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            PROLOGUE

         
 
         One hot day in the early 1960s, a small motor launch containing a single white man and a number of African askaris  set off across the narrow waist of southern Lake Nyasa in Central Africa. The white man was wearing a pith helmet and gleaming white uniform, his askaris  were dressed in khaki, each wearing a red fez, and the launch had an awning to shield its passengers from the brilliant sunlight. The lake, which stretches for 570 kilometres down the southern end of the Great African Rift Valley, is exceptionally deep, and on either side high mountains cascade down to its shores, but here, at its narrowest point in the south, the distance from one side to the other is little more than twenty kilometres. By early afternoon, they were approaching the eastern shore, and at three o’clock the launch beached on a spit of land that projected into the water from the opposite side. The spit was mainly occupied by fishermen, who mended nets there. In the evening they brought in their narrow dug-out canoes, dragging them in long lines above the water line. There was also a village, and near the point of the spit, the remains of an old stockade, now abandoned in the scrub that grew above the shore.
         
 
         The white man was the new Assistant District Commissioner from the lake’s western shore. He was in his early forties, and had come out from England just a year earlier. He had crossed the lake in order to meet Makanjira, the Yao chief, who lived on the spit of land. In particular, he wanted to settle a difficult dispute concerning relatives of the chief’s on the lake’s western side.
         
 
         Makanjira was waiting for him in the village. He was a portly man, often drunk, but he was proud that his influence extended over a large area of the eastern shore, and he was proud of his large number of wives, who were also portly and often drunk. Most of all, he was proud of his name, which went back many generations. He did not particularly like it when the British came over the water to interfere in his life, and disturb his slow routines. Nevertheless, district officials came and they went, they rarely stayed long, and in general it was good to keep them happy. So when the new white man arrived, Makanjira treated him politely, and they sat down in the village meeting place in the mid-afternoon and began to talk.
         
 
         The conversation lasted a long time, and there was little resolution. On the eastern shore, someone had been killed, or perhaps had disappeared, and there was a question of responsibility. Compensation needed to be paid, but nothing was sure, and the chief showed little interest in reaching a conclusion. He sucked his teeth, and after the white man said anything, took a long time to consider his response. He was easily distracted by the comings and goings of a group of young men at the other end of the square. He was waiting for his visitor to leave, to take his boat back across the water. Long lines of white egrets were flying across the pale sky. Fires were glowing in the dusk, and the smell of cooking maize filtered up through the smoke. Then, unexpectedly, the white man said he would stay the night. He had a tent, and he would camp outside the village. They could talk again in the morning.
         
 
         There was a pause when he said that. Slowly Makanjira climbed to his feet, lifting himself off his stool with great effort. With equally great politeness he asked the white man if he would accompany him on a walk outside the village. It was still early, and he liked to walk along the shore at that time of day. The visitor agreed, and together they took the path out of the village, between a long row of huts. The women were cooking over their fires, men were sitting smoking, and it was a peaceful scene. They walked slowly. The chief was accompanied by two of his wives and a number of young men. Soon they had left the village and were following the path above the shoreline. There was a strong smell of drying fish. Kingfishers were calling in the early dusk, and the evening wind, the mvera, which came down the Rift Valley at that time of year, was beginning to drive waves up on to the beach.
         
 
         Finally, they approached the end of the spit. In the fading light, the remains of the stockade could still be seen, its wooden stakes half buried in the bush. They resembled crazy figures, half human, attempting to escape from the sand. Makanjira pointed to them. Through his interpreter he asked his visitor if he knew what these were, what they meant.
         
 
         No, he did not.
 
         The stockade had been built by one of his predecessors a hundred years ago, the chief said, nodding pensively. It had been a kind of enclosure, strongly fortified.
         
 
         The white man, with sudden understanding, said, ‘Ah, is this where the Makanjira of that time defied the British? Where he held his power.’
         
 
         The chief clicked his lips and slowly shook his head. He looked out across the water. The other side of the lake could be seen in the sunset, a dark line of mountains on the western shore. The deep waters were pale, almost milky in the evening light. A fish eagle called, a long yelping cry, then was quiet.
         
 
         ‘This was not to keep people out,’ the chief said. ‘It was to keep people in.’
         
 
         Still the visitor did not understand.
 
         ‘You see,’ said the chief, ‘that Makanjira was rich. He was very powerful.’ He spoke almost sadly. ‘More powerful than I am.’
         
 
         ‘From trading, I suppose?’
 
         ‘From trading.’
 
         ‘Across the lake.’
 
         ‘Yes. Across the lake. At its narrow point. This was where the boats came in. The dhows, with their big sails.’
         
 
         The visitor was becoming restless. He, too, looked across the water. He was wondering where the best place would be to set down his camp, and he was not sure he wanted to hear any more. ‘Bringing cloth,’ he said. ‘And ivory.’ 
         
 
         ‘Not cloth,’ said Makanjira heavily, with immense patience. This white man was new, he was inexperienced. He needed to understand. ‘No, not cloth,’ he repeated. ‘The dhows didn’t bring cloth.’ He paused. ‘They brought people.’  He stared with yellow heavy lidded eyes. ‘Do you see?’
         
 
         But the white man did not see. Perhaps he was thinking of other things.
         
 
         ‘They brought slaves,’ said the chief. ‘And we kept them here, in this stockade. So that they should not  escape.’
         
 
         Deliberately, he pointed at the arc of broken wood, and then at the lagoon on the landward side, separating the spit from the shore. And the white man, looking at the twisted pieces of wood in the half light, the water lapping at the shore on almost every side, and the mountains falling to the expanse of bush beyond, suddenly realized what the chief was saying. He understood just how hard it would be to escape from such a place. If you made it to the water, and then across the lagoon on the landward side, they would still be waiting for you, to re-imprison you or worse. You might even die if you tried. It came to him with a shock.
         
 
         ‘Slaves were good,’ said the chief quietly. The two men were about the same height, and he looked his visitor directly in the face. He had dull eyes, unblinking, expressionless. ‘They brought money, they brought power. Yes, they were very good.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Many died, of course, but there were still enough to make money. The village had a mwalim  then, an educated man, who taught us religion. Before you British came.’
         
 
         The white man looked again at the high escarpment to the east behind them. The mountains were utterly black, like a wall against the sky.
         
 
         ‘Yes, we sent them over there,’ said the chief nodding, pointing to the east, across the lagoon. ‘Through the mountains to the coast. The road is hard, but Swahili merchants came for them, and we sent them to the coast, to Zanzibar.’ He looked back at the white man. ‘Many of them died,’ he said again. He had a habit of repeating himself. ‘But there were enough.’ Unexpectedly, he smiled.
         
 
         The white man was unsure what to say. He suspected he was being mocked. The place made him uncomfortable, and he wished he were not staying the night, but it was too late now to leave.
         
 
         ‘You come here to talk to me of one man who has disappeared,’ said the chief quietly. ‘Maybe he was sold. Maybe he was killed. I don’t know. It happens. But in those days, many were sold and many died, and no one cared.’ He wrinkled his nose again. ‘Go up the lake, farther north, and you will see. The dhows are still there, they still cross the lake. You can see them. Big boats …’
         
 
         ‘But no slaves …’
 
         ‘No,’ said the chief. ‘No slaves. These days, we don’t take slaves.’ He chuckled almost like a child then, as if at some private joke, before turning. Slowly, he walked back up the track towards the village, and his wives and young men followed. A black and white kingfisher, landing on one of the broken stakes, began to trill in the half light.
         
 
         Next morning the district officer left in his boat, and the problem of the missing man was never settled; nor did he ever meet Chief Makanjira again. But years later, he told his son the story, and that story led to this book.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            INTRODUCTION: THE BLACK COAST
            

         
 
         
            It  should  be  remembered  that  from  time  immemorial  the  traffic  in  slaves  on these  coasts  has  been  considered  equally  just  with  any  other.
            
 
            POLITICAL AGENT IN ADEN TO SECRETARY OF THE 
 BOMBAY GOVERNMENT, DENEMBER 1841 
            

         
 
         In May 1873, prices for slaves were high on the East African coast, and the dealers on the Zanzibar waterfront made no secret of the good season they were having. Slaves were coming in to the island in large numbers that year, conveyed from the mainland in small, shallow-draft mtepes,  the open-decked sailing craft of the Swahili coast. Most of them came from the little town of Kilwa, 170 miles to the south of Zanzibar, since that was where the main route from the great slave-hunting grounds of the interior finally reached the sea.
         
 
         The journey north usually took two days, and the slaves, packed in tight rows, were given water but little else, and often arrived in desperate condition. The long march to the coast had taken months and had left its mark. Afterwards, cooped in barracoons in the marshy, malarial country at Kilwa, many became sick, and when they were delivered at the Zanzibar waterfront, they were emaciated, and often traumatized by the long ordeal. Wrenched from their homes, physically abused, sold and bought many times, they had little sense of where they were or what was expected of them. They had witnessed and experienced terrible violence. The women, deprived of their children, were constantly raped on the trail. The men, often summarily beaten, had seen many of their companions mutilated and killed.
         
 
         These were bagham,1 the raw, untrained slaves from the interior. The higher born Arabs of Zanzibar considered them to be barbarians, pagan Africans who spoke no Arabic or Swahili, and regarded them with aversion and contempt. Thought of as little more than beasts, sometimes branded like animals, they were disembarked at the Customs House, a collection of shacks and yards above the quay, which extended out into the stinking mud. There, the importer paid two dollars per head in duty before herding the slaves through the streets of the town to his compound. Once inspected, they would be separated into categories: the healthy divided from the sick, the young from the old, and the women from the men. Some – the oldest, the unwell and the least desirable – he dumped on the public market quickly for whatever he could get. The more valuable – the young women and men, and above all the children – he would fatten up and train over several months until they understood the rudiments of what was required of them in their new life. They might be brutally treated in this grim rite of passage. The women would be casually abused, the men beaten by other slaves specially employed to ‘season’ the latest purchases – men who perhaps themselves had been through this very process years before. Finally, when the new captives were ready, they too were brought to market, and the best ones sold for a handsome profit.
         
 
         These early months of the year were a time of great activity in Zanzibar. The harbour was packed with high-sterned bugalas,  the huge, triple-sailed, ocean dhows that came down from the Persian Gulf with the north-east monsoon every year to trade goods before returning with the changed winds. They brought dates, salt fish and ghee, and they returned with ivory and hides, beeswax, some gold dust and slaves – just another commodity, but one which was increasingly valuable in the countries of the north. For during the last two seasons, along the Somali coast of Africa, on the Red Sea and in the Gulf ports of Persia and Arabia, demand had been unusually high. Between 1869 and 1870, a cholera epidemic had scythed through the cities and towns of the Middle East, and the slave populations of the region had been reduced by up to half. As the households and factories, the palm estates, fisheries and stoneworks of the area attempted to rebuild their workforces, prices had soared. And Zanzibar, one of the last major sources of slaves in the world, was having a good year. That season, over 20,000 slaves were exported from the island, and most of them went north.
         
 
         Among the throng of merchants and sea traders filling the yards and sheds of the Customs House that May, haggling and arguing over the price of goods, the cost of shipping and the settling of accounts, there were very few westerners. Perhaps the occasional naval captain would appear in the crowd of Swahilis, Arabs and Indians, or one of the few European or American traders in town – pale, overdressed in the heat and suffering from the climate. But in the deafening noise and stench of the city’s packed streets, these were infrequent sights. However, one European was seen along the front almost every day early that year. He was not a trader, and took no part in the arguments, but he knew everyone. He was a doctor and a botanist, a slim, bearded man with a slight stoop. When he looked at a man, he tended to do so with a straight, impersonal stare. He said very little, but he listened a great deal, and often he could be seen taking notes in a small, leather pocket book. He observed and he counted, and there were few things he did not make it his business to inquire about.
         
 
         This man was the acting British consul, and slave trading was something he was interested in. Standing outside his office on Shangani Point, he watched the mtepes  coming into port, and as the packed vessels came round on the surf, heading for the harbour, he noted the numbers. He did it with an earnest and unflagging interest. It was almost academic, his interest, for he brought to it the same intensity and energy that he applied to his botany, and to the collecting of plants. Information, classification and knowledge fascinated and preoccupied John Kirk. He tried to understand what he observed around him. It was how he had been trained as a medical student in Scotland many years before. 
         
 
         Yet he was not a passive man by temperament, and he represented a country for which slave trading was a particularly loathsome and immoral activity. There was, therefore, a reason why he did and said nothing as the boatloads of slaves were disembarked on the quay that May. For even though he was acting consul, and slave trading had been illegal in the British Empire for over sixty years, in 1873 the selling and buying of human beings were both still perfectly legal within the territories of the sultan of Zanzibar. And although Zanzibar was an old and loyal ally of the British, along the East African coast that season, the trading in people continued almost exactly as it had done for thousands of years.
         
 
         The final link in the chain of trade from the African coast to the Persian Gulf had actually been forbidden by treaty for over thirty years, and was technically disallowed. Nevertheless, policing that link was almost impossible, and the small group of Royal Navy cruisers intermittently detailed to enforce the law was seldom successful. The treaty was a weak one; in fact, it was almost a pretence, since it actually provided cover for the smugglers. It allowed them openly to embark slaves, and then ship them legally far up the African coast, with papers that stated they were destined for the tiny island port of Lamu at the northernmost extent of the sultan’s domains. From there it was still a long voyage of several hundred miles up the coast of Somalia and across the Gulf of Aden to the ports of Arabia, but the slave smugglers timed their operations carefully. They knew the winds, and they knew the movements of the British ships, and few of them were ever caught.
         
 
         Everyone was aware that the treaty was a sham, that it even protected the illegal trade. The sultan knew, although he pretended not to. The British authorities in India, who had responsibility for policy over the Indian Ocean, knew, but the slave trade was of no interest to them. In London, the politicians professed to be concerned, but did little beyond paying for the few warships necessary to keep public opinion happy. Most of all, the acting consul in Zanzibar knew, for he more than anyone had studied where the dhows went each year and how many slaves they carried. But there was a kind of conspiracy to allow this secret trade to go on, to pretend it was under control, because it was in everyone’s interest to do so, and to leave the status quo undisturbed.
         
 
         Nevertheless, because under law the trading of slaves was forbidden throughout the British Empire, in 1867 a Vice Admiralty court had been set up by treaty in Zanzibar to adjudicate over dhows caught smuggling slaves. Yet at times that, too, was little more than a masquerade. Instead of catching slavers, all too often the naval cruisers harried ordinary shippers. Tempted by a bounty on each ship caught, they attacked vessels on the slightest pretence, and the dhows were condemned and burnt on the most trivial evidence. Papers that were out of date, a couple of boys discovered hidden beneath a sack, or a woman taken on board with a consignment of hides, perhaps to be sold at some northern port – to the sailors of the Royal Navy it was all the same, an excuse for pillage and sport. The maritime traders of the African coast came to hate the cruisers for the way they harried their ships, plundering their meagre wealth, and destroying their boats – just as the naval cruisers hated them, for were not all Arabs slavers, they said.
         
 
         Perhaps they were, for to the people of the Indian Ocean, slaving was no sin. Their customs excused it. Their religion justified it. But for John Kirk, presiding over the court on the Zanzibar waterfront in 1873, British justice sometimes seemed a futile process, an ironic comment on the might of the British Empire, which destroyed a poor fisherman whose papers were not in order, yet permitted in the full light of day the embarking and disembarking of thousands of slaves only a few yards along the shore. He did his job, read out the law and pronounced judgement, although at times he wondered if he were not a fool to do so.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The act that abolished the slave trade had been passed in Britain in 1807 after a long struggle that had convulsed the nation. For nearly thirty years the abolitionists had fought their cause in the press, in parliament and in public meetings the length and breadth of the country. They had waged an extraordinary campaign, addressing packed halls in every city and town, printing hundreds of thousands of leaflets, and bringing relentless pressure to bear on their parliamentary representatives. For the first time, they exploited the power of the popular press and in so doing aroused the deep religious instincts of the Victorian middle classes, mobilizing public opinion in a way that had never occurred before. When finally they triumphed over the entrenched interests of mercantilists, shippers and Caribbean planters, the abolitionists believed they had begun to extirpate a dreadful evil from the world. Even so, the fight continued until 1833 when a further act was passed forbidding slavery itself throughout the British Empire and its colonies. Treaties followed with virtually every other nation involved in the trade, and the Royal Navy was detailed to patrol the shores of Africa to prevent slaves being shipped across the Atlantic to the plantations of the New World.
         
 
         For over three hundred years, Europeans had used slave labour from Africa to develop their colonies in North and South America and the Caribbean. Britain during that time had become the greatest beneficiary and the most extensive practitioner of the traffic. But it was also the British who first developed an intense moral repugnance against what they most of all had encouraged and practised. They felt a particular guilt about this ‘of all evils, the monster evil’,2 and the abolitionist interest in Parliament, under heavy pressure from voters, became a powerful one. Governments were forced to respond, and by the early nineteenth century, prevention of slave trafficking had become a central principle of British foreign policy.
         
 
         Yet in the Middle East and parts of Asia where Britain’s imperial arm, the East India Company, ruled supreme, a different moral climate prevailed. Although few were aware of its scale, in the Indian Ocean a trade not dissimilar to the Atlantic traffic went on virtually unimpeded. Throughout the nineteenth century, tens of thousands of Africans continued to be taken each year and exported via the Red Sea and the ports of the Persian Gulf into Muslim Asia. It was even suggested that the East India Company was complicit in allowing this business to survive and prosper.
         
 
         Among those who knew ‘the East’ it was widely considered that slavery in Asia was somehow different, and that the trade from eastern Africa was unlike that from the Atlantic seaboard. The Indian Ocean trade was conducted not by British or even, usually, other Europeans, but by Muslim shippers, Arab merchants who had traded with the African coast for thousands of years. And the people they purchased were not destined for the brutal, industrial-scale plantations of Brazil or the Caribbean, but for the households and cities of Persia, Arabia and Turkey. Once incorporated into the Muslim world, these slaves became part of long-established societies, and were generally treated well. They were deeply integrated into family life and into the wider community.
         
 
         Throughout Persia, Turkey and Arabia, cities and towns traditionally depended on slave labour, and had done so since ancient times. Slaves were used in households, they provided the artisans, craftworkers, masons and builders in the cities; they furnished concubines for the harems, and eunuchs to guard the holy places of Mecca and Medina. Soldiers and warriors, the nakhodas  or sea captains of ocean-going vessels, and pearl divers in the Gulf, were all predominantly slaves. Some slaves rose to positions of great eminence in military forces. They were considered indispensable to the functioning of established societies, which could not survive without them. Slavery was even mentioned in the Koran and in other holy texts, where the practice was explicitly condoned.
         
 
         For the British and their empire in the East, this created confusion and disagreement. Evangelicals and abolitionists never ceased to agitate, attempting to persuade their rulers to take the struggle on to this new frontier, and intermittently politicians in London and their representatives in far-flung places would seek to fulfil their moral pledges. However, in the East the situation generally appeared differently. Officers of the Company and others who travelled in the region saw slaves being treated well, often better than labourers in the cities of Britain, and there was a reluctance to interfere in the workings of traditional cultures. Many officials admired the social structure of the places where they spent their lives, and excused the situation by referring to Britain’s own feudal past. Among those whom they were least comfortable in criticizing was Seyyid Said bin  Sultan,  ruler of the Gulf state of Oman.
         
 
         Seyyid Said had traditionally governed Oman from his capital, Muscat, but his empire encompassed large tracts of the African continent, and by 1840 he ruled from his southern capital, Zanzibar. He was greatly admired by the British, who for years had relied upon him as their chief ally in negotiating the difficult sea lanes that controlled the route to India. Among officers of the East India Company, he was especially esteemed for his bravery and his loyalty. Yet, embarrassingly, he was also rumoured to be the world’s greatest slave trader.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Slaves had been exported from the East African coast for thousands of years, and Zanzibar had long been a major source of the traffic, but in the early nineteenth century, the island’s importance grew. Over the centuries, Muslim scholars had proscribed an extensive body of rules governing the manner in which slaves should be treated, and historically many slaves received their freedom, an act held to be blessed by God. Inevitably, this created a constant need for further supplies. In the past, new slaves had been acquired by warfare, for it was not permitted under Muslim law to enslave other Muslims. But as the European powers advanced to the north of the Islamic world, depriving it of traditional sources in the Caucasus and elsewhere, only Africa remained as a supply of new labour. The region stretching from Sudan through Abyssinia down to the Zambesi valley became the largest and most lucrative source of new slaves.
         
 
         From the southern Nile, substantial numbers were taken and transported up river to Egypt, or brought by caravan across the desert to the Red Sea ports, and then exported to Arabia. Abyssinian women were in great demand for the harem, and they too were taken across the Red Sea. But one of the single most important hubs remained the island of Zanzibar. There slaves were collected from a vast area of southern and eastern Africa, before being shipped north. Even the name suggested an ancient association with the traffic – the word ‘Zanzibar’ was thought to mean ‘black coast’. The island was the outlet for a whole subcontinent. 
         
 
         Several attempts had been made to restrict the Zanzibar trade. In 1822, Seyyid Said had finally agreed to cease selling slaves to European or American vessels for export to their plantations, and a treaty was signed prohibiting the traffic outside Said’s ‘dominions and dependencies’. But as the then governor of Mauritius, wrote: ‘We by no means wish to innovate on any of his religious practices or observances relative to Slavery, which is recognized and encouraged by the Mahometan faith.’3 Slave trading into the Muslim world was still reckoned to be acceptable, and as Said’s territories extended from the Persian Gulf down to tropical Africa, the export of Africans into the Middle East remained undisturbed.
         
 
         However, a year later a stern, evangelical British sea captain called Owen paid Said a visit in Muscat. During a mapping expedition along the East African coast, this geographer had been appalled at the evidence of slave shipments he had come across. The two men exchanged gifts. Said courteously presented the captain with a fine sword of Omani steel. Owen responded bluntly with a Bible translated into Arabic. Then, abruptly breaking protocol, he issued Said with a threat: unless he gave up slaving immediately, Owen told his host, he would personally interfere within Said’s southern territories, supporting a rebellion on the African coast.
         
 
         The captain held to his threat, declaring a British protectorate at Mombasa, but it did not last long. Said, calling in favours with friends in Bombay, protested vehemently at such curt behaviour to an old ally, calculating that his friendship and influence in the Gulf were more important to the Company than curtailing his predeliction for slave trading. He was right. A year later, Owen’s ineffectual colony collapsed, the enthusiastic captain was posted far away and Said was allowed to continue developing his African empire.
         
 
         When he finally settled in Zanzibar  in 1838, Seyyid Said was at the height of his power. For over two decades this enigmatic and complex man had involved himself intimately with British policy in the Persian Gulf. The British had been drawn to him by force of circumstance – he was virtually the only dependable ruler in a vital and turbulent region – but Said was skilled at persuading his allies of his goodwill and loyalty. They rewarded him with military support, and protection, and when he moved his court to Zanzibar, they were less than pleased. Tied to him by links of friendship, treaty and mutual dependence, the Company was not prepared to let him go and, two years later, sent one of their most experienced political officers down to Africa to watch over him. They considered Said to be their man, and so Zanzibar, in effect, became another client state of Britain’s vast empire in the East.
         
 
         By the 1840s, Said had transformed his new capital in Africa from a mere backwater, a slave market with a fort, to the largest and most prosperous trading city of the western Indian Ocean. In the process, it had become a unique mixture of cultures and races, African, Arab and Indian. Several thousand Omanis had settled there, coming south with Said from Arabia, and occupying positions of privilege and wealth. They owned large clove estates, as well as substantial town establishments. Nearly a thousand Indian traders drove the country’s commerce, financing the trading caravans that journeyed inland, as well as much of the shipping to the Gulf and to India. Many of them were also rich, although they lived simply, and their leading merchant, as Customs Master, ran the Zanzibar economy.
         
 
         Behind the grand buildings along the seafront, in the town’s squalid and crowded hinterland, lived a very different population. Maritime Arabs from the Persian Gulf mixed with Swahili natives of the coast, Comoro islanders and African traders from the interior. But the bulk of this population were not Arabs, Indians or Swahili, nor were they mainland traders. They were slaves, Africans imported from far inland, bought and sold many times, and bound to labour in one of the many occupations that kept this city alive.
         
 
         Out of a total population of around 100,000, perhaps over half were slaves.4 They were the backbone of the city and the surrounding countryside. Graded into categories, they provided for everything that was required: the mahamali  laboured in the port; the wazalia  worked on the large clove estates; domestic slaves worked in the houses and, in the larger establishments, own slaves; trusted slaves captained dhows, or managed caravans into slaves; trusted slaves captained dhows, or managed caravans into the interior, and had as much authority as free men; slaves were used as porters for the caravans; concubine slaves ‘worked’ in the harems of the rich; and the poorest and least valuable slaves, purchased from the market for the meanest task, were sold on when they were finished with.
         
 
         In Zanzibar, slaves were a commodity, cheap to obtain and abundantly available, and the city depended on them. They were a common form of investment, and slaves who made money would purchase other slaves to hire out for income. They were goods to be exported, but they also provided for everything in a world where luxury and indolence were the right of the ruling class. The possession of slaves and of concubines were the measure of a man’s wealth, a true indication of his power and status. They were more important than money. Some of the wealthier Arabs in Zanzibar possessed establishments of over a thousand people, showing just how rich the Omanis in Africa had become.
         
 
         They had become rich through trade. Perched on the edge of Africa, Zanzibar was a gateway to a dangerous and violent continent, but the energy of the place was prodigious. Gum copal, which was used for coach varnish in Europe,5 and ivory, as well as slaves, were shipped in quantity from the mainland, arriving at the Customs House almost daily. There, on a rude terrace in front of the building, traders of all kinds gathered in the morning to settle and discuss the day’s commercial and political business.
         
 
         
            [It] is an Arab bourse, [wrote the traveller, Richard Burton,] where millions of dollars annually change hands under the foulest of sheds, a long, low mat-roof, supported by two dozen rough tree-stems … It is conspicuous as the centre of circulation, the heart from and to which twin streams of blacks are ever ebbing and flowing, whilst the beach and waters opposite it are crowded with shore-boats …6
            

         
 
         Here, Arab, Indian, African and European met, haggled and exchanged money. The ivory, the copal and the slaves were disembarked, or re-shipped, and the quantities noted. Outside its gates, transactions took place to raise the money to meet the customs dues. It was the centre of the city’s economic power.
         
 
         In these early years, Zanzibar was a vital but also a violent city. Ceremonial battles between slave armies were held in the open squares, and armed champions fought bloodthirsty and sometimes fatal bouts while the crowd watched and laid bets. Colourful wedding processions were preceded by terrifying imitation animals with carved heads and bodies of undulating cloth. Half-naked men with painted faces enacted mock fights, while masked performers capered and grimaced before the crowd. Adulterers were beaten through the streets with clubs and sticks. More serious crimes were punished by mutilation, imprisonment or public execution. Death was ever present and funerals were frequent, their torchlight processions winding regularly through the town to the shore at night, pursued by packs of dogs. ‘Scarcely an hour in the day passes that I do not hear the wild, mournful … wail …’7 wrote an early visitor.
         
 
         Human life was held in low regard, perhaps because of the terrible diseases for which Zanzibar was notorious. In the streets, the sight of maimed beggars and rotting corpses was common, but human lives were also cheap for a more literal reason – any day of the week, a man, woman or child could be bought or sold as easily as a donkey or a dog.
         
 
         The public slave market was the oldest institution on the island. Its origins went back to the eighteenth century, if not before. It had existed before the town itself, and to the Arab conquerors, it was a symbol of what Zanzibar was. Situated in the centre of the town in an open square, close to the creek, it was surrounded by a number of sheds and tethering posts. There, throughout the year, thousands of bagham,  untrained slaves, were displayed and publicly auctioned. Prices varied considerably, depending on market demand and on the readiness and quality of supply; slaves were sorted and valued by category. In the mid-1850s, able-bodied young men were priced at between four and twelve dollars each – about the price of a donkey. Prices for young women varied also, and the more expensive females, destined for the harem, were often groomed and decorated to show off their finer points. Children were always in high demand but usually plentiful, and a five-year-old child was valued at two dollars, or the price of a goose. A slave above middle age, worn out and not destined to live long, fetched a mere dollar.
         
 
         Many descriptions of the mid-nineteenth century slave market exist – it was thought to be one of the last of its kind in the world, and every European visitor to Zanzibar felt compelled to inspect it. The place was tawdry and rundown, but at the height of the season it was crowded, noisy and chaotic, with competing traders shouting out prices for the latest deliveries. It was not unusual for several hundred captives to be available at any one time. The slaves stood or squatted in a miserable semicircle in the dust, in groups of over a dozen, each attended by an auctioneer singing out prices in an endless monotonous chant.
         
 
         The market was also a place for recreation. Zanzibaris of every kind would stroll through there in the early morning or evening to survey the slaves and comment. An ancient superstition held that if the slave trade was going well, the city would prosper, and in the midst of the din, popular entertainers juggled swords and daggers for the amusement of the crowd. But in the low season, or when the mainland trade routes were closed by war, the place was half empty, dejected and deserted.
         
 
         The procedures for sale do not appear to have varied much over the years. A British naval captain visiting as early as 1811 described how women for the harem were specially prepared, ‘having their skins cleaned, and burnished with coconut oil, their faces painted with red and white stripes, which is here esteemed elegance, and the hands, noses, ears and feet, ornamented with a profusion of bracelets of gold and silver and jewels …’8 By the mid-century, these women were kept apart in a special section of the market, veiled and decorated, as befitted luxury and costly items for wealthier patrons. At the other end of the scale were those who had suffered most on the long journey from the interior. Emaciated, often sick, stunned by abuse and starvation, they were dumped in large numbers on the market for a quick sale at any price, and often sold in job lots, they were considered so expendable. 
         
 
         Again and again, horrified European spectators made the comparison with an English stock fair – how the slaves were inspected and forced to run through their paces to demonstrate their fitness, their parts touched, prodded, felt, examined. ‘An Arab approaches, and cattle dealer-like, pokes the girls in the ribs, feels their joints, examines their mouths, fingers their teeth, trots them up and down to see their pace, then, after haggling about their price, takes one and leaves the other.’9 The manner in which younger women were led off behind a rough awning for a fuller and more detailed inspection never failed to excite comment.
         
 
         What strikes us today, though, is not the brutality or even cruelty of the place so much as its apparent ordinariness. The auctioneer, droning out prices for the latest batch of captives, often seems half asleep. The slaves themselves, when not exhausted or emaciated beyond caring, appear indifferent to their surroundings. The Arab, Indian or Swahili purchasers, strolling round the market, engaged in conversation, or merely passing through, show little interest. When finally a purchase is made, the haggling over, the buyer walks briskly on to his next point of business. This was evidently not a big deal, and yet the market still occupied a special place in the mythology of the country. Slaves may have been a commodity to be bought or sold like any other, but the market represented the subjugation of a continent. It demonstrated the imposition of an alien culture on the ‘barbarians’ of the interior. It lay at the heart of Zanzibar.
         

         
             

         
 
         The British did not give up easily. They continued to put pressure on Said, attempting to achieve their ends by treaty and with due consideration.
         
 
         Then, in the early 1840s, the foreign secretary, Lord Palmerston, a committed antislave trader, read of the traffic taking place on the western shores of the Indian Ocean, and peremptorily demanded an account of his Indian colleagues. Reluctantly, the Company complied with his request, and for the first time evidence was compiled on the full scale of the trade in human beings into the ports of the Middle East. During the following year, as letter after letter arrived in Bombay recording shipments into the Gulf and along the Arabian coast, the extensive evidence became impossible to ignore. The quantities varied from as little as twenty slaves to several hundred in a boat, but clearly this was a significant business. The prices obtained for the human cargo were also cryptically noted.
         
 
         
            September 27, 1840 … Slaves … brought from Zanzibar by a Lingar boat … Price of a boy of eight years of age – 17 dollars. Do. of a young man without a beard full grown – 21 dollars. Man about thirty years of age, beard full grown – 10 dollars. A woman stoutly made – 35 dollars.10
            

         
 
         Even so, various Company agents tried hard to show the matter in a sympathetic light. Slavery was intrinsic to the societies of the region, they wrote, and to interfere would be to upset the fragile stability upon which the Company relied for its security. Some questioned whether slave trading was even that immoral.
         
 
         The political agent in Aden tried to put the matter most clearly. ‘It should be remembered that from time immemorial the traffic in slaves on these coasts has been considered equally just with any other,’ he wrote. It was an old and established custom. People’s wealth was derived from the numbers of slaves they owned, and indeed the British over the years had never argued or remonstrated with them about this practice. As a result, they still regarded ‘the trade of their forefathers’ as a perfectly legitimate right. He then got down to the detail.
         
 
         
            And further, slavery provides them with food, and attached servants, those from the higher classes select their bodyguard. The care of their domestic economy, the tutors of their children, and frequently the nacodas  [i.e. captains] of their vessels, are slaves. Their harems are filled with chosen beauties from the Galla tribes and Serwahil; and much of their domestic satisfaction arises from the idea of possessing an ample establishment of the kind, an attractive slave girl being considered the most complimentary present that can be offered … 
            

         
 
          
         He rounded off his argument with a passionate plea to his masters to leave the matter alone. ‘From time immemorial these customs have existed … sanctioned by all they have loved and honoured … as yet unquestioned by any other power.’11
         
 
         This was the benign, tolerant view of slavery and slave trading, frequently heard among officers and travellers in the Gulf. Few of them had been to the African coast where the trade began, or had seen the horrors of its early stages, and if they considered slavery an evil, then it was a necessary one, a price worth paying to sustain the ancient societies upon which British rule depended.
         
 
         Nevertheless, in London, Palmerston was not to be put off. Among all the documents he had read was one sent by Atkins Hamerton, the Company’s agent in Zanzibar, which, perhaps for the first time, set out the extent and detail of the trade at its African end: the caravans arriving at the coast, the Indian merchants who went to the mainland to haggle and bargain for captives, the exchange of human beings for beads and cloth. In this one document, the tone was different. Hamerton refused to disguise the sufferings of those who were transported across half a continent to fill the bazaars of Arabia and Persia, and his dispatch, given the constraints of the day, was harrowing.
         
 
         
            I fancy, in no part of the universe is the misery and human suffering these wretched slaves undergo, while being brought here and until they are sold, exceeded … They are in such a wretched state from starvation and disease, that they are sometimes not considered worth landing, and are allowed to expire in the boats to save the dollar a head duty, and the bodies of these poor people are eaten on the beach by the dogs of the town; none will bury them …12
            

         
 
         The quantity of slaves imported into Zanzibar from the mainland averaged between 15,000 and 20,000 each year, he estimated, three-quarters of whom were sent on to the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf.
         
 
         The foreign secretary responded with characteristic force. In 1843, he sent a letter to Hamerton, who, as well as being Company agent, was nominally consul to the British Crown. In it, Palmerston instructed him to inform Said immediately that this disgusting traffic must cease. ‘The British Government is determined at all events to put this slave trade down,’ he declared, ‘and is conscious that it has the means of doing so.’13 The letter was intended as an obvious and explicit threat to the ruler of Zanzibar but it was also a direct challenge to the Indian government, which had protected him for so long.
         
 
         The Governor General of India was a grand and powerful man, and he did not consider himself especially bound by the demands of the British foreign secretary. Under point of law, he reported through a Board of Control in London to the British cabinet. However, in India, his authority extended over a vast empire and the lives of many millions of people, and London was a very long way away. Even so, his reaction to the reports on slave trafficking had so far been balanced, and worded with care. He had deplored the evidence of inhumanity with which he had been presented, and accepted that any civilized person must deeply regret such a situation. Nevertheless, he had informed London that his resources were still limited, and under the circumstances, therefore, the government of India was in favour of doing nothing about the matter.14
         
 
         Palmerston’s letter changed all that. Since its inception, the East India Company had always resisted any attempt from London to impinge on its power and authority in the East. It was the official government of India, and control of policy in the Gulf and Indian Ocean was a jealously guarded privilege. Now London threatened to intervene, and the Company was well aware that once the wall was breached, it might be difficult to keep the home authorities out. Officials in India suddenly became very serious about slave trading. In 1843, Hamerton, on returning on leave to Bombay, was told there was unfinished business for him to do in Zanzibar. He had to go back to Africa and get to work. The Company now wanted Said to curtail his unfortunate habits and a treaty was needed to stop their Omani friend from embarrassing them further. They wanted no more interference from Britain. 
         
 
         Said did not compromise easily. During the next two years, he resisted every attempt the agent made to control his activities. Repeatedly, he reminded Hamerton that slavery was intrinsic to Islam itself. ‘The Koran, the word of God … sanctioned it; and the Arabs, of all Mahomedans, the people considered by the Almighty as most deserving of favour, had a right to enslave infidels,’ he told him.15 For Arabs to enslave Africans was a prerogative, and it had been conferred by God. Yet Hamerton was a painstaking and hardy negotiator, and he had the might of his Company behind him. In 1845, a treaty was finally signed, committing the Zanzibaris to cease exporting slaves from Africa. It was a triumph, because at one stroke it gave both the British government and the Company what each badly required. Slave exports to the Gulf would cease, and London would henceforth refrain from meddling in the region.
         
 
         So the matter was settled – except that the treaty was a sham. It gave everyone what they wanted, including the Zanzibaris, and it changed nothing. Once it was signed, the Company lost interest in the trafficking of slaves, and the new treaty was left unpoliced and unenforced. Along the western shores of the Indian Ocean the slave trade did not cease; on the contrary, it grew, unimpeded, tolerated, even half protected within the shadows of the law. The numbers of black Africans exported from Zanzibar increased as the century advanced. It seemed that nothing could stop the traffic.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Hamerton died in his post, a cynical and disillusioned man. He was succeeded by consul after consul during the mid-years of the century, ‘Indian’ men, appointed as agents from Bombay. Civilized men, unprepared for what they would find in Zanzibar, each one of them was horrified at the systemized scale and violence of the slave trafficking into the island and strove to use his power and influence to mitigate the horrors. Inevitably, they all failed, because the authorities in India had no interest in the matter and refused to support them, and the government in London exerted no authority. Also, each one quickly succumbed to the diseases that plagued the island, and was forced to leave before he could cause any serious disturbance to the continuing trade in people. 
         
 
         To the Zanzibaris, this was no matter of chance. Each consul’s failure was evidence to them of the unchanging nature of the universe, and the inability of man to affect it. Slave trading had gone on since the world began, they said, and like the monsoons, and the succession of the seasons, the harvesting of men from the interior was part of the order of things. It would never change or cease. Even the most powerful empire in the world could do nothing. The westerners came and went, but Zanzibar and its trade endured.
         
 
         However, in 1873, the British consul was not an ‘Indian’, trained in the service. John Kirk was not even a real consul or administrator, but a medical officer temporarily occupying the post while the real consul, laid low by disease, was away on sick leave. Moreover, unlike his predecessors, he was not horrified at what he saw daily at the Customs House, for he had witnessed far worse. During the five years he had spent travelling in the interior he had seen slavers at work and so he knew what they were capable of. He was entirely unemotional about it but yet had no tolerance for the institution of slavery, which often confused the typical officer from the Gulf. For Kirk, the slave trade was like the other diseases that infected the city of Zanzibar, which he saw daily around him. But this was one he could do nothing about, and that was what angered him.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Zanzibar was not the only slave market in the world to be open for business during the last decades of the nineteenth century. Although in Istanbul, and even as far away as Khartoum, most of the great slave emporiums of the past had been closed, the effect was often merely to drive the business elsewhere. Throughout the African continent, there were countless local markets, and in Marrakech in Morocco a large market received slaves from the African interior until early in the twentieth century.
         
 
         But Morocco was a kingdom virtually closed to the outside world, and the African interior was far from the sight of western eyes. Zanzibar, on the other hand, by the 1870s had come to assume a peculiar significance. Not only was its trade sanctioned by the country’s lawful ruler, the island also functioned as an entrepôt, a centre for the export of slaves from Africa across the oceans to other countries and continents. To many British, with their obsessive interest in maritime commerce, this was particularly offensive. In 1870, the foreign secretary in London wrote that Zanzibar’s ruler was ‘now the only sovereign who openly permits the traffic in slaves by sea, with all its attendant horrors, to be carried on …’ Along the coast of West Africa, British naval efforts had closed markets and successfully prevented the shipment of hundreds of thousands of slaves to the New World. Yet in the Indian Ocean, where Britain alone ruled the waters, it seemed impossible to eradicate this seaborne traffic. Slave shipments apparently continued undisturbed as they had done for millennia.
         
 
         In that sense, Zanzibar had come to embody the last manifestation of an ancient evil. It was the final market, the one that had to be closed.
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            Part One
 
            INTO AFRICA 

         
 
         
 
         

         
         
 
         
            When  they  went  to  the  coast  they  were  told,  ‘Next  year  you  must  bring ivory  and  slaves … and  you  will  make  your  fortune … You  will  get anything  you  want  if  you  bring  these  two  things,  ivory  and  slaves.’
            
 
            ABDALLAH (‘THE YAOS’ QUOTED BY ALPERS P.63) 
            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            1: THE RIVER

         
 
         
            The  kite  has  come … The  slave  trade  has  brought  about  this  miserable state  of  things.
            
 
            JOHN KIRK’S JOURNAL, 3 AUGUST 1859
            

         
 
         Slowly, the steamer was coming apart. For almost two years, between 1858 and 1859, the expedition had been moving up the Zambesi river and back down again to its headquarters in the estuary – moving, not steaming. At times the river was so low and blocked by so much sand, they had to haul the vessel along the shallow bottom by winches and ropes, its hull scraping and rasping through the rocks and mud. It was savage, back-breaking work in the intense heat. Damp and teredo worm had attacked the steamer’s body structure, so that rust was peeling off its hull in great black cakes, and the woodwork was deteriorating fast.
         
 
         According to John Kirk, the expedition’s botanist and medical officer, it had been badly designed and badly built. ‘The engine is good but too weak and no expense has been put in which it was possible to avoid …’ he wrote.1 Along the valley, no coal was to be found, and so they were forced to spend time searching for wood, which lasted them just a day or two. ‘The boiler is good,’ wrote Kirk. ‘But not made for wood, the tubes are too far apart … I don’t know who designed her and what she was designed for … The men who approved the plans … were such fools …’2 It was clear the ship would not last them much longer.
         
 
         Moreover, in late 1859, famine had struck the Zambesi valley. Food became very scarce, and the Portuguese colonists who lived along the river’s edge were no longer prepared to sell them provisions. Kirk, who was a good shot, spent long hours on shore hunting for meat, and the ivory from an elephant he killed was sent to the coast to raise money. The river valley was desolate and empty from the effects of famine and slave raiding, and at night they could see fires on the horizon. Farther into the interior Portuguese and African rebels were fighting. They heard news of the conflict, and occasionally saw armed men on the shore, but the war was far away.
         
 
         For the men on the steamer, there was only the river, with its sandbanks, its crocodiles and its flocks of wild birds, a huge stream that wound on and on without end into the far interior. It carried them, but it obstructed and isolated them, too. Kites circled for carrion above the deck, and the desolation surrounding the disintegrating ship was affecting the party badly. Relations between the men broke down. Three of the original party from England had already left or been sacked. David Livingstone, the expedition’s leader, was increasingly frustrated and angry at the poor progress. Obsessively refusing to accept any reversal, he retreated into himself, communicating with no one.
         
 
         Kirk, almost alone among members of the expedition, had maintained cordial relations with their leader, but he too had begun to lose faith in the expedition’s purpose, and had even begun to doubt Livingstone himself. Their chances of success seemed remote since their efforts were constantly frustrated by the enormity of the forces against them: the punishing effects of weather and famine, the diseases that never ceased to debilitate them, but most of all the vast river upon which they depended for everything. It was their means of transport into the interior, it was their lifeline to the coast and the outside world, and yet slowly it was destroying them. Shifting its course, plunging through deep gorges, or leaving them stranded for weeks on its shoals, it had a personality of its own. Against its capricious strength, everything they did seemed futile and destined for failure. 
         
 
         Kirk’s respite was his work, most of all his botany, to which he dedicated himself with almost religious intensity. But the river again was the enemy, and many of his most precious specimens had been destroyed by the water. Now, in late 1859, the steamer had clearly reached the end of its useful life, worn away by heat and damp, by the insects and the rocks, and without it they could not continue. Kirk did not wish to. When he left England, he had signed up for a two-year contract, and in January 1860 his term would expire. He did not consider he was needed any longer, and he had received no sign from his leader that his skills were still required. He began to think about his return.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The expedition had set sail from Liverpool on 10 March 1858, bound for the Zambesi estuary via Cape Town. Led by Dr David Livingstone, its purpose was to explore the upper reaches of the great river in order to increase geographic and scientific knowledge, and to assess the country’s potential for growing sugar, wheat and cotton. It consisted of seven Europeans, including an economic botanist, a geologist, a naval officer and a moral agent, and it was supported by ten natives. Livingstone had absolute power to dismiss any member he wished. He was the reason for the expedition’s existence, and the driving force behind it. When the undertaking had been announced in the British House of Commons, the statement was greeted by cheers from both sides of the House.
         
 
         In 1857 Livingstone was a national hero. Between 1853 and 1854, with only a small number of African companions and few resources, he had walked across the African continent from east to west, the first white man ever to do so. His feat was hailed by Sir Roderick Murchison of the Royal Geographical Society as ‘the greatest triumph in geographical research which has been effected in our times.’3 But to the general public, Livingstone’s achievement was far more astonishing for its physical endurance, bravery and Christian heroism. Africa was unknown, remote, barbarous, but also terrifying and exotic. The account of his travels published in November 1857 sold 70,000 copies, made him moderately rich and increased his fame. The RGS gave him its gold medal, he was granted the freedom of several cities, and Oxford University made him an honorary doctor. He had an audience with the Queen. He toured the country lecturing to packed halls, and people crowded the streets to get a view of him.
         
 
         Livingstone was a hero special to the Victorian age. Brought up in abject poverty in a slum near Glasgow, he had educated himself through long nights of hard study. Then, as a doctor and missionary, he had gone to Africa to bring the truth to heathens oppressed by superstition and slavery. Hatred of the slave trade was Livingstone’s passion all his life, and although the abolition debate had cooled by the middle of the century, the subject still had power to arouse great emotion. The public loved the modest man with his idiosyncratic cap and rough speech, and the government was soon persuaded to back his proposed expedition to the Batoka Plateau, high above the Zambesi river, where the Makololo tribe, who had befriended him on his earlier travels, resided. There, claimed the famous doctor, conditions were ideal for European settlement. Cotton could be grown in quantities to rival those produced in the southern states of America. He had been there and he was sure of it. The cultivation of crops combined with peaceful trade would drive out the hideous trafficking of men and women. Christianity and commerce would work together. The message appealed immediately to British self-belief, and Lord Palmerston gave it his public support.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         John Kirk first heard about the chance of working on the Zambesi expedition when he was walking down Prince’s Street in Edinburgh, and ran into his former botany professor. The old man dryly informed him that Sir William Hooker of Kew had been asked to recommend a botanist to accompany Livingstone to Africa. Kirk replied that he could start the next day.
         
 
         Like Livingstone, Kirk was a Scot. Born in December 1832, he was the son of a church minister from the little village of Barry in Fife. Although poor, Kirk’s father was an educated man, a graduate of St Andrew’s University. He was also intensely dogmatic. During a schism that had split the Scottish church in the early nineteenth century, he followed a breakaway group, resigned his living on a point of principle, and set up a rival church in the ruins of a local castle. The family’s subsequent financial struggles affected John Kirk all his life. He was continually anxious about money. He was also always suspicious of the dangers of sticking to an absolute principle, and where that might lead. Kirk was a pragmatist. But after studying botany, qualifying as a medical doctor, and spending some months as resident physician at Edinburgh Royal Infirmary, he craved adventure.
         
 
         In early 1855, he volunteered with several friends to enrol for medical duties in the Crimea, but they arrived too late for service in the war and instead travelled through Turkey and Greece, where Kirk spent some of his time improving his shooting skills. He became interested in the Muslim world, and started experimenting with his new hobby, photography. He collected a number of rare plants, at least one of which was an unknown species, and on his return to Britain presented some of the new specimens to the Royal Botanical Gardens at Kew. There he met the director, Sir William Hooker, who was engaged in one of the foremost scientific enterprises of the nineteenth century – using the resources of the British Empire to build a great centre of botanical knowledge.
         
 
         Botany was Kirk’s passion, and Hooker needed people like him wherever he could find them. So he proposed Kirk for the job with Livingstone on the Zambesi, and Kirk took it without further thought. He was twenty-five years old. To be chosen to go to Africa, to follow this extraordinary man back beyond the borders of the known world, and to collect plants that had never been seen before –  it was an extraordinary offer. Livingstone accepted him at once, just as he took the others on his expedition with little or no personal validation. This was, Kirk soon discovered, the way ‘the Doctor’ worked. He didn’t particularly like travelling with other Europeans, and he didn’t communicate well with them. He spent as little time checking their suitability as he did that of the vessel that they brought with them. It was his way. He had walked through Africa on his own. He didn’t really need other people. He was self-sufficient.
         
 
         Once embarked, though, the demands he made were exacting, and he was very specific in his requirements. Developing the country and directing its inhabitants towards industry and cultivation were the objectives of the expedition, he wrote, and his deepest hope was that this would lead to the end of the slave trade. Kirk was to assist by devoting his efforts towards the discovery of plants and other produce that might be of economic use. He was also to make extensive scientific observations, and he was to consider strongly the ‘moral influence which may be exerted on the minds of the natives by a well regulated and orderly household of Europeans’. Arms were not to be used, the chiefs of native tribes were to be treated with respect, and the members of the expedition were to bear in mind that they arrived as ‘members of a superior race’ travelling among ‘the more degraded portions of the human family’. Kirk was also advised to pay special attention to the dangers of constipation.4
         
 
         However, the ‘household of Europeans’ proved to be neither well regulated nor orderly. By mid-1858, they had reached the Zambesi estuary, assembled their steamer, the Ma  Robert,  and begun their first ascent of the river. The disagreements and arguments between a group of men so arbitrarily selected began at once. Livingstone and the ship’s captain, Bedingfield, were constantly at loggerheads, and their quarrels were interminable. Baines, the expedition’s storekeeper and artist, worked hard but went down regularly with fever. Kirk liked him, but Baines fell foul of Charles Livingstone, the leader’s brother. The younger Livingstone had been appointed in the position of moral agent, a job he regarded seriously, although its responsibilities were ambiguous. He was an arrogant and vindictive man. He despised the Portuguese colonists on whom the expedition often depended, and he used his influence with his brother to divide the party. The young geologist, Thornton, was reprimanded early on for not working hard enough. Rae, the engineer, soon wanted just to serve out his contract and leave.
         
 
         Kirk, the expedition’s botanist as well as medical officer, attempted to keep out of the quarrels. He was there for his botany, and he had work to do, which overrode all discomfort. But he was also there because of Livingstone, and the man perplexed as well as fascinated him. 
         
 
         They appeared to have much in common, although Kirk was younger than his leader by nineteen years. Both were Scots, doctors and had intense religious influence in their background, but all this masked great differences. Kirk had known some hardship, but his father was educated and had sent him on to university, where he had mixed with clever worldly men – Joseph Lister, the future pioneer of sterile surgery, was a friend and classmate. Kirk didn’t look back; he didn’t need to. Livingstone, however, had suffered a life of real poverty. As a child, he had worked in the mill, and he had fought harsh conditions to study by night. He had created himself from nowhere. His was a real accomplishment, done out of pure will and self-belief. He had come further than other men, but to get to where he was, he had had to sacrifice much. Kirk knew that, and would never have compared himself with the other man. Nevertheless Livingstone’s struggle and success had created its own demons, and they tormented him –  and around his personality the life of the enterprise turned.
         
 
         Forty-four years old, of short build and stern in his expression, Livingstone was an awkward man, often ill at ease with himself. Despite his huge powers of endurance, he was physically clumsy –  when one of his arms had been broken, he had set it himself, and now it hung limply by his side. After spending years on his own, travelling in the bush, his speech was slow and did not come easily. Often he was morose and turned in on himself, and his ability to communicate with his team was poor, sometimes disastrously so. Early in his journal, Kirk wrote: ‘The doctor might be more careful in speaking and express himself so as to shew better what he wishes, so that those under him might be able, if they wish, to carry out his plans …’5
         
 
         Livingstone continued to be silent for long periods, forcing his companions to interpret the slightest signs as indications of his wishes. Insistent humming, they discovered was a bad omen, as was an emphatic clearing of the throat. When he sang to himself, the tune was the only clue of what was to come, and when things were bad, it was as well to give him a wide berth. He was much preoccupied by the state of his bowels, which he discussed with Kirk obsessively. 
         
 
         The Doctor also changed his mind continually. His attention to detail was poor, leading to inadequate preparation at every stage. Kirk had been astonished at the chaotic arrangements when they left England. ‘Things turn up in queer places … there are several things the want of which we now regret.’6 Yet Livingstone also had an exceptional fixity of purpose, which, allied to his strong religious sense, made him an indomitable and compelling presence. His will-power never gave way. Yet this waterway – ‘his pet river’ as Kirk called it –  upon which he had placed such store, severely challenged him. He had badly underestimated it.
         
 
         Reports on the Zambesi from the Doctor’s earlier travels had quickly proved catastrophically inaccurate. By the dry season of 1858, the current was far lower than they had expected, and at times there was only a foot of water. For days they were forced to haul the Ma  Robert  over the sand and rocks by means of its anchor. The vessel itself was a terrible disappointment. It would only fire on the hardest kinds of wood, and was slowly breaking up beneath them. Nevertheless, throughout 1858 and 1859, the small party of seven Europeans and twelve Africans steamed and hauled and dragged their difficult vessel up and down the broad river, repeatedly going hundreds of miles into the interior, and then returning to their base at Shupanga near the sea. Intermittently, they were supported by naval cruisers bringing letters and supplies from the outside world. Meanwhile, they attempted to understand the Zambesi’s movements, to calculate conditions when it might become more amenable to travel, and to find out where it led.
         
 
         Then, late in the first year, the Zambesi dealt the expedition its crushing blow. Some three hundred miles from the sea, as the river came off the high plateaux of central Africa, it became a torrent, pouring through a chasm hundreds of feet deep and extending for several miles. These were the cataracts of Kebra Basa.7 During an expedition several years earlier, Livingstone had been warned by Portuguese about the falls, but he had disregarded their advice, and talked airily of blasting his way through the barrier to reach his destination on the Batoka Plateau beyond. It was not until November 1858 that he saw the rapids for the first time; entering the mouth of the gorge, the sight was chastening. The rocks and cliffs were massive, the river an enormous boiling torrent that no boat could ever navigate. Kirk wrote: ‘The Doctor changes his appearance completely from the first time he saw the rocks … and in the shaking of his beard, we could see that things were not working well.’8
         
 
         Livingstone had toured Britain talking of a high plateau in Central Africa, a place ready for missionary endeavour, and suitable for trade and agiculture. He had raised funds and secured government support on a promise that the Zambesi would provide access to this region. The rocks and chasms of Kebra Basa now told him he had been wrong, and yet the Doctor refused to accept what he saw.
         
 
         Nevertheless, when disaster struck, Livingstone looked for scapegoats. It was his nature. Always full of dark suspicions, he turned on people without reason. Bedingfield, blamed for the early failures of the ship, had already been dismissed; now it was the turn of Baines. Thirty-eight-year-old Thomas Baines had worked and travelled in South Africa. He was hard working and committed to the expedition’s success, but he had offended the moral agent, Charles Livingstone. The day they first encountered the rocks at the entrance to the rapids, Livingstone rounded on the unfortunate artist and storekeeper, accusing him of neglecting to provision the porters, and of being deficient in his duties. Kirk watched the quarrel with misgiving. He understood that the porters were to have provided for themselves. ‘I do not know of any orders having been given to Baines to have them rationed.’9 Once again, Livingstone had failed to communicate what he intended. Baines attempted, unsuccessfully, to defend himself, but the accusations festered, unresolved.
         
 
         Meanwhile, Livingstone, angry and frustrated, decided he would go back to the rapids and investigate them further on his own. Perhaps he thought they might still be navigable, but this was a judgement he wished to make alone, and he told the rest of the party he did not want anyone else to come with him. He did not trust them, nor did he need them. Kirk was furious. He refused to accept this, and told the Doctor it was an insult to leave the rest of the party there just to ‘smoke their pipes and wait for his return.’10 Livingstone, surprised to be confronted in this way, reluctantly agreed to take Kirk with him up the gorge.
         
 
         The march turned out to be the worst either man had ever made. Between mountains 2,000 feet high, a channel seventy yards wide plunged over enormous rocks, disjointed and pitched against one another like ‘all the sphynxes and statues of Egypt’. The hot, broken ground that wound between the cliffs and the torrent was terrible to walk on –  ‘the heat now is like hell if that place is what I imagine it – you cannot hold on any time by the rocks.’11 When they finally emerged from the ascent, the local people were astonished to hear where they had come from. No one ever went that way, they said, not even the elephants took that path up the river. Finally, some weeks later, the two men returned, meeting the rest of the party and falling back to their temporary base at the little Portuguese settlement of Sena. They were exhausted and in terrible shape.
         
 
         There Livingstone put together his report for the British government, and he let Kirk read it before sending it off. The rapids of Kebra Basa were a problem, he wrote, but not an insurmountable one. In the rainy season, he believed, ‘a steamer of light draught and capable of going 12 or 14 knots an hour would pass up … without difficulty when the river is in full flood.’12 Kirk was astonished. It was quite clear to him that no boat would ever make that passage. However, although he was concerned, he kept his doubts to himself, because yet another vessel plus more supplies was what the Doctor was requesting.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Sena, the expedition’s base for much of 1859, was a dejected place of two thousand people living in a scattering of stone and lime houses and reed hovels along the river bank. Once, it had been a more substantial settlement, and a chapel still remained, but the bells were cracked and broken. The fort was weak, and between the dwellings, deep pits were filled with rubbish. During the rains, these became a terrible health hazard. Slaving was endemic the length of the Zambesi valley, and Sena was one of its centres. Livingstone thought the Portuguese were addicted to the practice since they had been shipping people from East Africa to the New World for generations, and local governors had grown rich on the business. Along the river, it had become part of a way of life that was corrupt, superstitious and cruel. Isolated in their small towns, after generations of indifference and isolation, the settlers had acquired many of the customs of the Africans they attempted to rule. They dealt in slaves, they took concubines, and when the rains failed, ‘they make processions like the rain makers of the interior, at full and change of moon.’13 They suffered terribly from syphilis, so that many of their children were born malformed and blind.
         
 
         Strangely, Kirk liked them. They were humorous and generous, and when the expedition needed help, they offered it. ‘The hospitality of these poor traders cannot be too much admired … I might have come off much worse in an English colony …’ he wrote.14 Trapped in a precarious existence on the edge of this huge river, oppressed by a vicious government, and caught in the midst of almost continuous warfare, they seized the few pleasures available. They ate and drank voraciously, were sexually promiscuous and died early from disease.
         
 
         Kirk did not condemn them. When their troops were brought in, wounded and dying from the war inland, he assisted at one of their primitive hospitals. He did not take sides. One of his friends, Sr Vienna, ‘bought his young wife and used her until she was about 18, when … he tired of her and purchased two others … naturally much younger.’15 Kirk made no judgement. The slave trade was ruining the country, but it was like a disease, a terrible social ill, a vice. Africans and Portuguese practised it indiscriminately. Individuals made what accommodations they could, and he did not despise them for it.
         
 
         Instead, he turned to his botany, collecting and cataloguing with intense dedication. It helped to give him a detachment and discipline that saw him through the crises plaguing the expedition. Yet even that was hard, the conditions were so bad. In Sena early that year, he wrote: ‘Of all the miseries [so far] the worst is that of being alone in the cabin for four months with millions of cockroaches and not a single companion to speak to.’ Nevertheless, botany kept him sane. It allowed him to forget his growing doubts about the expedition. He worked at it ‘like mad, in desperation’.16 
         
 
         The discovery of the rapids had produced a crisis. The Portuguese had established rights in the Zambesi valley, and the expedition was there only with their permission. Blocked by Kebra Basa from ascending the river into territory beyond the control of the Portuguese, Livingstone was trapped and frustrated at being unable to fulfil his ambitions. However, not far from Sena another large river, the Shire, flowed into the Zambesi from the north, and in December 1858 Livingstone decided to follow it.
         
 
         In January the next year, they took the Ma  Robert  slowly up the broad, flat waters of the new stream, entering an enormous swamp they named Elephant Marsh, an alluvial plain of isolated lagoons covered in reeds, lotus and water lily. The people who lived in this remote, isolated place survived by fishing and hunting the hippos and elephant herds that inhabited the marsh, and they were unused to strangers. The swamp also blocked the slavers from the Zambesi penetrating farther north. Beyond it lay tantalizing glimpses of the highlands of the Great Rift Valley, and here Livingstone thought he might find the land he sought – a country suitable for settlement, beyond Portuguese control.
         
 
         So in March they returned, and Kirk and Livingstone trekked alone into the highlands above the Shire. The Mang’anja inhabitants they met were peaceful, industrious farmers, who planted cotton. The country seemed ripe for settlement, and Livingstone believed he might be within reach of his goal. He wrote enthusiastically to London, claiming he had finally discovered a land ready for English colonization, ‘cotton producing districts of Africa’ large enough to rival those of the Americas. Kirk, travelling with the Doctor on his own, discovered how different he was now. Amusing and inventive, he related to Africans easily, persuading them to help him. On their way to meet a local chief they were confronted by a ‘dice doctor’, who threw stones and shells on the ground to divine how dangerous these strangers were. Livingstone chatted to the man, getting him to throw his charms repeatedly until they came up with the right answer, and they went on to meet the chief.
         
 
         This was the man who had tramped across Africa, at ease with its inhabitants, surviving on his own in the bush, at times so private and self-sufficient as to be almost like a wild animal. He and Kirk got on well as they trekked through the high mountains of the Shire that season. At one point, Livingstone was ill and Kirk nursed him back to health. The Doctor, maybe for the first time, recognized he was dependent on another, and later he named a range of local mountains after his companion as an honour.17
         
 
         It was not until their next visit later that year that they discovered other people were also interested in this land of plenty. They began to meet small parties of Yao Ajawa,18 a tribe who were advancing from the country to the east. Travelling into the highlands above the Shire, they were coming for a reason.
         
 
         For generations the Yao had been long-distance traders across south-eastern Africa, taking goods from the far interior as far as the Indian Ocean. They liked to deal in ivory, but in recent years they had discovered an increasing appetite for another commodity among the merchants of the coast – slaves – and on the Shire highlands, the settled agricultural communities offered plentiful opportunities for acquiring them. The Yao were traders, and they were looking for goods to sell.
         
 
         At first, the evidence was slight. In one village, Livingstone and Kirk came across a pile of thick beams, about nine feet long with a fork at one end. They were slave forks, for shackling reluctant captives. They also heard for the first time of Arab merchants active on the great lake of Nyasa to the north of the Shire. The Yao spoke of them as masters of the slave trade in the region, but later when he met them, Kirk realized they were not true Arabs. They were Swahili from the coast, trading malachite and copper purchased in the land of the Kazembe, deep in the centre of the continent. They travelled with many slaves, they carried guns and their presence this far into the continent was a recent phenomenon. They were men from Zanzibar, the coastal city far to the north, and they had not been seen down here before.19
         
 
         
             

         
 
         As soon as Kirk and Livingstone returned to the boat, the divisions within the expedition flared up again, and they were bitter and destructive. The Doctor was easily influenced by his brother’s opinions, and the moral agent seemed determined to show his power. He was a dilettante who hated physical work. He fancied himself as a photographer, but that too required more effort than he was prepared for. He was dangerous handling a rifle, and when he ventured out into the sun it was not ‘without an umbrella and felt hat, with all the appurtenances of an English gentleman …’20
         
 
         Kirk soon came to despise him, and Charles Livingstone, picking up the other’s dislike, took it upon himself to demonstrate his power. One day, after collecting plants on the river bank, Kirk returned twenty minutes late to find the boat had been deliberately started without him. He ran down the river bank and caught up with it. On board, he learnt he had been accused of absconding on a sporting trip, and the Doctor had been persuaded to leave him in the bush as punishment.
         
 
         Thomas Baines was not so lucky. There had been continual rumours that he pilfered stores for his own benefit, and in October 1859, Livingstone instructed Kirk to return to Tete on the lower Zambesi to check their supplies. The Doctor had been convinced that Baines was ‘guilty of gross breaches of trust in secretly making away with large quantities of public property …’21 Kirk was told to convey the artist and storekeeper to the coast, where he would be dismissed.
         
 
         When Kirk got to Tete, he found their stores were chaotic, but there was no evidence of theft. He inspected the storebook and found only a cask of sugar and some butter missing. Baines was disorganized and vague, having been suffering constantly from fever, and when Kirk told him he was about to be sacked, he went to pieces. Together they went down river to the estuary where Livingstone met them. There, at Shupanga, Baines was interrogated in their building on the river bank. The storekeeper was barely coherent, and the only evidence against him came from the younger Livingstone. Despite this, the Doctor still found him guilty, and Baines was deliberately isolated from the rest of the party. When he finally left for England, disgraced, Kirk and Rae gave him money; otherwise he would have been destitute.
         
 
         Baines’ humiliation and expulsion shocked Kirk. He was disturbed at the Doctor’s readiness to believe mere rumours, and sacrifice a companion on the flimsiest of evidence. Baines had not deserved such treatment, but the episode was a warning, and Kirk began to be wary of saying or doing anything that might possibly be misinterpreted. When he wrote to his brother Alick about a small financial disagreement between himself and Livingstone, he said he would pay the bill regardless:
         
 
         
            I shall tell Dr Livingstone that it has been settled … [for] if he once takes an ill opinion of anyone, [he] makes up into a devil very soon … He would at once, if we had a quarrel make out that I attempted to cheat him.22
            

         
 
         His trust in their leader had been dealt a serious blow.
 
         Meanwhile, the Ma  Robert  was disintegrating piece by piece. They had spent almost two years travelling up and down the Zambesi and the Shire, attempting to establish a base in the highlands, and then being forced to return for supplies. Many of the crew who remained were stricken by sickness, and some had to be taken to the river mouth for evacuation by cruiser. By January 1860, it seemed to Kirk that the enterprise was finished. His own contract was up, and the boat itself had become a liability.
         
 
         
            This is an awful place to live in, I mean the ship. My specimens, the result of five months … are all wet and run the risk of utter destruction. The water floods the floor from the windows, while the roof leaks at every joint … Many a pig lives in a better house than we do …23
            

         
 
         He waited for Livingstone to tell him he was discharged, and yet the Doctor refused to say so.
         
 
         For two months, as they made preparations at the mouth of the Zambesi for another trip inland, Livingstone gave no hint whether he wished Kirk to stay or leave. In March, Kirk asked whether a botanist was required any longer, but Livingstone would not commit himself. He was neither prepared to ask Kirk to remain, nor would he ask him to go. It was as if he would not admit to any need for the other man. So Kirk waited for a decision, and Livingtone said nothing, and Kirk said nothing either. Neither would give way. 
         
 
         For weeks the tension remained. Livingstone was completely intolerant of the failings or the needs of others; they did not matter to him. He had no use for companions unless they were prepared to assist him in his personal mission. Kirk couldn’t stand that. He would stay, if he were asked. He would follow Livingstone, but only if he recognized that there were others involved in this crazy, desperate venture, and Livingstone wasn’t accustomed to that. He was sullen and uncommunicative.
         
 
         Finally, the older man gave way. He wanted to make a last trip to the Batoka Plateau, he said, travelling overland beyond the Kebra Basa, and he wanted Kirk to go with him. He was forced to admit it. ‘He desired me to go and I did not choose to decline,’ as Kirk put it.24 But the question now was no longer whether Livingstone needed a botanist. It was whether he needed someone reliable with whom to travel. He must have known the hold he had over the younger man; he had only to ask and Kirk would come along. Yet Livingstone hated having to ask. It was almost as if he were humbling himself when he did it.
         
 
         That May, they set off together with Charles Livingstone, leaving the rest of the expedition behind with the slowly foundering Ma  Robert.  Kirk couldn’t say why he went, and he wrote to his brother that it was a waste of time and effort. He was a rational, logical man, yet now he was embarking on a journey fraught with peril, for reasons he did not agree with, following a man whose motives he doubted. Yet he couldn’t say no.
         
 
         They were away for several months, and during the trip Kirk witnessed a total breakdown in the relationship between the Doctor and his brother. At one point, Livingstone accused Charles of destroying an old and rotting pillow, and Charles responded with a stream of hysterical accusations on the mismanagement of the expedition. Both men lost control of themselves, the Doctor abusing his brother in such foul language that Kirk could hardly believe it was the man he knew. A few weeks later, Charles Livingstone lost his temper again, assaulting one of Livingstone’s Makololo followers, and was saved from being immediately killed only by the Doctor’s personal intervention.
         
 
         Shortly after that, as they returned to the coast, the Doctor insisted that once again they had to visit Kebra Basa. He was obsessed with the rapids and could not leave them alone, but this time he wished to travel down by water, taking the gorge by canoe. He was determined to show that the river had no power to obstruct him, as though what he had seen could be dismissed, almost proved not to exist. If he could have willed the rapids away, he would have done so.
         
 
         But Kebra Basa did exist, vast and impassable, and the passage turned into a terrifying ordeal. Halfway down the gorge, their canoes collided with rocks and they were thrown into the maelstrom of water. Kirk never forgot the experience, for he almost lost his life. He lost everything else – his rifle and chronometer, his journals and all the plant specimens he had carefully collected on the journey. He was bitter.
         
 
         
            Of all losses the loss of notes was the greatest – 8 volumes of notes and about 100 drawings of plants, these new ones and of interest, all botancial notes, in fact everything to keep me in mind of the trip, all was gone.25
            

         
 
         For him, that last attempt on the gorge had been a disaster.
 
         Without equipment, medicine or supplies, the remainder of the journey was a desperate one. They limped back into the Portuguese settlement of Tete in November, in rags and exhausted. By the end of the year they managed to rejoin the rest of the party near Sena, where the Ma  Robert,  its hull under water, was finally sinking beneath the Zambesi. Kirk went to the town to get canoes to take down their baggage, and when he returned only the mast and funnel of the ‘infernal ship’ were visible. It was late December, and the rain was torrential. Their resources were depleted and they had achieved very little. It seemed to mark the end of the expedition. 
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