the lake based on their opinions. The map definitively showed the Nile flowing out of Victoria Nyanza. That done, Speke had raced back to Tabora.

Fearful of being rebuffed, Speke delayed telling Burton about his theory until the morning after his return. ‘We had scarcely breakfasted’, Burton wrote, ‘before he announced to me the startling fact that he had discovered the sources of the Nile. The fortunate discoverer’s conviction was strong, but his reasoning was weak.’

Their relationship would never be the same. ‘Jack changed his manners to me from this date,’ Burton later wrote of 26 August 1858 in a profound understatement. And while Burton had tolerated the non-intellectual aspects of Speke’s personality before, he began treating the younger man like a fool.

Burton demanded that they walk north to double-check Speke’s claim. Speke, however, reminded Burton that they lacked the cloth and beads vital for purchasing food. They had no choice but to head straight for the coast. The hotheaded Burton reluctantly agreed.

The feud escalated during the four-month walk back to Bagamoyo. Speke endured an African illness that made him delusional and racked with pain, and both men almost died of malnutrition, but their argument raged. When they finally reached the coast, the two men split up, returning to London on different ships. Their goodbyes in Aden were the last words they would utter to one another.

Speke’s HMS Furious arrived in England first. He raced to the Royal Geographical Society and pronounced himself the discoverer of the Source. His claim was audacious and unproven, but the world was ready to believe that the Source had been found. By the time Burton made it home just weeks later, Speke was the toast of London. ‘I reached London on May 21st,’ Burton wrote. ‘My companion now stood forth in his true colours, an angry rival.’

For five long years the debate raged – in the most elite circles of society and in commoners’ pubs as well. There were other world events to draw England’s attention during that time (across the Atlantic, America was now embroiled in a civil war that the British, for the sake of trade and naval supremacy, were keen for the South to win) but nothing had eclipsed it. England had endured a decade of wars in the 1850s, and the escapism of Burton and Speke’s adventures proved much more intriguing in London than worries about another nation’s internal strife.

The two men traded slings and arrows in public speeches, published articles and competing books. Burton accused Speke of being an incompetent geographer. Speke accused Burton of ‘incompetence, malice, cowardice and jealousy’. Burton married. Speke returned to Africa with another man to prove his claim. ‘The Nile’, Speke pronounced upon locating the river’s effluence from Victorian Nyanza, then following the river three thousand miles north to the Mediterranean, ‘is settled.’

But it wasn’t. Not definitely. Speke had failed to circumnavigate Victoria, meaning a river could have fed into it without his knowing, which would prove Burton’s argument. And at one point he had taken a cross-country shortcut rather than follow the river’s snaking course. Short of the two men returning to Africa together, the only way to settle the matter was through a scientific presentation of facts.

In this way, 16 September 1864 was chosen as the date for the Nile Duel. Under the auspices of the Royal Geographical Society and the British Association, against the backdrop of Bath’s fading Georgian splendour, in the East Wing of the Mineral Waters Hospital, mankind’s last geographical mystery would be settled. The hospital contained the only auditorium in town large enough to hold the debate’s crowd. When first constructed in 1737, its creation represented a newfound scientific belief in water’s restorative properties. That a divisive debate over water would be held within its walls was the sort of grand irony the occasion demanded. The Times – known as The Thunderer for its gravitas – would be on hand to report the action, as would the more accessible papers like the Daily Telegraph and Manchester Guardian. The Bath Chronicle imported forty extra typesetters from London to churn out a new edition immediately after the verdict.

On 15 September, the day before the Duel, Burton and Speke had settled into their chairs for RGS president Sir Roderick Murchison’s opening remarks, seeing one another for the first time since Africa. Speke was overcome. ‘He looked at Richard and at me, and we at him,’ Isabel Burton wrote of that afternoon. ‘I shall never forget his face. It was full of sorrow, or yearning, and perplexity. Then he seemed to turn to stone. After a while he began to fidget a great deal, and exclaimed half aloud, “Oh, I can’t stand this any longer.” He got up to go out. A man nearest him said, “Shall you want your chair again, sir? May I have it? Shall you come back?” and he answered “I hope not” and left the hall.’

Desperate to calm himself, Speke sought out a cousin who lived nearby. Speke suggested they spend the afternoon hunting partridge in Neston Park, about seven miles from Bath.

By the following morning, the debate auditorium was smelling of wet wool, stale tobacco and the myriad odours of bodies wedged cheek by jowl. There were as many women as men. Stomachs rumbled in anticipation of lunch. Eleven o’clock came and passed. Burton waited for Speke. With every tick of the clock, the crowd’s murmurs about tardiness turned to angry rumbles about impertinence and cowardice.

At 11.25, the doors finally opened. All eyes turned quickly, but saw neither Speke nor Livingstone. Instead, the wiry, bald Murchison solemnly entered with a handful of men comprising the Society’s inner council. They took their seats on the speaker’s platform. Murchison waited for the crowd to hush, then began to speak in his usual convoluted delivery. ‘I have to apologize but when I explain to you the cause of my being a little late in coming to take the chair you will pardon me.’ The next sentence, however, was as direct as a punch to the solar plexus.

‘Captain Speke has lost his life.’

Speke had lodged his Lancaster breech-loading rifle, which had no safety catch, into a low stone wall before attempting to climb over. Something had jarred the rifle, making it fire. The coroner would avoid the word ‘suicide’, but his report would show that Speke pressed the barrel directly into his heart as he climbed over the wall. The bullet, the coroner wrote, ‘led upwards towards the spine, and passing through the lungs, dividing all the large vessels of the heart’. Even though the shot passed through his heart, Speke’s suicide was slow. He bled for ten minutes before dying at the base of the wall.

‘Sensation’, as the Chronicle reported the moment, swept the audience when Murchison broke the news. ‘Richard sank into a chair, and I saw by the workings of his face the terrible emotion he was controlling and the shock he had received,’ wrote Isabel. ‘When called upon to speak, in a voice that trembled, he spoke of other things, and as briefly as he could. When we got home he wept long and bitterly, and I was for many a day trying to comfort him.’

Murchison proposed a resolution regretting Speke’s death, with condolences to be passed along to his family. After a unanimous show of hands, it was passed.

As for Livingstone, people were wondering about his absence. When Murchison was asked where the missing explorer might be, he merely shrugged. ‘I expect him at any hour, but I cannot account for his absence.’

‘In fact,’ Murchison concluded, knowing full well that Livingstone had been in seclusion, writing the speech he would deliver a few days later in Bath, ‘he might be in Africa for all I know.’

Two months later, Murchison finally got what he wanted. The Nile Duel was still alive and well, Speke’s theories were being closely scrutinized, and Burton couldn’t be trusted to seek the Source for obvious reasons of non-objectivity. James Augustus Grant, Speke’s companion on the second journey, would be equally subjective; he had thrown himself on the coffin and keened like a grieving widow at Speke’s funeral. Sir Samuel White Baker, the barrel-chested engineer who discovered Lake Albert, was still somewhere in Africa, position unknown. Even John Kirk, the botanist from the Zambezi expedition, was out of the question. He had fallen in love and was about to be married. The timid young minister’s son, who harboured a deep and secret hatred for Livingstone, wanted to settle down and get a good job, not take off for two years in Africa.

Murchison finally approached Livingstone. Livingstone adored Murchison. He owed his fame to the regal geologist. And while Livingstone was aching to return to Africa, having said so during his
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