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Further praise for Stanley:




 





Sunday Times Biography of the Year


Winner of America’s National Book Critics Circle Award for Biography


New York Times Notable Book of the Year




 





‘Jeal’s magnificent life of Henry Morton Stanley, like all the best biographies, manages to be several things at once: a rehabilitation of this most courageous of Welshmen, too often lazily dismissed as a racist, imperialist brute; a terrifying depiction of King Leopold’s Belgian Congo; and a brilliant account of Stanley’s travels, especially the awesome Trans-Africa journey down the Congo to the Atlantic seaboard … A riveting biography, and more unusually, an important one, too.’ Christopher Hart, Sunday Times Biography of the Year




 





‘Wise, fair and deeply researched. Jeal’s book sets the record straight on the great Victorian explorer, exonerating him from allegations of racism, brutality and suppressed homosexuality. Jeal has an extraordinary tale of African adventure to tell and he tells it superbly well.’ Jane Ridley, Spectator Books of the Year




 





‘The best and most readable biography of Henry Morton Stanley draws on a wealth of new material.’ The Economist Books of the Year




 





‘[A] fine life of the explorer.’ Tim Martin, Daily Telegraph Books of the Year




 





‘In this stunningly comprehensive biography Stanley himself is run to earth as a figure far more complex, contradictory and chameleon-like than was previously suspected … A rollicking read as well as a moving, incisive study of one man’s restless, evolving character and ambitions … The relationship with Livingstone is brilliantly brought to life, while the later Congo debacle is mapped as never before … [Stanley’s] life seems tailor-made for the full-blown Hollywood treatment.’ Tom Adair, Scotsman




 





‘A wonderful story, almost epic in scope.’ Sara Wheeler, The Times ‘Everything I thought I knew about Henry Morton Stanley was wrong. It is put right in this major biography … Stanley’s life was “impossible” in the sense that you cannot believe how much he crammed into it … Stanley’s three great expeditions to the interior are at the heart of the book. There were caravans numbering 200 bearers, armed guards, women and children, half of whom might never reach their destination … His reputation still lies in the shadow of Livingstone’s. But if anything will rescue it, this newly researched, rich, perceptive life may do the trick.’ Peter Lewis, Daily Mail Critic’s Choice




 





‘Authoritative, incisive, bold – the absorbing tale of the great and troubled man who rose from the workhouse to become immortalised in Africa as a heroic explorer and pillar of the Victorian world.’ Benedict Allen




 





‘This commanding, definitive biography … is an unalloyed triumph.’ Jason Roberts, Washington Post




 





‘Masterly … Tim Jeal handles each of the great expeditions, including the formidable trans-African journey of 1874–7 in which Stanley navigated lethal Congo rapids in the tinpot steamer Lady Alice between close encounters with cannibals, with a panache and momentousness worthy of Kipling or Conrad.’ Jonathan Keates, First Post




 





‘Tim Jeal is a biographer as fearless in his genre as Stanley in the jungle … His exhilarating book overturns much of the negative orthodoxy about the man he unhesitatingly calls Africa’s greatest explorer … This is a page-turner. Jeal is a compelling storyteller, and his prose sweeps the reader along on a river of revelations.’ Julie Davidson, Sunday Herald




 





‘[An] exciting and extraordinary tale.’ Ann Wroe, Daily Telegraph




 





‘A powerful and meticulously researched biography … Assisted by a treasure trove of previously inaccessible letters and diaries, Tim Jeal presents the most cogent argument for years in favour of a radical reassessment of the Welsh-born American bastard … This magnificent book is a stirring riposte to his many critics and a blow struck for a more distinguished posterity.’ Justin Marozzi, Evening Standard




 





‘Tim Jeal has fulfilled a mission to rehabilitate one of the most complex heroes of Victorian Britain … The real power of this compelling biography is not only that it allows us vividly to imagine the enormity of Stanley’s experience, but to recognise what courage it took.’ Tim Gardam, Observer




 





‘Tim Jeal has produced as comprehensive and readable a life of Stanley as is likely to be written.’ Andrew Lycett, Literary Review ‘This gripping and scrupulously researched biography, with access at last to the full diaries, drafts and letters, unpicks Stanley’s public lies to reveal that dark encasement of the self, and the injustice of the damage they have done his reputation.’ Tom Stacey, Spectator




 





‘An important book.’ Giles Foden, Irish Times




 





‘Stanley, Jeal claims, should be known not only as the man who secured one of history’s most extraordinary scoops, but as Africa’s greatest explorer. It is a bold claim, and one that Jeal, who had access to previously undisclosed archive material, goes a long way in bearing out.’ Ángel Gurría Quintana, Financial Times




 





‘Impressive, revealing and well written.’ David Gilmour, New York Review of Books




 





‘Absorbing … Jeal’s biography impresses for its scope, depth and ambition.’ Barclay McBain, Glasgow Herald




 





‘It is more important to understand Stanley than to judge him, and Jeal’s book, based on a rich new archive, goes a long way to achieving this.’ Bernard Porter, London Review of Books




 





‘In this impressively researched biography, Tim Jeal … presents [Stanley] in the round as a man who was courageous and determined, with an “unearthly quality” about him, but also decent and tender-hearted.’ Christopher Silvester, Daily Express




 





‘Tim Jeal’s slow-burning polemic attempts in exhaustively researched detail to resurrect the man and his reputation. It worked for me … [An] amazing work of advocacy.’ Robert Thicknesse, The Tablet




 





‘This biography is awesome throughout, from workhouse abandonment to final pole-axing stroke.’ Vera Rule, Guardian
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… away from people who had already made up their minds about me, I could be different. I could introduce myself as … a boy of dignity and consequence, and without any reason to doubt me people would believe I was that boy. I recognized no obstacle to miraculous change but the incredulity of others …


Tobias Wolff, This Boy’s Life
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INTRODUCTION


How I came to write the life of Africa’s least understood explorer







When I contrast what I have achieved in my measurably brief life with what Stanley has achieved in his possibly briefer one, the effect is to sweep utterly away the ten-storey edifice of my own self-appreciation and to leave nothing behind but the cellar.


Mark Twain writing in 1886





In January 1963, when I was a few days short of my eighteenth birthday and waiting to go to university the following October, I set out overland from Cairo to Johannesburg on a zigzagging journey which I expected to last about four months. I made my way south, at first by Nile steamer and then in a succession of decrepit buses and trucks that juddered along roads at times resembling riverbeds, or sped along rust-coloured laterite tracks from which their tyres flung up clouds of choking dust. In small out-of-the-way places, a few care-worn travellers seemed always to be waiting anxiously at dusk, hoping to persuade our exhausted driver to take them on with him next day for whatever money they could afford to pay.


Such roadside staging posts would typically boast a single shop or duka, stocking cigarettes, matches, Coca-Cola and canned fish, with perhaps a bicycle repair shed nearby, and a single fuel pump, and someone selling steamed green bananas or cornmeal porridge under a tree. For a while those waiting would scan the road eagerly for a distant plume of dust, but would sink into a fatalistic reverie after a day or so. Until a vehicle appeared they could go no further, and with the nearest village perhaps a hundred or more miles away, there was absolutely nothing they could do about it.


Away from the ‘main’ road, a maze of faint single-file paths, which only locals knew, fanned into the bush. A guideless stranger would soon be lost and in real peril when his water ran out. In fact if anyone became separated from his fellows far from a village, he or she was likely to die in the bush, if not from thirst or exhaustion then in the jaws of a wild beast. In regions where the tsetse fly killed horses and oxen, riding and travelling by cart were impossible, leaving walking or cycling as the only remaining options. But who would try to walk hundreds of miles across uncharted country, when the rains could turn a road into a muddy morass within hours, and in high summer the heat could kill anyone without water and a shady place to rest? So the next truck, with its drums of extra fuel, spare tyres and life-saving food and water, offered the only chance.


Night comes rapidly in Africa, with twilight hardly existing, and the blackness seeming darker on account of its sudden arrival. For a while lamps and candles glow in huts and shacks, and adults talk and children play, but rarely till late in small wayside places. After that, on starless nights, the darkness is almost tangible, and when the crickets fall silent, the barking of a dog or the distant growl of some unidentified beast merely serves to emphasize the eerie silence that blankets the endless bush for miles around. At such moments, when I was not fretting over whether there was a snake or scorpion on the earth floor somewhere near my sleeping place, or whether my paludrine tablets, my insect-repelling creams and rarely used mosquito net would save me from malaria, I reminded myself that the Victorian explorers had possessed none of these things and yet had crossed the entire continent, not on known roads and tracks but through virgin bush and jungle, and along those dangerously illusive, vanishing paths that I would never consider using unless riding in a sturdy vehicle with someone who knew the area well.


During my trip, it first dawned on me why nineteenth-century explorers had needed a hundred or more African porters to accompany them into the interior. How else, lacking wheeled transport and draught animals because of the tsetse, could they have carried with them enough food and water, and sufficient beads, cloth and brass wire to buy fresh food supplies? And since their highly visible trade goods would have been a constant incitement to theft (a bit like carrying a bank around everywhere), I understood why expeditions had routinely been protected by armed Africans. As I passed slowly through recently independent Uganda, and soon to be independent Tanganyika, I was well aware that the great explorers were considered anachronistic embarrassments in this era when Africa’s future, rather than its colonial past, rightly claimed our attention. Even so, from that time onwards the realities of earlier exploration fascinated me, and in the early 1970s, a few years after I left Oxford, I wrote a life of David Livingstone that is still in print today.


Thirty-five years on, it is still hard for us to appreciate the immensely powerful hold that exploration exerted on the public imagination in nineteenth-century Europe and America. Then, the world had not yet been shrunk by the automobile and the aeroplane, and the planet’s remotest places seemed as inaccessible as the stars. From mid century, successful explorers were revered in much the same way as the Apollo astronauts would be just over a hundred years later. Very few achieved fame after 1871 – the year in which Stanley ‘found’ Livingstone – since by then, apart from apparently inaccessible central and sub-Saharan Africa, the only significant parts of the planet left unexplored were the equally daunting polar regions, along with northern Greenland and the north-east and north-west passages. But for the rapidly increasing populations of Europe’s and America’s factory towns, the romantic appeal of the world’s wilder outposts grew stronger. Stanley wrote in the 1870s that, in Africa, he felt freed from ‘that shallow life which thousands lead in England where a man is not permitted to be real and natural, but is held in the stocks of conventionalism’.


In an untamed land, a man was imagined to be free to cut down trees at will, kill game and navigate rivers, and to assume total responsibility for his own life. And that was what the explorers were imagined to be doing in Africa, with little account being taken of the appalling problems that overwhelmed most of them. In the novels of Fenimore Cooper, and those by Stanley’s friend Mark Twain – especially his two great novels of boyhood – the values of the frontier were exalted above those of the city. American adulation of frontiersmen like Boone and Crockett, and the heroes of the Wild West, was paralleled in Britain by a passion for African explorers, and a revival of interest in the Elizabethan seafarers. Then came Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines and She, and novels by Ballantine, Mayne Reid and Stevenson, which together completed the romantic (as opposed to the economic) underpinnings of the imperial impulse.


As an adventure-loving boy, Joseph Conrad had been entranced by ‘the blank spaces [on the map] then representing the unsolved mystery of that continent’. Yet romantic longings were so far removed from the realities of African travel that it is hard to imagine why so many men entertained them for so long. Really there was no mystery about why Conrad’s ‘blank spaces’ persisted, and why none of the great lakes had been ‘discovered’ by 1850, and why the continent’s two longest rivers, the Nile and the Congo, were still uncharted twenty years later. The awesome problems besetting Africa’s explorers began at the coast. Most rivers were harbourless and obstructed by surf-beaten sand bars, and blocked upstream by impassable rapids. In 1805 Mungo Park, a Scottish surgeon, and forty of the forty-four Europeans he had engaged to find the source of the river Niger, perished in the attempt. Park himself was murdered, while most of his men died of malaria. In 1816, the British naval officer James Tuckey was one of fourteen men to die on the Congo out of thirty who had volunteered to go on with him beyond the first cataracts. They travelled only 170 miles from the sea. Thirty-eight men died of fever out of forty-seven Britons on the Niger Expedition of 1833 to 1834, and Richard Lander, their leader, was murdered.


By crossing Africa between 1853 and 1856 and living to tell the tale, David Livingstone demonstrated that quinine aided resistance to malaria. But all Stanley’s white companions died during his search for Dr Livingstone, and the same thing happened during his trans-Africa journey. In fact, throughout the century, malaria remained a serious threat to life (as it still is), as did yellow fever and sleeping sickness. The health of survivors was often undermined, and very few saw old age. Lady Burton described her husband after an African journey as being ‘partially paralysed, partially blind … a mere skeleton, with brown yellow skin hanging in bags, his eyes protruding, his lips drawn away from his teeth’.1 And this degree of ill-health was not unusual.


Since the late Victorians were fixated by the need for manliness, the astonishing bravery of explorers earned them universal admiration. During my journey I had sometimes wondered how scared I would be if I ever found myself marooned in a truck that had broken down beyond repair in a rarely visited region. I imagined it would be like being shipwrecked on an inhospitable atoll and left to starve unless rescued. And this had been the fate of Victorian explorers deserted by their carriers, who had taken away with them the bales of cloth and sacks of beads with which their employers had hoped to pay for food. A traveller left with only a handful of porters had been utterly helpless with his human ship and lifeline gone.




 





While researching my life of Livingstone, I was shown by a collector of African manuscripts a most evocative sheet of paper. It turned out to be an important moment for me. On it was written in Henry Stanley’s hand the desperate appeal he made on 4 August 1877, when struggling towards the trading post of Boma on the Lower Congo, just seventy miles from the Atlantic. He had just become the first man in history to have followed that great river 1,800 miles from the heart of the continent, and was now close to completing one of the most dangerous and sublime journeys of all time.




To any gentleman who speaks English at Emboma


 


Dr Sir


 


I have arrived at this place from Zanzibar with 115 souls, men, women & children. We are now in a state of imminent starvation. We can purchase nothing from the natives for they laugh at our kinds of cloth…. [he then explained that unless supplies could be sent to him within two days…] I may have a fearful time of it among the dying…’ [Stanley ended with a brief postscript]


 


P.S. You may not know me by name – I therefore add that I am the person who discovered Livingstone in 1871. H.M.S.2





Given that during his extraordinary trans-Africa expedition he had circumnavigated two of Africa’s three great lakes for the first time, and had solved the mystery of the central African watershed by separating the Congo’s source from the Nile’s – not one word of which was mentioned in his letter – I found it immensely poignant that Stanley, the illegitimate workhouse boy, had still needed to attach his name to Livingstone’s in order to make himself seem worthy of assistance. It reminded me of just how far he had come from a childhood world of parental rejection and poverty, and how, if he had not emigrated to America aged eighteen, he would never (in class-stratified Britain) have been taken on by one of the world’s great newspapers, and so would probably have lacked the self-belief to attempt his unparalleled journey. During it, 132 of his original 228 expedition members had died, including all three of his white companions, and by the end of it he had lost almost a third of his body weight and looked fifteen years older than his thirty-six years. But at least he had survived, unlike Park, Lander, Clapperton, Tuckey, and Livingstone, to name but a few earlier explorers.


And now, at last, the huge blank in the centre of the map of Africa, which for a century had exercised a Grail-like fascination throughout Europe, had been filled in, largely thanks to this one stupendous journey. As I read this stained and faded letter, I felt strongly drawn to write Stanley’s life. It seemed an incredible irony that he was remembered more for his misjudged attempt at sangfroid – ‘Dr Livingstone, I presume?’ – than for the wondrous journey that had been almost beyond imagining, let alone completing.


Then, several months before I finished my Livingstone in 1972, the journalist and author Richard Hall wrote to me, explaining that he was writing Stanley’s life and suggesting that we meet and talk. We did, and got on well; and I acknowledged to myself that my hopes of writing about Stanley were realistically at an end. Hall had partial access to the Stanley family’s immense, uncatalogued collection of journals and letters and, just as significantly, permission to quote from an unpublished 283-page typescript written by Gerald Sanger, a retired film and newspaperman man, friendly with Stanley’s adopted son, Denzil, who had shown him many new letters and diaries.3


Hall’s book came out in 1974, a year after my Livingstone, and marked a significant advance on all previous biographies of Stanley, despite the family’s decision to deny him the letters of the earliest love of Stanley’s life, Katie Gough Roberts, and his letters to his wife after their marriage. Hall therefore had no means of knowing whether Stanley’s marriage had been successful, or a sham, concealing homosexual preferences, as would later be claimed. The great journeys were dealt with rather briskly by him, as was the pioneering of the Congo Free State, and Stanley’s relations with King Leopold II. But Hall subjected Stanley’s so-called Autobiography to its first sceptical examination.


When I had been working in the National Library of Scotland, researching Livingstone, I had come across Stanley’s letters to his close friend and confidant Alexander Bruce – David Livingstone’s son-in-law. I brought back copies to London for Richard Hall, and for myself. They showed a man remarkably different both from the ruthless and obsessively driven explorer – who had nevertheless existed – and from the insecure and bombastic Welshman who had pretended to have been born to American parents, and had antagonized key figures in the British establishment. These letters dated from the period of Stanley’s life ten years after he became famous, and they revealed to me an unexpectedly self-effacing man, who was generous and loyal to friends, and seemed to accept that, mainly through his own faults, he was doomed never to attract the type of woman with whom he was prone to fall in love. Stanley possessed a touching, almost childlike faith in Bruce’s advice. It seemed as if – lacking a family of his own – he had made Livingstone’s son-in-law a kind of revered elder brother. This dependence was so far removed from Stanley’s public image that, excellent though Hall’s book was, I felt later that the man’s complexities had eluded him.


Seventeen years passed. In 1990 I reviewed John Bierman’s well-written short biography, Dark Safari, and found it followed Hall closely, without staking out new ground for itself. In 1990 I also read a more ambitious life of Stanley, which had appeared a year earlier and would become the most influential book on the explorer yet written. This was the first volume of Frank McLynn’s biography, Stanley: The Making of an African Explorer (1989); volume two, Stanley: Sorcerer’s Apprentice, would appear in 1991. McLynn’s judgements were largely negative, though not entirely. He certainly acknowledged that his subject was a great explorer, but because he focused primarily on the aggressive side of Stanley’s nature, McLynn saw his principal motivation as being ‘a volcanic rage against the world’ as a result of his wretched childhood. According to McLynn, Stanley was ‘neuter-like’ and impotent, and his eventual marriage a sham because he was allegedly a repressed homosexual. The major influence on the second half of Stanley’s life, McLynn argued, was King Leopold II, whose ‘sorcerer’s apprentice’ he became – the implication being that Stanley was putty in the king’s hands, enabling Leopold to carry out his later brutal exploitation of the Congo.


This, in conjunction with John Bierman’s statement that Stanley had ‘duped’ more than 300 chiefs out of their land, and had thus handed to Leopold ‘the legal basis for his so-called Congo Free State’,4 would destroy Stanley’s reputation in the 1990s, when interest in the atrocities in the Congo became intense. McLynn’s suggestion that Africa had been essential to Stanley as somewhere ‘permitting the exercise of homicidal impulses without incurring lethal social consequences’ would contribute to the widespread belief that Stanley had been a violent and paranoid man.5 Bierman’s belief that Stanley had used Africa as ‘an escape … and a quest for self-esteem’ struck me as altogether more convincing.6 I was puzzled by how different Frank McLynn’s picture of Stanley was from the gentler, sadder person, with a longing to marry and have children, whom I had glimpsed years ago when reading Stanley’s letters to Alexander Bruce.


From McLynn’s and Bierman’s notes on sources, I learned that a massive amount of new material might one day become available to future biographers. Both men had complained bitterly (and who could blame them?) that they had been denied access to the enormous collection of papers that the Stanley family had sold in 1982 for £400,000 to a third party acting for the Musée Royal de l’Afrique Centrale in Brussels. In the mid-1990s I contacted the museum and was told that nobody would see the papers until they had been catalogued, and this process was not in prospect. Microfilm of some of the papers had been placed in the British Library, but there was no knowing what had not been microfilmed, since the papers that had gone to Belgium had filled six large crates.


In September 2002 I was invited, as David Livingstone’s biographer, to give a lecture at Christie’s, London, on the famous meeting between Stanley and Livingstone. The occasion was the auctioning of the Stanley family’s immense collection of books, maps, spears, presentation caskets, photograph albums, lantern slides, guns, medicine chests, chronometers and sextants – in fact all that remained of the great explorer’s possessions after the family’s earlier sale of his letters, journals, and exploration notebooks. So my pleasure can be imagined when, before my lecture, I was introduced to Maurits Wynants of the Musée Royal in Brussels, who had come over to bid for items in the sale. I was astonished to hear that Maurits and his colleague, Peter Daerden, were cataloguing not only the 1982 collection, but a slightly smaller archive of intimate family papers that had been sold privately to the museum in 2000 for a similar sum to that paid to the family in 1982, without any microfilm or photocopies being demanded by the Board of Trade, despite their historical importance.


Mr Wynants said that, although the catalogue was not yet complete, I would be welcome to come to Brussels, if I wished, and that he and Peter Daerden would do whatever they could for me. I was told that the museum possessed all Stanley’s letters to his wife and hers to him, from the time of their meeting until his death, and also her private diaries, and approximately 5,000 letters written to Stanley from an extraordinarily wide range of correspondents – from members of his own family, from prime ministers such as Gladstone and Salisbury, from cabinet ministers, and from many of Stanley’s closest friends, including the first woman he had wished to marry (whose letters had been thought to have been destroyed), as well as from his closest male friend, Edward King, and his valet, William Hoffman. There were also many letters from the one woman whom he would have been ideally suited to wed, if only she had been single. This was the American author and journalist May Sheldon. Other correspondents of immense interest ranged from the members of Leopold’s cabinet, to Stanley’s publisher, to his close friend and mentor, Sir William Mackinnon, and his sponsors, James Gordon Bennett Jr of the New York Herald and Edwin Arnold of the Daily Telegraph. The inventory, when it was finally completed, was 427 pages long, and listed over 7,000 items, some of which are letter books and journals containing scores of pages.7


I learned that, apart from an American geographer, James Newman, who was focusing on Stanley’s journeys and was not attempting a definitive biography, nobody was writing anything substantial about Stanley. (James Newman’s Imperial Footprints was published by an American specialist publisher in 2004 and has not appeared in Britain. While he paints a more benign and fairer picture of Stanley as a traveller, the man’s personal life, and his political and colonial ambitions and relationships, are not examined in detail. The authors of two other recent books did not visit Belgium. These were Daniel Liebowitz and Charles Pearson, whose brisk and often patronizing account of Stanley’s Emin Pasha Expedition, The Last Expedition, relied solely on printed sources. Martin Dugard’s Into Africa: The Epic Adventures of Stanley and Livingstone, 2003, was written as a straightforward adventure story and contains many inaccuracies.)


Several months after meeting Maurits Wynants, I went to Brussels for a preliminary visit of three weeks to see whether, if I wrote Stanley’s biography, I would be able to add new dimensions, not only to the story of his life but also to the record of his work and its morality, and to the vexed subject of his colonial influence. During this brief period, I did indeed find a mass of material striking me as both historically important and new. From reading Stanley’s letters to his wife and hers to him, it seemed that their marriage, though unhappy at times, had been a sexual one and not a sham. Also, on reading letters to Stanley from some of the young men – to whom it had been suggested he might have been homosexually attracted – I realized how inadequate past surmises had been. I was excited to find that many new insights into his early life were contained in his letters to the first woman he had wished to marry, which had not been destroyed, as had been thought. Many new papers covering his American years led me to wonder whether Stanley had ever met the man whom he claimed had adopted him in America. Other correspondence strongly suggested that Stanley himself, rather than James Gordon Bennett Jr, had come up with the idea of ‘finding’ Livingstone. Lastly, I was surprised to find not hundreds of treaties made by Stanley with Congolese chiefs, but only one – and this solitary treaty in Stanley’s hand had not required the chiefs in question to surrender their land. Was it possible that the widespread supposition that Stanley had stolen the Congo for Leopold was wrong? I knew this key subject would require a great deal of research.


I returned to London feeling that my trip had given me what I had needed. A month later, I signed a contract with Faber & Faber. I felt very lucky, and not a little dazed, that after so many years I had unexpectedly been given a chance (which I had long ago despaired of) to make a major reassessment of a giant in the history of exploration, and in the story of Europe’s encounter with Africa. But I had misgivings, too. In 1996, when I was writing the introductory chapter to the catalogue of the National Portrait Gallery’s Livingstone exhibition, it had occurred to me that no similar event was ever likely to be mounted for Stanley – a man who had been refused burial in Westminster Abbey, and whose birthplace had been allowed to be pulled down. Since the appearance of Frank McLynn’s biography, it had been treated almost as an established fact that Stanley had been the most brutal explorer of the nineteenth century, and remarks to this effect are still dropped into newspaper articles and general books of African history, as if there can be no dispute about them. Stanley’s name is more and more often linked with that of King Leopold II, as if he had been responsible, with the king, not only for founding the Congo Free State but also for creating the moral atmosphere in which crimes against humanity were likely to be committed in that country.


I knew already, from my reading of published sources and microfilm in the British Library, that Stanley was not a racist like Sir Richard Burton or Sir Samuel Baker, so I was puzzled by the confidence with which some authors had characterized him as such. Right from the beginning of his first African trip, Stanley was, he wrote: ‘prepared to admit any black man possessing the attributes of true manhood, or any good qualities, to my friendship, even to a brotherhood with myself’.8 Between 1879 and 1884, he repeatedly described Dualla, a Somali, as his most important member of staff – his virtual prime minister – who by 1883 was receiving the same pay as white officers. Two other Africans, Wadi Rehani and Mabruki Ndogo, were also as close to Stanley as were his two favourite whites, Anthony Swinburne and Albert Christophersen. He hated it when any black man was called ‘nigger’ by a white – ‘that ugly derisive word’, he called it.9


Stanley always found Africans pleasing to look at: ‘Each age has a beauty of its own … the skin may be more velvety than velvet, smoother than satin, or coarse as canvas … but its warm brown colour seems to suit the African atmosphere – the contour of the body is always graceful.’10 By contrast, white people struck him as awkward. To get on with Africans, he told his young white officers ‘to relax those stiff pallid features; let there enter into those chill icy eyes, the light of light and joy, of humour, friendship, pleasure; and the communication of man and man is electric in its suddenness.’11 He adored African children. ‘The sight of these tender naked little beings following my camp into the wilderness, and laughing in my face, and hugging my knees, just thrilled me.’12 And if Stanley had really been brutal to the Wangwana – the Swahili-speaking blacks of Zanzibar, engaged as his carriers on all his major journeys – I could not understand why large numbers had elected to serve with him again and again.


So how was I going to reconcile the discrepancy between Stanley’s many positive and even loving statements about Africans, and his statement that he had been obliged to fight with tribesmen many times – something that other European explorers either had not done, or had chosen to conceal? Since he had been a journalist, and his two most successful journeys had been financed by newspapers, it crossed my mind, even before I began my archival research, that he might have exaggerated the number and intensity of his conflicts with Africans in order to make his copy more exciting. I hoped, by comparing the number of Africans whom Stanley recorded as having been killed (in encounters with his expeditions) with the numbers of fatalities quoted in the diaries of his travelling companions, that I might be able to establish whether apparently damning material should be treated as literal truth or journalistic hyperbole.13


Stanley was hated and envied by the Portuguese, the Dutch and the French for having successfully planted trading stations in the best positions on the Congo, for the benefit of King Leopold’s so-called International Association. He himself believed that jealousy accounted for stories of his brutality spread during the 1880s, and repeated again and again over the years. So perhaps I would find evidence one way or the other? As early as 1970, Professor Norman R. Bennett of the University of Boston – an outstanding historian of East Africa – wrote at the start of the introduction to his magnificent edition of Stanley’s Despatches to the New York Herald, ‘There is no apparent reason why, more than three-quarters of a century after his last venture, Stanley should continue to be singled out for his supposed excesses in Africa, while other Europeans often responsible for far more loss of African life than Stanley, receive sympathetic treatment.’ Some years ago I noted, in a biography of Pierre Savorgnan de Brazza – an explorer usually acclaimed for his peaceful travels – that the Frenchman had shot Africans (in self-defence, he claimed), even while protesting that he ‘never was in the habit of travelling round Africa as a warrior, like Mr Stanley’.14 From earlier reading, I was aware that General Gordon, though seen as a martyr, had killed many members of the Bari tribe in southern Sudan, and had believed that there were times when Africans had to be shot in self-defence: ‘These things may be done, but not advertised,’ he remarked to Richard Burton, with Stanley in mind.15 Frederick Lugard would be ennobled and become a British colonial governor, despite, as his biographer conceded, shedding far more blood on the shores of Lake Victoria than Stanley ever had. Even Livingstone, as I recorded in my life of him, shot dead several tribesmen, and burned their huts. This had been in 1861, south of Lake Nyasa (Malawi), when these African (Yao) slave traders had attacked the mission village of Magomero.16


Stanley, according to most of his biographers, had been highly volatile as a young man, and at times ruthless – and I knew for a fact that his treatment of his two white travelling companions on the Livingstone search expedition had been harsh. But I also knew what malaria could do to more long-suffering temperaments than Stanley’s. Dr Livingstone, at the sober age of forty-six, had once had a fistfight with his clergyman brother in south central Africa, in which both men had drawn blood. Burton and Speke had fallen out, forever, during their expedition to Lake Tanganyika. Yet though many white men behaved badly in Africa, Stanley alone stood condemned, principally by the things he himself had written about his actions at a later time and by the tone he employed. An excellent example is the much-quoted  passage about how, by beating his carriers, he restored ‘the physical energy of the lazily inclined’ and encouraged them often ‘to an extravagant activity’. I had quoted this myself in my Livingstone.17 But I realized, as I began work on Stanley, that sardonic humour would not have been encouraged or taught in the St Asaph workhouse, where he lived and was educated as a boy.


However, as a young and insecure ‘special’ correspondent in East Africa in 1868, Stanley had been immensely impressed by the insouciance of upper-class Englishmen in the military. I wondered whether he had been tempted to emulate, in despatches to the New York Herald and in How I Found Livingstone, the cheerful heartlessness of army officers’ casual conversations and the off-hand way in which they wrote of death and disaster in their memoirs. I certainly suspected that rejection by his parents had left him needing to describe himself as hard and powerful in order to survive. Yet whatever I might find out, it would make no difference to the fact that he had left himself permanently vulnerable to hostile selective quotation. In recent years such quotes have very rarely been counterbalanced, in print, with any of his far more numerous positive statements about Africans.


Unwisely, given the lip-service paid to religion by his contemporaries, Stanley made influential enemies as a young man by poking fun at churchmen and pious evangelicals. His famous offer to them of ‘seven tons of Bibles, four tons of Prayer Books, any number of surplices, and a church organ into the bargain’ if they could reach longitude 23° ‘without chucking some of those Bibles at some of those negroes’ heads’ would be quoted against him time and again, as would his surmise that ‘the selfish and wooden-headed world requires mastering as well as loving charity’.18 But by his forties he would number missionaries among his friends. Such were W. Holman Bentley and Alexander Mackay, who by the late 1880s had lived many years in Africa and, like Stanley himself, sometimes beat their carriers, as did virtually all European travellers. With trade goods dwindling and little food to be bought, expedition leaders argued that they had to drive their men on for the sake of their own survival.


There were three occasions during Stanley’s sixteen years in Africa when I knew he had taken the extreme step of hanging a man. He claimed in mitigation that his whole expedition would have fallen apart, and most of its members have starved to death or been killed, if he had not ended a spate of violent thefts and mass desertions by a single draconian act. But would his justifications on these three occasions carry conviction when subjected to close examination?


I was well aware how hard travel had been for Livingstone as he entered regions where Africans (already victims of slave raids) refused to sell food to his people. His dilemma had been whether to take food by force, or to risk marching on in the hope of obtaining food at the next village. On many occasions, he was obliged by destitution to throw himself on the mercy of the Arab-Swahili slave traders and ask them to feed him and his followers. During my first visit to Belgium I read a very significant passage in one of Stanley’s diaries, which I had never seen quoted in any book. In this entry, Stanley showed that he had recognized the fundamental moral problem facing all European travellers. ‘We went into the heart of Africa self-invited,’ he wrote; ‘therein lies our fault. But it was not so grave that our lives [when threatened] should be forfeited.’19


This was the conundrum facing explorers of Africa – especially in the 1870s and 1880s, when attacks on them were much more numerous than had been the case in the relatively peaceful 1850s. As they had indeed come ‘self-invited’, could their efforts to make geographical discoveries be morally justified, given that they would almost certainly be obliged to shoot in self-defence an unknown number of Africans (who had only been trying to defend their land)? Stanley himself argued – as Livingstone had done before him – that, by the 1870s, the terrible and worsening humanitarian situation in Africa had made exploration, and opening the continent to European influence, imperative on humanitarian grounds.


I had learned when writing my Livingstone that the East African Arab-Swahili slave trade was far older than the Atlantic trade, and increased in volume from the 1860s, just when the Royal Navy had at last managed to strangle the seaborne trade from West Africa to the Americas. During the nineteenth century, some 2,000,000 slaves were estimated to have sailed from Africa’s eastern shores or been taken overland to Egypt, Arabia and the Gulf by trans-Saharan routes. In 2002, Ronald Segal, in his masterly history of that neglected trade, confirmed these figures and argued that African chiefs had also been deeply implicated.20 I recorded in my life of Livingstone that – shortly before his meeting with Stanley – the doctor spent many days explaining to chiefs that ‘if they sell their fellows, they are like the man who holds the victim while the Arab performs the murder’.21 He asked them repeatedly why they found it necessary to sell their people to a handful of intruders, and was told: ‘If so and so gives up selling so will we. He is the greatest offender in the country.’ ‘It is the fault of the Arabs who tempt us with fine clothes, powder and guns.’ ‘I would fain keep all my people to cultivate more land, but my next neighbour allows his people to kidnap mine and I must have ammunition to defend them.’22 I also quoted Dr Livingstone saying that ‘this perpetual capturing and sale of children’ from subject tribes (by Africans) was a crime that made the Arab and Portuguese slave trades ‘appear a small evil by comparison’.23


The old fabric of tribal custom, such as hospitality to strangers, had broken down largely because of the violence spread by the Atlantic and the East African slave trades. Yet African tribal migrations like those of the Ngoni, Kamba and Yao also contributed to the spreading frontier of violence. Stanley narrowly escaped death at the hands of Mirambo of the Nyamwezi, when that brutal ruler was fighting the Arab-Swahili for control of the eastern slave routes. Later, Stanley wrote that he and his men felt that they were ‘considered as game to be trapped, shot or bagged at sight’. Both he and Livingstone witnessed horrific massacres.24


It appears to be widely imagined today that Africa was a paradise before Stanley and other explorers entered it – indeed, Liebowitz and Pearson end their book with a statement to that effect. ‘He [Stanley] and his ilk broke Africa wide open, and no one has yet found a way to put it back together again.’25 In reality, Stanley was a latecomer. The Arabs had arrived on the East African coast in the ninth century. Livingstone had found African middlemen of Portuguese slave traders at the heart of south-central Africa on the Zambesi in 1851 and, twenty years later, he met Arab slavers at Nyangwe on the Congo, in the very centre of the continent. By the 1880s estimates were appearing in Europe that put the figure for depopulation at half a million a year in central Africa alone. Earlier, Livingstone had argued that the situation would only improve if Europe tried to develop Africa economically through colonization. Stanley has been attacked for holding similar beliefs about the desirability of colonies. So the nineteenth-century context for such beliefs was clearly going to be another key subject for me to address. Would Stanley number among the genuine idealists, or the exploitative money makers who urged on the earliest Empire builders in Africa?


Thirty years ago, I wrote about one of the greatest of the many ironies affecting Stanley’s reputation. This was the fact that he had done more than any living man to create the myth of saintly Dr Livingstone, only to suffer for it ever afterwards by being adversely compared with the good doctor. Yet no irony affecting Stanley’s reputation seems as great as the one that was revealed to me as I started my research. He had stated that he longed to do something wonderful for the African tribes along the Congo, and instead, as would become all too apparent, had set them up for a terrible fate. In 1877 he came down the great river as the first European ever to do so, declaring his hope that the Congo should become like ‘a torch to those who sought to do good’.26 Instead, it became the torch that attracted the arch-exploiter King Leopold II of Belgium.


The shadow of Leopold, the misdeeds of the officers of the Rear Column during Stanley’s last expedition and his pre-emptive attack on the natives of a small island have dogged Stanley down the years, and have combined to prevent his being remembered in any positive way. Now, with the poverty of Africa still being blamed on colonialism as much as on natural disasters, or the Cold War, or the unfairness of twentieth-century Western trade policies, or the corruptness of African governments – it is inevitable that many sceptics will be unconvinced that a man with Stanley’s beliefs about the benefits of ‘European civilization’ deserves a fresh hearing, even in the light of copious new evidence of what he really did and thought. Yet to shirk looking again at Stanley’s life simply because many minds are made up already would be to deny another post-colonial generation the chance of gaining new insights into a unique phase of world history and the story of an astonishing man, who has scarcely been acknowledged as British, let alone as Africa’s greatest explorer.
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ONE


Dreams of Love and Freedom





John Rowlands – who would one day be known to the world as Henry Morton Stanley – was five and a half when a great disaster befell him. His grandfather, Moses Parry – once a prosperous butcher, but now living in reduced circumstances – dropped dead in a potato field on the outskirts of the Welsh market town where John had lived all his life. The place was Denbigh, the date 22 June 1846, and the old man was seventy-five years old.1


John was born illegitimate, and his eighteen-year-old mother, Elizabeth Parry, had abandoned him as a very young baby and had then cut off all communication. She would go on to have five more children – by two, or possibly three other men – only the last child being born in wedlock. Yet all these children would be granted some attention by her, unlike her rejected firstborn, John, who would be doubly disadvantaged, since he would never meet the man named as his father in the parish registers.2 It is not known why John alone should have been abandoned by her. From his earliest months, he was cared for by Moses Parry, his maternal grandfather, which was why Moses’ sudden death was such a shattering blow. Twenty years after the event, John – by then calling himself Henry Stanley – was moved to write a tribute to his grandfather on a scroll of special blue paper. In his best calligraphy, he described Moses’ cry, as he raised both hands to his chest and fell, taking just three more breaths before dying. Every detail recorded by a local journalist was precious to the grown-up John, who ended by listing the virtues of the only relation who had ever cared for him: ‘Let us emulate his goodness, his kindness, his good deeds, for they were worthy of EMULATION.’3


The old man had taken a liking to John from the beginning, and shortly after the boy’s birth had thrust a gold sovereign into his mouth so he could bite on it and guarantee himself a prosperous future. His grandson would remember him as ‘a stout old gentleman, clad in corduroy breeches, dark stockings, and long Melton coat, with a clean-shaven face, rather round, and lit up by humorous grey eyes’. The little boy accompanied Moses everywhere, including to the town’s Wesleyan chapel, where he would struggle not to fall asleep among the lavender-scented pews. At home, sitting on the old man’s knee, John was taught to write his letters on a slate.4
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Stanley’s grandfather’s cottage, where he was born








After his grandfather’s death, John’s uncles, Thomas and Moses junior, decided – though they were prosperous butchers – that John would have to leave his late grandfather’s cottage in the shadow of ruinous Denbigh Castle. At first they arranged for him to be boarded out in an overcrowded cottage close to his old home and placed in the care of its owners, Richard and Jenny Price, a couple in their fifties, four of whose children still lived with them. Richard maintained the castle bowling green and was known as ‘the green-keeper’. He also dug the graves at nearby St Hilary’s Church, where John had been baptized. The Prices were very poor and refused to look after John for less than half a crown a week, perhaps £60 in today’s money. In the day, John briefly attended the Free School in the crypt of St Hilary’s Church. After a few months the place was closed down because ‘the floor and seats were broken, and damp from the churchyard penetrated into the crypt’. No arithmetic had been taught there and few children could even read words of one syllable. John took away with him the memory of ‘a terrible old lady with spectacles and a birch rod’.5


At the Price’s cottage, John played on the grassy slopes beside the Castle, just as he had done when living with his grandfather. He also continued to witness the arrival of the well-dressed members of the bowling club, whose refreshments were sent up to the castle by various purveyors, in baskets with the names of their businesses on the sides. The boy studied these names carefully. ‘“Well, John, what do they mean?” asked a member of the Price family. He answered in Welsh, “Byddigion,” which is the infantile word for “gentlefolk”.’6 His precocious awareness of his own low social status would make the next development in his life all the harder to bear.


About six months after his arrival at the Prices, when the little boy had settled in well, his uncles decided to stop paying for his keep.7 Richard and Jenny Price suspected that John’s relatives were gambling on their being too fond of the boy to part with him. The Prices were having none of this and told their twenty-seven-year-old son, also called Richard Price, to get John Rowlands ready for a journey.


Richard’s own account of what happened was given to a journalist forty years later, at which date he still lived in the cottage where John had once been cared for. ‘So I requested my mother to dress him … Then I put him to stand on that chair there, and taking his little hands over my shoulders, I carried him down through the town passing the houses of his well-to-do relatives …’ For part of the journey, Richard let the boy walk. The six-year-old John was very anxious and often asked in Welsh: ‘Ble rydan ni’n mynd, Dick?’: ‘Where are we going, Dick?’ John had been told that he would soon be seeing his aunt Mary, who lived in a hamlet to the north of Denbigh. When their eight-mile journey ended at the doors of the St Asaph Workhouse, and Richard Price turned to leave, having rung a bell that clanged deep within the building, the child asked him where he was going. ‘To buy cakes for you,’ replied the shamefaced Price, before hurrying away. The ‘false cajolings and treacherous endearments’ lavished upon him during that journey on 20 February 1847 would live forever in Henry Stanley’s memory.8 ‘Since that dreadful evening,’ Stanley would write in his fifties, ‘my resentment has not a whit abated … It would have been far better for me if Dick, being stronger than I, had employed compulsion, instead of shattering my confidence and planting the first seeds of distrust in a child’s heart.’9


There has been a lively debate among scholars about how humane, or inhumane, the St Asaph workhouse really was – with one historian arguing that a child in this newly built institution was better housed, better fed, better clothed and better educated than many a boy or girl reared with his or her parents in a rural cottage.10 Yet emotional deprivation is immensely more damaging than ignorance or poverty. Nor should the main social objective of workhouses be forgotten. Apart from preventing the poor from starving in the streets, they were meant to deter people who had failed to provide for themselves from ever failing again, and to persuade anyone who might be thinking of relying on the state, rather than on his or her own labour, to reconsider.


The new arrivals, whether adult paupers or deserted children, were subjected to a humiliating ritual. First they were washed in cold water, then their hair was cropped short and, to complete the removal of their individuality, they were clad in identical drab fustian suits if male, or striped cotton dresses if female. If, for any reason, they ever left the workhouse, which required permission, they would at once be recognized as inmates. It was as if, wrote Stanley, they had committed a crime, and yet their only offence was to have ‘become old, or so enfeebled by toil or sickness that they could no longer sustain themselves’, or, if young, their sin was to have been deserted.11Workhouse inmates were at the bottom of the social heap, in a cruelly snobbish society, and were made to know their place every day of their lives. They rose at six, and were penned into their dormitories at eight in the evening. Their bread and gruel was unappetizing, and meant to be. Husbands and wives were separated, parents and children too, and even brothers and sisters were kept apart. ‘It is a fearful fate that of a British outcast,’ wrote Stanley, ‘because the punishment afflicts the mind and breaks the heart.’12


Stanley exaggerated and lied about the level of brutality at St Asaph – his most notorious false claim being that a boy had been beaten to death by James Francis, the schoolteacher. The workhouse records were kept with bureaucratic thoroughness, and they show that nothing of the kind took place when Stanley was there; as they do again, on the day on which Stanley claimed to have left for good, after having beaten his teacher insensible, following a brutal assault by the man. The only diary record of his early years is a brief and fragmentary affair, written by him four decades later in Swahili – as if, even then, he had still needed to distance himself as far as possible from the pain of those days. The entry for 5 January 1854 reads in translation: ‘He [Francis] hit me a lot today for no reason. I will never forget,’13 and this perhaps explains his need to console himself with fantasies about overcoming the man who had symbolized his captivity. There was no adult at St Asaph willing, or able, to comfort him. ‘It took me some time to learn the unimportance of tears in a workhouse. Hitherto tears had brought me relief in one shape or another …’14 His inability to convey in words the extent of his mental suffering accounts in part for his exaggeration of the physical violence in the workhouse.


The inspector’s report on St Asaph in the year of Stanley’s admission was very bad. The girls – there were nineteen of them – were said to have been corrupted by prostitutes and from them ‘had learnt the tricks of the trade’; the men had taken part in every possible vice, and the boys slept two in a bed, an older with a younger, ‘so that from the very start … [they] were beginning to understand and practise things they should not’. The master, as distinct from the teacher, was censured for being drunk and ‘taking indecent liberties with the nurses’. In the words of the report, the teacher, James Francis, aged thirty-two, had ‘received no training, and speaks very broken English and appears to understand the language imperfectly’. Out of thirty boys, ten were learning to write but ‘only one copy-book was well-written’.15 Yet Stanley would state a dozen years after leaving: ‘I had a pretty fair education during my ten years in St Asaph workhouse.’16 And he was being serious – vice, brutality and low academic standards had also been prevalent in the country’s most famous schools, such as Eton and Winchester. Nor was it disastrous that a teacher should speak poor English in a school where the first language of most children was Welsh. In fact the inspector’s reports improved so much as the years passed, that a satisfactory situation was recorded by 1856, the year in which Stanley left. Francis even received an efficiency award and a rise in salary.17


Stanley learned to read and write, and even to love books – though the only novels given him to read were pious morality tales.18 He was good at arithmetic and geography and could write remarkably neatly at an early age. From time to time he was even called in to help with the workhouse accounts.19 His teacher, James Francis, who had left the mines after losing his hand in a pit accident, asked Stanley, as head boy, to deputize for him when he was away, and rewarded him with small gifts. Stanley did not, however, escape all punishment, and he would never forget being beaten after an illicit blackberrying expedition. 20 On several occasions, Francis called on Stanley’s uncle Moses and ‘urged him to do something for little John, since he was an excellent scholar and endowed with extraordinary talents’. But Moses always refused to help.21


Why Stanley chose to represent Francis as a sadistic monster will never be known with certainty. Francis was a bachelor, and his many gifts to chosen boys would undoubtedly raise eyebrows in any school today.22 The fact that homosexual practices among the boys were remarked upon by the inspectors suggests a possible reason for Stanley’s hatred. An unwanted sexual advance by his bachelor teacher may account for his violent antipathy. His mother’s promiscuity meant that, as a young man, Stanley was disgusted by overt sexuality, and especially by prostitutes. In his letters to his first serious girlfriend, he insisted that he had remained ‘pure’ in the workhouse.23 A sexual advance by his teacher would therefore have been an especially shocking betrayal. A simple withdrawal of favour hardly seems adequate motivation for Stanley’s vilification of someone who had once rewarded and praised him.


A momentous event occurred in December 1850. The boy was a month short of his tenth birthday. Without warning, during the dinner-hour, Francis took John aside and ‘pointing to a tall woman with an oval face, and a great coil of dark hair behind her head’, asked him if he knew her.




‘No, sir,’ I replied.


‘What, do you not know your own mother?’


I started with a burning face, and directed a shy glance at her and perceived she was regarding me with a look of cool, critical scrutiny. I had expected to feel a gush of tenderness towards her, but her expression was so chilling that the valves of my heart closed as with a snap.24





In reality, the boy’s longing to be loved by his mother had not been turned off as if by some convenient tap. Elizabeth Parry had never before come to see John during his four years in the workhouse, and now she only came because she and two of her other children had been admitted as destitute paupers. But this did not stop him dreaming of winning this aloof woman’s love. Despite his rage at being thrown away by a mother who kept her younger children with her, he would for many years persist with attempts to please her, even after humiliating setbacks. No photograph of Elizabeth Parry as a young woman survives, though Stanley once carried one with him everywhere. A photograph of her aged about fifty – the only one known to exist – is published for the first time as this book’s Plate 3. The square shape of her head is very similar to her famous son’s, as is her resolute and determined expression.25


People who are shut up in institutions often have fantasies of escape and freedom, of climbing over walls, living in woods, and walking for days towards far horizons. It is easy to see why Stanley’s years in the workhouse would predispose him towards travel in a limitless continent. Stanley felt imprisoned and cut off. It was as if he and the others ‘were in another planet … Year after year we noted the passing of the seasons, by the budding blossoms, the flight of bees, the corn which changed from green to gold.’ Meanwhile, in his own words, he ‘vegetated within the high walls surrounding our home of lowliness’.26 On rare occasions, when permitted to visit the small town of St Asaph, John, with his pale face and fustian garments, was amazed at the good fortune of the local boys who could eat raisins and sugar, and wear colourful neckties. The desire to escape was in him early. When he was ten, he ran away to Denbigh. But the outcome of this trip was so painful that he never wrote about it.


Once over the wall, John had nowhere to go except to his neglectful relatives. So he headed for the house of his uncle Moses Parry, whose successful butchery business enabled him to live in Vale Street, the most desirable address in town. In 1851, Moses and his wife, Kitty – who had played the leading role in forcing little John out of the house where he had been born – had two sons: a baby and a boy of three. They also had two servants.27 In the 1880s Kitty told a journalist how she had woken one morning to find John at her door. She asked him in Welsh where he had come from.




‘With twinkling eyes, he replied: “Dw’i wedi dengid.” (“I have escaped.”) Since daybreak, he had walked eight miles … I washed his face and hands and then gave him a good breakfast. During the rest of the day he played about the place with his cousins. That night I put him to bed with one of my boys. Late that night,’ continued  Mrs Parry, ‘his uncle Moses came home and I told him that his sister, Betsy’s little boy was in bed upstairs. Moses was on bad terms with his sister, and he ordered me to send him back to St Asaph in the morning.’28





Moses was a respectable tradesman, and the feckless Elizabeth with her four illegitimate children was not the kind of sister who would help anyone’s business, but his mother’s promiscuity was not John’s fault. He had spent a happy day and night in an ordinary home and witnessed the natural affection between a mother and her sons. Yet his prosperous uncle sent him back to the workhouse in the name of respectability. Years later, a tugboat skipper who had been at St Asaph with Stanley wrote to him saying that he well recalled the morning when he came back from his cousins’ house in a state of collapse. John Rowlands’s prostration had been due to his forcible return to a loveless institution, after having been part, albeit briefly, of an ordinary family.29


So how did John finally get free of the workhouse? In the discharge book, it is stated that he left St Asaph on 13 May 1856, and the entry reads: ‘Gone to his uncle at the National School, Holywell.’30 Although this was wrong – since he went to his cousin, who was the schoolmaster at nearby Brynford – the entry suggests that before he left the workhouse a plan had been made for him to become a trainee teacher. In his fantasy of escape from the workhouse after administering a beating to his master, Stanley claimed to have run away with a boy called Mose. In due course, Mose and John, in the fictitious account published in the Autobiography, arrive at the house of Mose’s mother. Stanley’s account of their welcome reveals his own keenest desire at the age of fifteen.




When Mose crossed the threshold, he was received with a resounding kiss, and became the object of copious endearments. He was hugged convulsively in the maternal bosom, patted on the back, his hair was frizzled by maternal fingers, and I knew not whether the mother was weeping or laughing, for tears poured over smiles in streams. The exhibition of fond love was not without its effect on me, for I learned how a mother should behave to her boy.31





At the time of this imagined homecoming, John’s own mother was giving birth to her fifth illegitimate child, James – the second son fathered by Robert Jones, the local plasterer who would become her husband in 1860.32


Given his mother’s promiscuity, there is no certainty about the identity of Stanley’s father. He himself believed him to have been John Rowlands, junior, of Llys (son of John Rowlands, senior, of Llys, who owned a farm outside Denbigh). Indeed John, junior, is named in church records as the father of John, who is described as the bastard son of himself and Elizabeth Parry.33 In 1886, Stanley’s mother, Elizabeth, would tell the Welsh journalist Owen ‘Morien’ Morgan that John Rowlands, junior, had died at about the time of Stanley’s birth – whereas in fact, as Elizabeth had known well, he survived for a further thirteen years.34 Despite this, she had also told her son John that his father had died in 1841.35 So why did Elizabeth Parry lie to her son? Plainly, she must have wanted to stop him seeing, or even contacting, his supposed father, as he would have done at once had he known that he was alive. But considering her desperate financial difficulties, and the fact that John Rowlands, senior, was prosperous, it is surely very surprising that Elizabeth did nothing to secure his financial help – if only to keep her firstborn out of the workhouse.


Of course, if John Rowlands was not Stanley’s father, it is at once apparent why Elizabeth should have told her son that his ‘father’ had died years ago. Elizabeth’s puzzling reticence about John Rowlands, junior, lends significant weight to a well-attested local belief that Stanley’s father had really been a Denbigh solicitor, James Vaughan Horne. The Horne theory gains strength from the fact that it was, and is, believed in by the descendants of a tight-knit group of professional people – mainly fellow lawyers – ideally placed to have known the personal habits of the man. Logic suggests that Elizabeth’s most potent reason for telling that lie to Stanley – about his father being dead when he was very much alive – would have been her fear that the drunken John Rowlands, junior, would have told her son John the truth about James Horne (who has been said to have paid John Rowlands, junior, to accept paternity). In my opinion the balance of probability favours James Horne as Stanley’s father36 [see this note for further evidence]. Unfortunately, Horne and his wife had no children within wedlock, and his only relation was a childless sister. So the paternity conundrum cannot be discussed with any descendants, and no daguerreotypes, miniatures, or even amateur drawings of the elusive Mr Horne have survived to show a possible resemblance to the adult Stanley.37




*





To young John’s immense relief, one member of his family was prepared to help him when he left the workhouse. Fortunately, this particular relation offered a better chance of self-improvement than John would have gained from living with any of the others. In 1856, Moses Owen, the second son of Elizabeth Parry’s widowed sister, Mary, stood out as a remarkable twenty-year-old.38 After taking an honours degree at University College, Bangor, he had at once been appointed headmaster of the National School at Brynford, near Holywell. A house went with the job, as did a housekeeper. Although Moses was a prim and didactic young man, he was generous too, and the fifteen-year-old John learned a great deal from him, particularly in mathematics and literature. Every day, Moses tutored his cousin for several hours after school.39 Thanks to Moses’ small library, John learned how to use books for research purposes.40 Without these skills acquired at Brynford, he might never have possessed the confidence needed to seize his chances in journalism ten years later.


Moses’ ambitious mother, Mary Owen, believed he would spoil his marriage prospects by harbouring his feckless aunt’s bastard son. Her nagging soon started to affect the young head teacher’s treatment of his teenage cousin. Often young John went to bed in tears after being accused of being ‘good for nothing but to cobble pauper’s boots’.41 Then the pupils at the school mocked him for his ‘ignoble origins’. As Stanley recalled: ‘The effect of it was to drive me within my own shell,’ to feel ‘forever banned by having been an inmate of the workhouse’.42 It is difficult to grasp today exactly how disgraceful illegitimacy and living in a workhouse were thought to be in the nineteenth century.


One day, a teacher called Hughes found John reading Dr Johnson’s short novel Rasselas.43 There is something terribly poignant about the workhouse boy reading this book with its theme of the vanity of all human wishes. Rasselas, mythical Prince of Abyssinia, has been reared in the ‘Happy Valley’ where his every wish has been granted. So he becomes desperate to escape his boredom and find new pleasures in the outside world. Instead of happiness, he finds disappointment. Johnson suggests that it is our ability to imagine a richer, happier life that causes our unhappiness by making us long for what we have not got. Rasselas returns chastened to the ‘Happy Valley’ to learn to be satisfied with his old life. Stanley could not have enjoyed this ending. If anywhere was going to offer him happiness, it was going to be the outside world rather than where he had come from.


At the end of nine months, John’s cousin Moses sent his young pupil teacher for a break to Fynnon Beuno, the small farmhouse six miles north-east of Denbigh that was run by his mother, Mary Owen, who had some cows, sheep and pigs, and brewed beer for her own tavern. Stanley believed that Moses would never invite him to return, and he was right. But he knew and liked the farm, having worked there for a month on leaving the workhouse. This earlier stay had enabled him to earn enough money to pay for some new clothes to replace his workhouse uniform. His aunt Mary had arranged for him to be photographed in his new suit, and this picture – the first ever taken of him – is remarkable. The future Henry Stanley’s expression is one that would remain characteristic for the rest of his life and combines extraordinary determination, with vulnerability and unhappiness – the mouth turned down, the lips compressed, the eyes unusually piercing, especially the left, and his whole posture awkward and yet at the same time somehow defiant in his ill-fitting Eton collar and tight waistcoat. In fact Stanley was a little podgy, a problem that would afflict him on and off over the years. The chairman of the workhouse board, Captain Leigh Thomas, had upset him once by suggesting, tongue in cheek, that ‘it would be of vast benefit’ to him if he ‘were put under a garden roller’.44 A sense of humour was not yet among Stanley’s attributes. But to date his life had given him little to laugh about.


He had not been long at Fynnon Beuno (St Beuno’s Well), in the hamlet of Tremeirchion, when he realized that his recently widowed aunt Mary meant to get rid of him after a few months. If she had ever shown him any affection, he wrote later: ‘I should have become too home-loving ever to leave … I would have served my aunt for years, for a mere smile, but she had not interest enough in me to study my disposition, or to suspect that the silent boy with a somewhat dogged look could be so touched by emotion.’45 John did not want to leave. He was content to mow, plough, shear sheep and mix pigswill, and he also became fond of the bleak surrounding hills and enjoyed driving out the cows to ‘Craig Fawr’, a rocky outcrop affording views of Denbigh.


While at Brynford, John had read Robert Browning’s recently published poem ‘Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came’ and had been overwhelmed by it. Out on ‘Craig Fawr’, or wandering among the windswept hills, he imagined being Childe Roland, the legendary knight of Charlemagne, as he set out on an impossible quest. The Roland of the poem is, like John himself, depressed and fearful of the future. His old companions have let him down, and now everything is up to him, though his chances of success on his military mission are poor. He cannot go back, so he must let go of his past and press on into the unknown. He is a man whose great destiny may also be his doom. The poem’s mix of pathos, self-dramatizing whistling in the wind and genuine nobility held great appeal for the troubled adolescent. It ends with Roland raising his famous horn to his lips and preparing to charge, though death looks sure to follow. A decade later, Stanley would write about the importance of this poem to his developing psyche in a series of letters to his first significant girlfriend. The fact that Roland was so close to his own surname, Rowlands, would have added to the mystique of the poem.46


To get rid of the unwanted boy, Aunt Mary now enlisted the help of her older sister, Maria Morris, who lived in Liverpool. Maria delighted Mary by announcing that her husband, Tom, knew the manager of a Liverpool insurance office, who would definitely be able to offer work to John. Mary now instructed her nephew to write a grovelling letter to his uncle in case he failed to come up with a firm invitation to Liverpool. John began by apologizing in case he had displeased Tom Morris in any way (though it is hard to imagine how he could have done) and told him about his aunt’s and his anxiety. ‘Dearest Uncle, I sue to you for kindness. I have nowhere to go unless I procure a place … Hoping sincerely you will return me an answer by return of post. I shall feel extremely obliged to you, so I remain, Your very humble nephew, John Rowlands.’47 His uncle Tom, a soft-hearted man, wrote back swiftly, summoning him to Liverpool. The plan was that he should arrive there in a month’s time, in August 1858.


Though John was relieved that the uncertainty was over, when the moment to leave finally came he felt nostalgic and emotional. He had spent his entire life at one end or other of the beautiful Vale of Clwyd, and it was his attachment to the landscape, rather than to his aunt and cousins, that made the leaving difficult. Years later, he quoted Wordsworth to explain:




‘… The hills,


Which were his living being, even more


Than his own blood … had laid


Strong hold upon his affections …’48





But like Childe Roland, the seventeen-year-old knew that he had to be bold and leave. From his first sight of Liverpool, as he stood on the deck of the packet steamer, John was dazed by ‘the masses of houses, immensely tall chimneys, towers, lengths of walls, and groves of ships’ masts’. The press of drays, carts and carriages in the streets, and the grinding sound of their metal wheels, were all new to him. His aunt Mary escorted the future explorer through the teeming city, and before parting gave him a guinea, with the words: ‘Be a good boy and make haste to get rich.’49


Initially, John found greater kindness in the back streets of Liverpool, living with the Morris family, than he had at Fynnon Bueno.50 He liked his bluff and hearty uncle and, to start with, had few problems with his younger cousins. But his genial uncle was overextended. He had been a railway official, but for some reason never explained had lost his job and now earned a pound a week checking cotton bales. When Uncle Tom’s insurance contact failed to produce the hoped-for job, Aunt Maria asked her nephew for his suit and his overcoat so they could be pawned. She also took the guinea he had been given by his aunt Mary. John was left with no illusions about the straitened circumstances of his hosts.


After tramping the streets for days, he found a job as a shop boy in a haberdasher’s, trimming lamps, sweeping floors and polishing windows from seven in the morning till nine at night. A week of illness cost him this job. And now he could contribute nothing to the family’s expenses. As hungry for affection as ever, Stanley was disillusioned to find that even bluff Uncle Tom was cooling towards him. After more weeks of tramping, Stanley found work as a butcher’s boy in a street close to Brambley Moor Dock. ‘It was then,’ he recalled later, ‘that I came across the bold sailor-boys, young middies, gorgeous in brass buttons, whose jaunty air of hardihood took my admiration captive.’ Delivering meat to ships in the docks, he ‘marvelled at their lines and size and read with feelings verging on awe the names Blue Jacket … Pocohontas, Sovereign of the Seas. The perfume of strange products hung about them. Out of their vast holds came coloured grain, bales of silks … hogsheads, barrels, boxes, sacks.’


One day John delivered meat to an American packet ship, the Windermere, 1,107 tons, registered at the port of Boston. The captain, David Harding, invited him into his cabin and showed him its fine furnishings and gilded mirrors. Harding promised John five dollars a month and a new outfit if he joined the ship’s company as a cabin boy. Numerous other boys before him had been lured by the same bait, only to endure such terrible treatment on their passage that they deserted at the first American port, enabling the captain to pocket their wages. Knowing nothing of this, the butcher’s boy accepted the offer.51


Although John felt again the terror of impending change, he was on the verge of making one of the bravest and most crucial decisions of his life. Even when his aunt and uncle tried to dissuade him, he refused to change his mind. He could not bear to continue his ‘slavish dependence on relatives who could scarcely support themselves’.52


A few days before Christmas 1858, a month before his eighteenth birthday, John gazed back at Liverpool from the foredeck of the Windermere as she was towed out from the docks into the river Mersey through flurries of snow. 
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TWO


In the Name of the Father





Two days after the Windermere docked in New Orleans in February 1859, after a passage of seven weeks, John Rowlands ‘jumped ship’, having been outraged to be treated not as the cabin boy he had signed on to be, but as the lowest deckhand. When the ship was tied up alongside the famous levee (the principal flat-topped embankment that extended along the river acting as a dike and quay), John strode ashore and was filled with the ‘blissful feeling that rises from emancipation … at last the boy was free!’1 In the workhouse, and then at Fynnon Beuno, he had known ‘scarcely an hour free from the supervision of someone’. But America was different. ‘For the first time I was addressed as a reasonable being … We seemed to stand in the relation of youth to age, not as pupil or servant … The only difference between us was of years.’ In New Orleans, he wrote later, ‘I felt that my person was sacred & inviolable.’2


This democratic sense of the value of everyone (at this date, provided their skin was white) was America’s great gift to him, easing the humiliation of having occupied, as a workhouse bastard, the lowest conceivable position in a society worshipping rank and class. Between 1820 and 1860 more than half a million people came from Europe as immigrants to New Orleans. Many continued on up the Mississippi to the interior, but enough settled in the city to ensure that the majority of its citizens were foreign born. Because very few claimed their social standing by right of birth or length of residence, newcomers were accepted without many questions asked.


After spending his first night ashore in the open air on some bales of cotton, John walked along the waterfront past immense warehouses smelling of fermenting molasses, green coffee and Stockholm tar. What happened next is debatable, and I will give what I believe is a true version of events, after repeating Stanley’s account, given in Chapter Four of his Autobiography. This starts with him suddenly spotting a man in a dark alpaca suit and a tall hat, sitting outside a wholesale store and warehouse, near the Custom House. This genial-looking man was reading a newspaper, and his name, John claimed later, was Henry Stanley. Needing work to feed and house himself, John came to the point with Oliver Twist-like succinctness: ‘Do you want a boy, sir?’ The man in the tall hat asked him to read a few lines from his newspaper, and then to mark some letters on a sack with a paintbrush. Having passed this simple literacy test, John was introduced by Mr Stanley to his friend James Speake, in front of whose business premises he (Henry Stanley) had just been sitting. On Mr Stanley’s recommendation, Mr Speake offered Rowlands a job as a clerk at five dollars a week.3 Soon afterwards, the Autobiography account has Henry Stanley leaving New Orleans on a month’s business trip up the Mississippi. In the meantime, John spent his days taking groceries on trolleys from the depths of the store to the sidewalk, or rolling barrels of flour or liquor to the quayside where he marked them for shipment to sundry Mississippi ports. At the end of his week’s trial, he was engaged at twenty-five dollars a month, and would prove himself a model employee – never arguing or contradicting, and on one occasion exposing the petty thefts of two slaves. His salary would soon be raised by another five dollars.4


According to the Autobiography, Henry Stanley had ‘a desk in the store, which he made use of when in town, and did a good deal of business in produce both with Mr Speake and other wholesale merchants’.5 The next time John saw him, Mr Stanley invited him to call at St Charles Street, where he lived with his beautiful young wife in a highly respectable boarding house with pillared porticoes and cool verandas. It was evident to John Rowlands that Mr Stanley was a rich and successful businessman. But the real revelation was Mrs Stanley. Her refinement captivated John – in fact, he wrote, ‘kindled as much reverence as I ever felt in my life’. In Mr and Mrs Stanley’s rooms, the Autobiography has John hearing, for the first time, well-informed conversation on politics, literature and other subjects.6


Just when John’s new life in America seemed to be progressing so well, an epidemic of yellow fever and dysentery visited New Orleans. One of the victims was James Speake (John Rowlands’s employer) who died in October 1859, eight months after John had started working for him. According to the Autobiography, Mrs Stanley also succumbed while Mr Stanley was said to have been absent on business in St Louis. The beautiful woman’s last words to John were just what he might have wished an ideal surrogate mother to breathe to him at the end: ‘Be a good boy. God bless you!’7


After James Speake’s death, his widow sold the business, and left for Louisville with her two daughters, never to be seen again – at least by Rowlands, who was now out of a job. He acted as paid carer to an ailing sea captain for a few weeks, and later, failing to find any work beyond odd jobs, decided to ask Mr Stanley’s aid. Although the rich businessman had made no effort to find his young protégé, he seemed deeply moved to see John when he turned up in St Charles Street. Not many days later – or so it is stated in the Autobiography – Mr Stanley declared that he wanted to make himself responsible for John’s future. This was the moment John had dreamt of in the workhouse – a rich and cultivated man declares himself ready to be his father, and embraces him. Yet that was not the end of it; Henry Stanley, having once been a religious minister, enacted a quasi-Christian ritual of adoption, re-baptizing John Rowlands with water and the sign of the cross, and telling him: ‘in future you are to bear my name, “Henry Stanley”.’8


After this life-changing event, young Henry claimed that he travelled for two years with his father on riverboats between New Orleans, St Louis and Louisville, and more frequently on the lower Mississippi tributaries. Henry Stanley is described in the Autobiography as ‘a kind of [cotton] broker who dealt between planters up-river and merchants in New Orleans’.9 But, strangely, Mr Stanley’s plans for his new son’s future career did not involve cotton or its transport. Instead, unaccountably, all this voyaging was said to be preparing the former John Rowlands for a life among these up-river planters as the owner of a country store at Pine Bluff on the Arkansas River – a place 400 miles away from New Orleans by river.


In September 1860, it is claimed that Mr Stanley left young Henry to serve a kind of apprenticeship with a landowner friend in Saline County, Arkansas. Then Mr Stanley left for Havana where his brother was said to be dangerously ill. About eight months later – say, June 1861 – young Henry, by now living and clerking in a store at Cypress Bend, learned that his ‘father’ had died suddenly in Cuba. Later still, he heard that no provision had been made for him, and that he was once more on his own.10




*





If only because of his long-standing desire to find a new family, John’s adoption by Mr Stanley can only set alarm bells ringing. As late as the 1890s, the fifty-year-old Stanley would write of how often he had thought, during childhood, ‘What ecstasy it would be if my parent came to me, to offer a parent’s love, as I had enviously seen it bestowed on other children.’11 Indeed, the ‘adoption narrative’ has the quality of a fairy tale in real life – a heart-warming sense that even lives afflicted by the worst privations and unhappiness can change for the better by a happy chance, dealing out rewards commensurate with the deserts of those who have hitherto been unfairly disadvantaged. So what really happened to John Rowlands in New Orleans? Of Stanley’s recent biographers, John Bierman gives the most realistic assessment of the ‘adoption’. He rules it out and concludes: ‘Mr Stanley did, indeed, take an interest in the young Rowlands, but it was not nearly so intense an interest as the lad had hoped for.’12 But even this, in my opinion, misses the mark. Because what truly happened in New Orleans is essential for forming an understanding of the man who emerged as Henry Morton Stanley, I mean to lay out some of the evidence.


I first suspected that John Rowlands had never met anyone called Mr Stanley because there are so many discrepancies between the accounts of his adoption given by him verbally to his relatives in late December 1866, and the marvellously detailed draft chapters he wrote in the mid-1890s for his Autobiography, not long before he finally abandoned the whole project. In 1866, when aged twenty-five, John Rowlands would describe the man he had met at the grocery store on that first morning after he had ‘jumped ship’ as having been encountered inside, rather than outside, and not wearing a tall hat and alpaca suit. In reality nobody had been sitting outside the store. So John, who had in fact seen a sign on the door bearing the words ‘Boy Wanted’, had entered and asked a bespectacled man, whom he found deep in the store, whether he might have a job. ‘The shopkeeper’, John Rowlands told his mother in 1866, gave him a literacy test and then employed him. After that, ‘he was treated always by that shopkeeper with every kindness, and he adopted his name as his own. The shopkeeper was elderly, childless, and his relatives became fiercely jealous of the little Welsh boy.’ John did not tell his family that the real name of this man was James Speake. Instead, he told them he was a Mr Henry Stanley. John claimed that after he had spent several years with him, Mr Stanley dropped down dead, without having made a will.


This story was told to the Welsh journalist Owen ‘Morien’ Morgan, in 1886, by Stanley’s mother, Elizabeth Jones (née Parry), shortly before her death.13 She had relayed it almost verbatim in 1872 to the author and publisher John Camden Hotten, who quoted her at length in that same year in his Henry M. Stanley: the Story of his Life, issued under the insinuating pseudonym of Cadwalader Rowlands.14 These almost identical versions of the adoption story would be lifted, in later years, from Owen Morgan’s newspaper accounts, and from John Hotten’s book, by the authors of many different lives of Stanley that began to appear from 1890 onwards.15


So, instead of feeling that he could abandon the untruths that he had told his family as a young man, Stanley in his maturity would feel compelled to repeat them in his Autobiography manuscript and to iron out their many inconsistencies. He therefore changed his earlier claim that there had been one man responsible for both employing and adopting him. Even in the 1890s there had been too many people still alive in New Orleans who knew that James Speake, of Speake & McCreary’s store, had been John Rowlands’s first employer for it to have been safe for the great explorer to claim that he had worked for Mr Henry Stanley.16 To get round this problem, Stanley in his 1890s manuscript claimed that Speake had been his employer, and Mr Stanley had been Speake’s close friend, with an office desk in the shop. In this clever scenario, Speake maintained a role in John’s life, but Mr Stanley became his original benefactor. It was a most attractive solution to the problem of how to give Speake – his real benefactor – some credit for helping him too.


But was there any truth in it? Did Mr Stanley often come to Speake’s store and do business there? It seems very unlikely. There was only one Henry Stanley in the cotton trade in New Orleans at this date: Henry Hope Stanley, who had the controlling interest in the largest company in town compressing and baling raw cotton mechanically, and who was also the lessee of six shipping wharves with offices in Exchange Place. For two reasons this made him a most improbable candidate for having a desk in a grocer’s store. In the first place, his extraordinarily lucrative business, and Speake’s more mundane one, were very  different; and in the second, Mr Stanley’s offices at 24, Exchange Place were only three blocks away from Speake’s store at 3, Tchoupitoulas Street – so why should he have needed a desk there?17 That Speake was only a wholesale grocer is recorded in Charles Gardner’s New Orleans City Directory. So, even if he sold produce for other suppliers on commission, this would not have made him a credible business partner for a real entrepreneur like Mr Stanley. In reality, James Speake had been the only person who treated Rowlands well – employing him, giving him promotion and agreeing two raises in salary, and suggesting to him that, if he wanted to get on in life, he should aim to open a store on the Arkansas River.18


Before John Rowlands chose to claim as his adoptive father the richer and much more influential Henry Hope Stanley, whom he had heard about only by repute, he had been thinking of casting the humbler Speake in that role. Very revealingly, Henry Morton Stanley wrote in his large diary for 15 October 1895, when visiting New Orleans for the last time: ‘Father’s house is between Common [Street] and Canal St – No. 3 …’ But this was not where Henry Hope Stanley, his supposed adoptive father, had lived. On the same day, he wrote truthfully in a small notebook: ‘Speake’s house was between Common & Canal St – No. 3 …’ James Speake’s store and dwelling were indeed at 3, Tchoupitoulas Street, which is in the block ‘between Canal Street and Common Street’.


Among Henry M. Stanley’s earlier drafts of the Autobiography is a touching passage entitled ‘Death of father’, in which he stares at the dead man’s face – he never names him – and asks himself whether he had behaved to him as well as he ought to have done. Then, ‘a craving wish to hear him speak but one word of consolation, to utter one word of blessing made me address him as if he might hear, but no answer ever came and I experienced a shiver of sadness, & then wished that I could join him.’19 Nothing identifies this effecting piece with Mr Stanley – though it has been said to be a description of his invented death, proving that the writer suffered from serious neurosis.20 But it seems to me much more likely to be a description from life of an actual corpse, and John’s intense feelings towards a real man who had just died. Indeed, James Speake had done exactly that while John Rowlands was still working for him. That was in late October 1859. One indication that John’s relationship with Speake had been close enough for him to have written a moving piece about his death is the fact that Speake’s widow, Cornelia, asked John Rowlands to watch over her husband’s body for the whole night prior to his funeral – surely a most unusual privilege for any ordinary employee.


While Henry Morton Stanley never knew where Henry Hope Stanley’s grave was, he knew exactly where Speake was interred, having been present at the burial. In fact, he revisited the grave in October 1895 as a matter of personal sentiment. James Speake seems to have been the only man, from that period of his life, whom he truly mourned.21 This contrasts with his attitude towards the alleged death of the rich cotton broker. In the Autobiography, H. M. Stanley claimed to have been overwhelmed with grief at parting from his new ‘father’ but, unaccountably, he did not describe his emotions on hearing about the man’s death – an event that his early versions of the adoption story had all included. In his first and original manuscript of the Autobiography he had not mentioned the death either, but his widow, Dorothy, added in her own hand, writing as if she were her late husband: ‘He died quite suddenly in 1861 – I only heard of his death long after.’22 In fairness to her, this may have been what Stanley had always told her had happened in 1861 – although the real Mr Stanley would not die until 1878. If John Rowlands had only been satisfied to have been highly regarded, and even loved by the humble James Speake, and had not surrendered to his tormenting insecurity and substituted a more impressive man, his true account of this period of his life would have moved everyone who read about it.


The fact that James Speake was John Rowlands’s only benefactor is proved beyond doubt partly by the contents of the earliest discarded drafts of the Autobiography23 [see this note for examples], and partly by H. M. Stanley’s extraordinary mistakes and omissions in describing his ‘adoptive’ family. Mr Stanley’s second forename, Hope, is never mentioned by him, nor did he ever record that the unforgettable Mrs Stanley was called Frances, and was Henry Hope Stanley’s second wife, and had been a Miss Miller from Cheshire, in England, and had been only fifteen when she met and married Mr Stanley in 1847.24 Nor is it stated anywhere that Mr Stanley also came from Cheshire – surely a noteworthy fact, being so close to north Wales – and had remained a British subject. When describing Mr Stanley as childless – which was strictly true, since he had no natural children – it was strange not to mention that living with Mr and Mrs Stanley in 1859 was an adopted daughter, Annie, then aged thirteen25 [see this note for further striking omissions]. If John Rowlands had really lived with Mr and Mrs Stanley, he would have known many of the above details and would have felt bound to include them in the draft manuscript of his Autobiography to give it verisimilitude. Furthermore, even if he had parted from the Stanleys after a bitter quarrel, as has been claimed by three of his most recent biographers,26 some friend or relation of Henry Hope or Frances Stanley would have been bound to contact him – there being no difficulty about locating such a famous man – to tell him when they had died and where they were buried.


Both Frances and Henry Hope Stanley died in 1878, and not in 1859 and 1861 respectively, as was claimed in the Autobiography. So why did he tell this particular lie? 27 He killed off Mr and Mrs Stanley suddenly and prematurely, first to explain why he had not kept in touch with his adoptive parents after he left New Orleans; second, to explain why neither parent, both of whom had supposedly loved him, had found time to change their wills in his favour; and third, and most importantly, because these incorrect dates of death would prevent subsequent researchers from identifying his Henry Stanley with Henry Hope Stanley. Indeed, all the omissions of correct facts about Henry Hope Stanley must have been deliberate, enabling him, if relatives of Henry Hope Stanley should ever have challenged his claims to have lived with the cotton magnate, to say that he had lived with another Mr Stanley. This desire not to identify himself in any precise way with Henry Hope Stanley also explains why he claimed that his Henry Stanley had lived in a St Charles Street boarding house – although any street directory would have told him that Henry H. Stanley had lived at 904, Orange Street, opposite Annunciation Square.28


So how was it ever supposed that Stanley once lived in Orange Street, New Orleans, with his ‘father’ – something stated as fact in the most recent biography with any pretensions to being definitive? The idea derives from an anonymous article in the principal New Orleans newspaper, the Daily Picayune (28 December 1890), in which it was stated that Rowlands passed ‘many days in play in hall and balcony and in the square’, and that ‘men who were children of the neighbourhood then, remembered him …’. The author also stated that Rowlands and the Stanleys’ adopted daughter, Annie, had played together as children at 904, Orange Street. This was repeated in an influential article in the Roosevelt Review in June 1944, and thereafter crept into most subsequent biographies.29 But this must be wrong, since there is documentary census evidence to show that Rowlands could only have lived in Orange Street for six weeks in 1860, when he was nineteen years old – hardly the right age to be playing with ‘children of the neighbourhood’.30 Strangely, no author, or journalist, would remark, until the 1940s upon the very puzzling differences between the Henry Hope Stanley of the Daily Picayune and the Henry Stanley of the Autobiography.31 Even when, in 1990, John Bierman expressed his scepticism about the extent and intensity of the relationship between Rowlands and Henry Hope Stanley, he did not question that there had been a genuine link between the two. I can only assume that this link has not been challenged until now because it seemed impossibly audacious for Rowlands to have appropriated another man’s name and claimed a close relationship, not simply without his knowledge or consent, but without ever having known him.


Yet no one was harmed by the story. James Speake died before knowing that Rowlands had assumed the name of a stranger, rather than his own. Henry Hope Stanley had himself been dead a dozen years before any connection was made between him and Henry Morton Stanley and, as already noted, ten years before he died Stanley abandoned any idea of completing or publishing his Autobiography. If the first third of the book (which was all that he ever managed to complete) had remained unpublished – as he had imagined it would – the manuscript would have constituted private therapy, rather than public record. Yet his ‘lies’ have led his critics to treat him with disdain and condescension ever since. His private lies to his mother were made public by her without his knowledge, thus making it all but impossible for him to be honest later. Young people who lie usually do so because they feel bad about themselves and need to enhance their self-esteem. That Stanley should have been trapped for the whole of his life by what he had said to his mother during his twenties was a personal tragedy for him, and for his subsequent reputation.




*





The death of James Speake, in October 1859, was not only a great personal loss, but threw John out of work, without any means of support. Yet the reassurance he had gained from being praised by the good-natured storekeeper was not all lost.32 Nor were his orderliness, and the phenomenal memory that had made him ‘a walking inventory’ of the store’s contents, going to be anything but assets in the future.33 However, the first work he found was not in a store but as assistant to the cook on a Mississippi riverboat. This job did not last long. According to the New Orleans census taken on 1 June 1860, a seventeen-year-old clerk called J. Rolling (a variant of Rowlands, and similar to John Rollins, the name by which several friends knew him) was living in a boarding house in St Thomas Street with various sailors and clerks. But he left again not long afterwards by riverboat for the Arkansas River, 400 miles to the north.34 In St Louis, he had found nothing after ten days of constant tramping.


So he travelled on to Cypress Bend, fifty miles south of Little Rock. Here, he came to a decision, comparable in significance with the one he had made in Liverpool docks eighteen months earlier, at another low point in his life. In the Autobiography, he writes only a single sentence about arriving at Isaac Altschul’s store for the first time: ‘I had no sooner introduced myself than I was accepted by the family with all cordiality.’


It is a great shame that his commitment to his tale of a spurious adoption prevented him from writing an accurate account of this turning point in his life. In all probability this was the moment when he introduced himself as Stanley for the very first time. How do I know? Because he left New Orleans sometime in June or July calling himself Rowlands or Rollins, and arrived at Altschul’s store about a month later. He was sleeping there on 22 August when a census taker called. Apart from listing the names of all the Altschuls, this official added the name of a seventeen-year-old clerk called William Henry Stanley. (In fact, Rowlands was nineteen but did not then know the date of his birth.)35 William would be gone within a year, but Henry would survive – though Stanley would not add the ‘M’, as in Henry M. Stanley, until 1868 and would not finally settle on Morton until 1872, after trying, and abandoning, other names: Morelake, Morley, Moreland, etc., etc.36


What can have been John’s feelings when he knocked on the storekeeper’s door and gave, as his own surname, a name he had chosen for himself? He could hardly have guessed that, just ten years later, it would be famous throughout the world. By leaving Britain he had distanced himself from his illegitimacy and the grim world of his childhood. Now, by giving himself a new name, he felt that he was completing the process. If he hated the baggage of his past, why should he be condemned to carry it always? It had long been his desire to ‘wash out the stains ugly poverty had impressed upon [his] person since infancy’, and to rid himself ‘of the odium attached to the old name and its dolorous history’.37 To associate himself with the name of New Orleans’s best-known cotton broker clearly appealed to him, as may have done the word’s decisive sound. Yet not for half a dozen years would he fix on a story to tell people to account for his name-change. Many years later, a local female friend who had known John well in New Orleans was quoted in a local newspaper as saying that up to the time when he ‘suddenly disappeared’ from the city in mid-1860, he had been called John Rollins. This woman later moved to New York, and Stanley saw her there on several occasions during 1864, at which time he was calling himself Henry Stanley. She discovered this because the friend who came with him called him Henry. What she then told the journalist destroys any notion that the Stanley name was ‘given’ to Rowlands.




I asked him (Rollins) whether he had two names. He said no; but that his mother had recently married again, and that the name of her second husband was Henry Stanley, and that he had taken this name.





So in 1864, it is clear that Stanley was still experimenting with the details of the adoption story. The quality of the information this unnamed woman gave in a long article, entitled ‘Stanley’s Early Life’, published in the New Orleans Daily States in mid-April 1891, proves beyond a shadow of a doubt that she had known John well.38 As with many of Stanley’s fictions, there was a grain of truth in what he said. His mother had indeed recently been married (in 1860), but for the first time, and not to a man called Stanley, but to one called Jones.


From the summer of 1860, while living in America, Rowlands would call himself Stanley, although when he paid brief visits to Wales in 1862 and 1866, he would revert to the Rowlands name. But at the very end of December 1866, when he was staying near St Asaph, at the public house kept by his mother, letters arrived addressed to him as Henry Stanley, and so he was rushed into telling the adoption lie that would entrap him forever – not just as an American (when that worked against him in England), but as a man who always feared any scrutiny of his past.


Because Henry was not his baptismal name, biographers after the name change have called him plain Stanley, without exception, all the time. I mean to call him Henry, as well as Stanley, from now on.
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THREE


A Terrible Freedom





The country store where Henry worked from August 1860 was a riverside log cabin containing a combination of those things sold by gunsmiths, drapers, stationers and ironmongers. Mr Cronin, the Irish salesman, could talk the women from the back-country into buying almost anything, and his charm dazzled the envious Henry. However, Stanley learned from Cronin all there was to know about Ballard, Sharp and Jocelyn rifles, and the comparative merits of Colt and Smith & Wesson revolvers.


The local planters lived like princes, with power of life and limb over hundreds of slaves, and did not tolerate being checked by anyone. It shocked Henry, after the civilities of the city, to witness gunfights and to hear about murders and disappearances. With so many vain and violent men around him, possessing natures ‘as sensitive as hair-triggers’, he was careful not to argue with any backwoodsman or planter who might draw a gun on the least provocation. ‘However amiable they might originally have been, their isolation had promoted the growth of egotism.’ These southern ‘gentlemen’ talked endlessly about their ‘honour’ and often acted to avenge it. In this environment it was every man for himself. So, in case of trouble, Henry bought a Smith & Wesson revolver, and practised with it until he could ‘sever a pack thread at twenty paces.’1


So what sort of a man was the nineteen-year-old Stanley when he arrived at Cypress Bend? In New Orleans, one female friend had described him as ‘burly … undersized, and yet well proportioned, and one of the smartest and biggest talkers I ever met’. Yet he became tongue-tied if ever asked about his family, typically muttering: ‘There is a mystery about my birth.’2 A Swiss clerk, Anton Schumacher, who worked at a doctor’s surgery near Speake’s store, had found Stanley friendly and sympathetic. Both young men were lonely, and together looked after a bulldog for an absent vet. They also shared their cigarettes and sweets. Schumacher recalled Stanley’s ‘melancholy look’, his cleanliness, and his neat straw hat and check neckerchief.3


Unlike most young men living in boarding houses frequented by sailors, Stanley had avoided brothels. However, on one occasion only, he had been taken to ‘a gilded parlour’, where he saw ‘four young ladies, in such scant clothing’ that he was, he wrote, ‘speechless with amazement … When they proceeded to take liberties with my person, they seemed to me to be so appallingly wicked that I shook them off and fled … My disgust was so great that I never, in after years, could overcome my repugnance to females of that character.’4 Abandoned by a promiscuous mother, Henry’s mistrust of prostitutes was not hypocritical. Another incident confirmed his sexual naivety. In his overcrowded boarding house, bed-sharing was not unusual. Once, Stanley slept in a four-poster with a youth called Dick Heaton, who had also jumped ship. Although Dick was ‘so modest he would not retire by candle-light’, and walked in a suspiciously female manner, Stanley only twigged ‘his’ true sex at the end of three days.5 Dick was no fantasy figure, indicative of sexual ambiguity, but was real enough to be mentioned in a letter written to Stanley by a friend from his New Orleans days.6


Although Stanley would say that his trusting nature had inclined him to obey authority, he also had a rebellious streak. So this sexual innocent and teetotaller, who had brought to America a Bible he had been awarded by the Bishop of St Asaph as a prize for good conduct, was hard to fathom. ‘Self-willed, uncompromising, deep’, he had been called by a teacher at Brynford in Wales.7 And he was all those things, as well as innocent and sensitive.


At Cypress Bend, Henry first suffered from malaria – about three attacks a month – and despite taking quinine, his weight was soon a puny ninety-five pounds. This did not stop Mr Altschul sending him out to collect bad debts – a dangerous duty. But greater danger was looming, as he learned from Dan Goree, the son of the store’s most important customer. According to Dan, ‘the election of Abe Lincoln, in November previous, had created a hostile feeling in the South, because this man had declared himself opposed to slavery; and as soon as he became President in March, he would do all in his power to free the slaves. Of course, said he, in that event all slave-holders would be ruined.’ Dan predicted that the South would fight to stop men like his father being robbed. Dr James L. Goree was a medical doctor, who, besides his practice, also owned a plantation, and 120 slaves worth from $500 to $1,200 a head. In May 1861, Arkansas seceded from the Union, joining other Southern states.8 The North’s seizure of the forts at the mouth of the Mississippi persuaded Henry that a blockade would ruin a riverside shop boy like himself, just as it would a plantation owner. Though Henry expressed no revulsion towards slavery in the Deep South – which was legal and accepted by everyone he knew – he was not prejudiced against black people. Indeed, he had lived in a New Orleans boarding house that was owned by a freed black woman and had been recommended to him by two of James Speake’s slaves.9


A frenzied desire to fight the ‘Yankees’ inflamed most of the young men Stanley knew – and most of the young women urged them on. Many customers of the store joined up after Captain Samuel G. Smith raised a local company called the ‘Dixie Grays’. Because Henry felt the quarrel was not really his, and was puzzled that whites meant to fight one another over the rights of blacks, he did not enlist. But on receiving, in a parcel, ‘a chemise and petticoat, such as a negro lady’s-maid might wear’, he felt compelled to act, not least because suspecting that the sender was one of Dr Goree’s beautiful daughters. Later, he would think his standing on his ‘honour’ a ludicrous mistake. But in 1861 ‘it was far from being a laughing matter’ to be called a coward.10Overwhelmed by his old insecurity, on 1 June 1861 Henry enlisted as a private soldier under the name of William H. Stanley. Confederate records state that he was a member of Captain Smith’s company, the Dixie Grays, when it was mustered into the 6th Arkansas Infantry at Pocahontas, near Little Rock, on 26 July. Stanley’s account of the war, when tested against contemporary accounts and the records of individual soldiers mentioned by him, proves to be remarkably accurate.11


Henry’s military career started in Little Rock in early August with bands playing and crowds cheering. ‘We raised the song, “We’ll live and die for Dixie,” and the emotional girls waved their handkerchiefs and wept … The facets of light on our shining muskets and bayonets were blinding … We strode down to the levee with “eyes front,” after the manner of Romans when reviewed by their tribunes!’ Only days later, the straps of Henry’s kit bit into his flesh, and his feet became so sore and blistered that he was compelled to rest at the roadside before limping after the column. A diet of fried, or raw, bacon and horse-beans made men ill, as did the heat and lack of shelter on the 600-mile march to Columbus. It was not long before ‘the poetry of the military profession had departed under the stress of … squalid camp life’. Yet though regretting his folly in devoting himself ‘to be food for powder’, Stanley was determined to do his duty because he loved his ‘Southern friends’.12


The 6th Arkansas Infantry arrived at Corinth, Tennessee, on 25 March 1862. Private William H. Stanley was about to fight in the most significant engagement of the war to date – the Battle of Shiloh. General Ulysses S. Grant and almost 50,000 Federal troops were held up at Pittsburgh Landing, on the Tennessee River, awaiting the arrival of reinforcements before they marched on Corinth. General Albert S. Johnston decided to attack Grant before he was reinforced, and marched his 40,000 men out of Corinth on 4 April.


Shortly before dawn on the 6th, the Confederate army prepared to hurl the Federals into the Tennessee River. The 6th Arkansas Infantry were deployed at the centre of a three-mile line, advancing through thin woods. Alongside Stanley, his seventeen-year-old friend Henry Parker put some violets in his cap, hoping that the enemy would take this for a sign of peace and not kill him. Stanley placed flowers in his own cap too. The Dixie Grays were armed with obsolete muzzle-loading flintlocks, much inferior to the Union soldiers’ Minié and Enfield rifles. In the grey morning light, the Dixies blundered into the enemy line.




I tried hard to see some living thing to shoot at, for it seemed absurd to be blazing away at shadows … at last I saw a row of little globes of pearly smoke streaked with crimson, breaking out … from a long line of bluey [sic] figures in front … After a steady exchange of musketry, which lasted some time, we heard the order: ‘Fix bayonets! On the double-quick!’ … The Federals appeared inclined to await us; but, at this juncture, our men raised a yell … It drove all sanity and order from among us.





The Dixie Grays charged through the tented camp of their adversaries, killing men who had just woken and were still half-dressed.


As the light grew brighter, Henry saw more tents ahead. Bullets hummed past him, and men began to drop. An officer yelled at them to get down. As Stanley heard ‘the patter, snip, thud and hum of the bullets’, it amazed him that anyone could live ‘under this raining death’. He turned to the man beside him ‘and saw that a bullet had gored his whole face, and penetrated into his chest. Another ball struck another man a deadly rap on the head, and he turned on his back and showed his ghastly white face to the sky.’ Stanley heard




a boy’s voice cry out: ‘Oh, stop, please stop a bit, I have been hurt, and can’t move.’ Henry Parker, with the violets in his cap, was staring at his smashed and bleeding foot. Newton Story, a regular at the store, strode forward waving the Dixies’ banner, and called out, ‘Why don’t you come on boys? You see there is no danger!’ His smile and words acted on us like magic.


A quarter of the men in the Confederate army were under twenty years old.





Although the Dixie Grays, and their neighbouring regiments, captured the second Federal line, they could not drive their enemies into the river. The sun was up by now, and Stanley would never forget what he saw. One dead face had upon it ‘a look similar to the fixed wondering gaze of an infant’. It shocked Stanley ‘that the [human] form we made so much of should now be mutilated, hacked and outraged; and that life, hitherto guarded as a sacred thing … should be given up to death’. Everywhere he could smell blood. ‘I cannot forget that half-mile square of woodland.’ The thousand or so dead were buried in long trenches, side by side, ‘all their individual hopes, pride, honour, names, buried under oblivious earth’. Among the dead was General Albert S. Johnston, commander-in-chief of the Confederate army.13


Next day, as the fighting was starting, Henry’s pride was stung when Captain Smith called out: ‘Now, Mr Stanley, if you please, step briskly forward!’ This made Henry rush forward ‘like a rocket’. He was not alone. Colonel Thomas C. Hindman’s brigade, which included the Dixie Grays, and a brigade to their left, advanced too far and were outflanked before being broken up in hand-to-hand fighting. During this brutal process, Henry became cut off from his companions and was captured.14


First he was taken to St Louis, and then by railroad car to Camp Douglas on the outskirts of Chicago, and confined in a huge cattle shed where he slept on a wooden plank bed. The battle’s outcome would filter through to him in time. The Federals had been pushed back three miles but not as far as the river. Of General Grant’s five divisions, one no longer existed, and four had received a mauling, but he had been reinforced by 20,000 fresh troops. So Grant gave no ground on the second day. Consequently, General P. G. T. Beauregard (Johnston’s successor) had to withdraw to Corinth. The Union had 13,047 casualties and the Confederates 11,694 in two days’ fighting. The dead were shared equally and amounted to more than 3,500. Brought up on the Ten Commandments, Stanley was shaken to hear killing loudly applauded. But this was war, and there was nothing to be done. The Battle of Shiloh gave warning that the Confederacy in the West would soon be defeated – though three years of fighting lay ahead in the East. One letter survives from a soldier who fought alongside Stanley. He was Private James Slate, and after the battle he regretted seeing ‘our boyish-looking Stanley no more’. ‘We all loved you,’ he wrote, explaining that his personal gratitude was because ‘you have wrote many letters for me’.15


In Henry’s first week at Camp Douglas almost 220 of the 8,000 prisoners in the camp, died of dysentery and typhoid.16 Each day Stanley watched the dead rolled in their blankets and ‘piled one upon another, as the New Zealand frozen-mutton carcases are carted from the docks’. The vermin, the stench of the latrines and the constant fear of falling sick filled Henry with a sense that ‘we were simply doomed’. He did not blame the camp commandant, Colonel James A. Mulligan, or the civil commissioner of the camp, Mr Shipman, for the deaths, and later admitted that he and other Confederate prisoners were better fed than Union prisoners were in Southern camps.17 After Stanley had been at Camp Douglas a few days, the apparently kindly Mr Shipman told him, and a few other prisoners, that they would be released if they agreed to become Union soldiers. Why stay, and risk dying of disease, when the South’s cause was morally rotten? Despite the continuing deaths, Henry held out for six weeks before changing sides. He had been through hell with his fellow Southerners and felt disloyal. But as a foreigner embroiled in the war by chance, and having little understanding of the conflict’s true significance, Stanley’s behaviour was not unforgivable. To save his life, as he saw it, he enrolled in the Union’s Artillery service on 4 June 1862.18
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A contemporary drawing of Camp Douglas








There has been some dispute about whether Stanley was ever at Camp Douglas, or ever joined the Union army.19 However, the records of the Adjutant General’s Office in the National Archives in Washington confirm his capture at Shiloh, his imprisonment at Camp Douglas, Illinois, and his enlistment for three years in the 1st Illinois Light Artillery, ‘L’ Battery. Federal records also show that he dropped the forename William while a prisoner in Camp Douglas, since he enlisted in the artillery as Private H. Stanley. Henry gave his age as twenty-two, his height five foot six, his eyes light blue, his hair auburn, his place of birth New York, and his place of enlistment Chicago.20 Apart from the place of birth, which moved him closer to claiming to be an American, the other details were not far out. His regiment left almost at once by railroad car for Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia. Soon after arriving there, Stanley collapsed, suffering from the same dysentery and fever that had been carrying men off by the score in the prison camp. He was admitted to the local hospital, and was left there on 22 June when the regiment moved on.21


In his Autobiography manuscript, Stanley claims that he was discharged by the Federal army at this point. In fact, he was ordered to report for duty when in better health. For over a year, Battery ‘L’ remained in West Virginia, at New Creek, so his rejoining would have been perfectly straightforward. His failure to do so led to his being listed a deserter on 31 August 1862.22 Soon after the 22nd he discharged himself from hospital, having decided that he would not fight for the North. Having been coerced into joining up, he probably felt that desertion was not dishonourable. Yet he did feel he had been corrupted by the fighting: ‘Only thirty minutes sufficed to drive out all that we had ever heard of goodness, love, charity, all memories of church, God, heaven’;23 every day in the army, ‘a host of influences was at work sapping moral scruples’, and ‘all that was weak, vain, and unfixed in my own nature conspired to make me as indifferent as any of my fellows to all sacred duties.’24


Free of the army at last, he headed for the east coast, hoping to work his passage to Liverpool. Undoubtedly, he had failed to prosper during his two and a half years in America. But he hoped his relations would accept that this had not been his own fault. Surely they would rejoice with him for his having survived a great battle, though he owned no more than the clothes on his back? It took a week to walk a dozen miles eastwards along the Hagerstown road. Weak and emaciated, Henry had to rest every few hundred yards. Four miles from Sharpsburg, he collapsed. A farmer, called Baker, rescued him and spread some straw as a bed in an outhouse. For a month this good Samaritan fed him on milk and light food, until he was well enough to help with the last days of the harvest. In mid-August, Mr Baker drove Henry into Hagerstown and paid his railroad fare to Baltimore.25 Stanley worked for a few weeks on an oyster schooner in Chesapeake Bay, and then, in late September, sailed from Baltimore to Liverpool.




* 





The E. Sherman entered the river Mersey early in November with H. Stanley among her complement of deckhands. On landing at the once familiar Liverpool docks, Henry went to see his uncle Tom and his aunt Maria Morris, and spent his first night in Britain with them. His plan was to travel the following day to Bodelwyddan village, near St Asaph, where his mother and her husband, Robert Jones (they had married two years earlier), kept the Cross Foxes public house. Jones had been a plasterer, and had only recently become a publican under his wife’s influence.26 Tom Morris told his nephew that his new stepfather was ‘a scamp’ for having deserted Elizabeth Parry after she had given birth to his son, Robert, in 1848. What kind of man would let the mother of his children spend three months in the workhouse, and then wait another four years before marrying her? Tom said that Jones was the type of man who only married a woman ‘better able to look after herself, than he was’.27 And Elizabeth was indeed capable – being the landlady of a second pub in Denbigh. Uncle Tom warned Stanley (who resumed his Rowlands name for this trip) that his mother’s youngest son had died in the summer from meningitis, at the age of six, leaving her grief-stricken.


Exactly how high Stanley pitched his hopes of succeeding with his mother is unknown. With the income from two pubs, she was prosperous; and with a settled domestic life, perhaps she was at last in a position to help her firstborn. Yet nothing should detract from the immense courage it must have taken to seek her out after being ignored for twenty-one years. Many adults rejected in childhood prefer the pain of loneliness to risking a new experience of annihilation. And Henry knew little about his mother. Suffering can harden people as often as it can make them more sympathetic, and he had no idea which effect it had had on her. Years later, he wrote: ‘With what pride I knocked at the door, buoyed up by a hope of being able to show what manliness I had acquired, not unwilling perhaps to magnify what I meant to become …’28


In a recently discovered letter, Stanley gave a graphic account of what happened when he arrived, ill and exhausted, at his mother’s pub near St Asaph, having walked the last fifteen miles of his journey. He knocked at the side door as night was closing in.




My mother opened it, starting back, aghast at seeing me. The couple were at supper when I had thus appeared. My mother said very little – but what she did say will never be forgotten. Her husband merely looked up but uttered no word … I was very hungry – and as it was a matter of necessity I took a plateful of rice pudding and slept that night – but at 5.30 a.m. next morning I was off again, not having exchanged a word with R. Jones.29





What Stanley’s mother had said to her sick and penniless son was: ‘Never come back to me again unless you are in far better circumstances than you seem to be in now.’30 And to make sure that there could be no misunderstanding, this mother of five illegitimate children added with breathtaking hypocrisy and cruelty that he was ‘a disgrace to them in the eyes of their neighbours’ and that he ought to leave ‘as speedily as possible’. No one who has not been gripped as a young adult by an unsatisfied hunger for parental love will find it easy to imagine how Stanley could have endured such treatment and still have longed to be accepted by this mother who had wronged him all his life. But, despite his humiliation, Stanley was far from finished with his family, and he knew, even then, that he would be impelled by his neediness to try again, as soon as he had made some money. For him, an utterly indifferent mother was still better than no mother at all. But his awful experience at the Cross Foxes had the effect of driving the tenderness in his nature further below the surface.31


As Stanley started the long walk to Liverpool, his misery was intense. Unloved and deeply sensitive, but angry too, and understandably self-pitying, he knew that, for the present, there was nothing to keep him in Britain. But what could he possibly do that might one day gain him the position and money that might soften her heart towards him? Riches could never be achieved by mundane clerking, or work as a glorified shop boy.


On leaving north Wales, he stayed briefly with Tom and Maria Morris, the kindliest of all his relations,32 and sailed from Liverpool docks in December 1862. Between then and July 1864, little can be said of his movements. He returned to seafaring for at least six months, on one occasion deserting his ship in Barcelona and begging his way through Catalonia to the French border, before sailing from Marseilles as a deckhand in another vessel. Most of the ships he sailed on plied between Liverpool and the ports on North America’s eastern seaboard. Sometimes he was hired as a deckhand, sometimes as an assistant cook.33


A shipmate, Thomas Nisbet, sailed with him on a Nova Scotia vessel, the Burmah, taking a cargo of gas, coal and machinery to New Orleans, and then on to the Caribbean islands. Nisbet wrote to Stanley later:




We were off Jamaica with the Blue Mountains in sight, do you remember going out on the studding sail boom in the dusk … and catching an eagle, bringing it down and giving it to the captain on the quarter deck? You used to go from one mast to another on the stays, hand over hand, instead of coming down the rigging … You had the same quiet pluck and daring on that ship that you have displayed since …34





Whatever Henry’s inner feelings, the impression he gave was of a tough and resourceful young man. By late October 1863, Stanley was in Brooklyn, clerking for and lodging with a hard-drinking notary public whom he called ‘Judge’ Thomas Hughes. One night Hughes attacked his wife with a hatchet, and Henry separated them. In the summer of 1864, he came to an astonishing decision: he resolved to join the Federal armed forces for the second time. This may have been partly because Hughes’s business partner, Lewis Stegman, had just joined up to escape their drunken employer. Stanley chose the Federal navy, rather than the army. He was familiar with ships, and knew very well that if he had rejoined the army his earlier desertion might have come to light. At this time he was living immediately opposite the Brooklyn Navy Yard.35


On 19 July 1864, Henry enlisted for three years. His age, he said, was twenty, when really he was twenty-three.36 Two years earlier in Chicago he had claimed to be twenty-two – but creating this age difference was deliberate. He needed to differentiate naval Henry Stanley from Henry Stanley the army deserter. To achieve this, he also changed the colour of his eyes from blue to hazel and made his hair dark. His place of birth now became England. He seems to have felt, after all his sufferings, that he had a right to sprinkle official forms with untruths. Henry made no mention of having been a seaman, only that he had been a clerk. This meant that he was listed as a ‘landsman’ – making him more eligible, he hoped, for the post of ship’s clerk or writer. He would not be disappointed. Soon after joining the 3,300-ton screw steamer USS Minnesota at Hampton Roads, Virginia, he was given that position.


The ship’s writer rated as a petty officer, and his duties included keeping the ship’s log and other records, and working closely with the first lieutenant. Stanley would now do civilized work, and have time for reading travel books – a new passion. The Minnesota saw no action after being involved, peripherally, in the bombardment of Fort Fisher in December 1864. Apart from writing an official account, Henry wrote a more highly coloured version of the bombardment and managed to sell it to several newspapers. These descriptive paragraphs marked his debut as a journalist – a significant moment in his life.37


In January 1865, a synchronized Federal land and sea attack on Port Wilmington’s defences was at last successful, effectively ending Stanley’s hopes of further active service. For six months, he had been getting to know members of the Minnesota’s 600-strong crew, among them Commodore Joseph Lanman’s fifteen-year-old messenger boy, Lewis Noe. Stanley always envied people with relaxed personalities and a graceful way of moving – traits that his self-consciousness denied him. He described Lewis as having ‘regular classical features, and a pair of laughing, mischievous black eyes’. Tall for his age, and slight, Lewis Noe seemed to Henry ‘a thorough specimen of an American boy’. Lewis could, in addition, ‘whistle every known song … catch balls like a juggler, imitate a cat to perfection and excellently perform difficult acrobatic feats’.38 Such circus tricks might have been expected to wear thin, but they did not. Lewis’s boyish admiration soothed the insecure, though outwardly blasé Stanley.


The dynamics between the twenty-three-year-old ship’s writer and the much younger Noe were not homosexual as has been suggested.39 Stanley’s day-to-day family, in so far as he had ever had one, had consisted of his young friends at the workhouse, rather than his relations. At St Asaph, as head boy, he had enjoyed power and kudos among the boys, which had helped him believe in himself. Without support from parents or relatives, this desire to be admired by boys and young men would continue into his adult life as essential underpinning for his self-esteem. There would also be an imaginative and creative component in his attachment to youth and youthful interests.


Like many boys his age, Lewis was a natural escapist who enjoyed stories of the Wild West and far-flung colonial outposts. Stanley loved these stories too, and ever since his confinement in the workhouse had entertained fantasies of escape into exotic regions. Lewis Noe would often see Henry reading ‘adventures and foreign travels’. One of his favourite authors was Thomas Mayne Reid, the prolific writer of boys’ adventures that were set in every part of the globe. And Stanley could communicate his excitement. ‘He was full of aspirations for adventure,’ wrote Noe, ‘and told marvellous tales of foreign countries, and he urged that when we should leave the service, I should accompany him on a proposed tour in southern Europe. Being of a romantic turn of mind, I was pleased at the suggestion.’40 Lewis’s grasp of world geography is probably to blame for his supposing that the region Stanley wanted to travel through was southern Europe, when he (Stanley) always referred to it as Asia Minor, and sometimes as the Levant. But poor geographer though Noe was, Stanley’s friendship with the young American enabled him to make the imaginative leap required to place him on the road to becoming an African explorer.


It is scarcely conceivable that Stanley’s omnivorous reading would not have included the three most famous travel books of the period, all set in the general region he wished to visit: Alexander W. Kinglake’s classic Eothen or Traces of Travel brought back from the East (1844), W. G. Palgrave’s A Year’s Journey through Central and Eastern Arabia in 1862–1863, and Richard F. Burton’s Personal Narrative of a Pilgrimage to Al-Madinah and Meccah (1853). In these books about Middle Eastern travel, their authors had recorded adventures of varying degrees of danger. Inevitably, it occurred to Henry that if he could complete a comparable journey, he too might manage to write a best-seller about it. As a famous travel author, he would surely be able to win his mother’s heart by giving her rare foreign carpets and silverwork. In most well-known travel books, the author was a romantic hero, often dressing like the local people in order to understand them better, or disguising himself, as Burton had done, for a secret objective. Stanley had himself photographed in Arab dress a few years later, plainly influenced by such books. With Livingstone, Burton and Speke all writing about their travels, African exploration was in a league of its own for generating admiration; but the Levant had the advantage of being cheaper and easier to reach, and a lot less dangerous.


In February 1865, in order to expedite his travels with Lewis, Stanley suggested that they should both desert from the navy. This was another of those extraordinary, spontaneous decisions that would change the direction of Henry’s life. Incredibly, he and Lewis were undeterred by the fear of a possible death sentence or a term of imprisonment. Stanley was a skilful copyist, so he had little trouble creating bogus passes for the two of them, complete with Commodore Lanman’s faultlessly forged signature. They would desert, he decided, when the Minnesota had her next re-fit at Portsmouth Navy Yard, New Hampshire. Henry bought civilian clothes from some carpenters working on the ship. These garments he and Noe put on under their naval uniforms, which they meant to discard as soon as they had safely left the dockyard. Everything went to plan on Henry’s chosen day, 10 February 1865. Their passes were not challenged by the sentries at the dockyard gate, and this unlikely duo mingled unnoticed with the local citizens on their way out of town.41


There followed a chaotic year during which Henry turned his back on safe employment and, despite acts of dishonesty and violence and numerous failures of judgement, launched himself on the uncertain path that within four years would bring him within sight of the greatest adventures the age had to offer. By wielding a Svengali-like influence over the admiring younger man, and persuading him to do things he would never have dreamed of doing if left to himself, Stanley could feel powerful. For the next year and a half, as if he was addicted, Henry’s passion for adventure overwhelmed almost every practical and moral consideration.


On arriving in New York, although he was a recent deserter and ought to have feared being traced, Stanley accepted employment once again from Mr Hughes, whose drinking was no better than it had been in 1863. When Noe failed to find work, Stanley suggested another way to earn the money they needed for their life-changing Middle Eastern travels. The Union’s military authorities were offering a bounty to anyone recruiting a volunteer. So, if Lewis were to enlist in the army, Henry could collect the bounty; and if he later deserted, and then re-enlisted in another unit, there would be another bounty to be collected. And of course the brilliant planner and penman would assist with passes, civilian clothes and anything else required. Unfortunately, without warning, Lewis told his father that he had deserted from the navy. His horrified parents begged him to join the army at once under an assumed name so he would not be caught and hanged. The boy did as they asked. He had no problem choosing a false surname, since Stanley had already suggested Lewis Morton as the name under which he should make his first attempt at ‘bounty-jumping’. (Morton was not yet settled as Stanley’s middle name.)


Henry was enraged when told that Lewis had joined the army. How could they go travelling now? He ordered him to desert at once, but Lewis refused; so their Levantine journey would clearly have to wait. Fortunately, at this frustrating moment, Henry heard about major finds in the Colorado goldfields. Out West, he might make enough money to pay for Noe’s travel expenses as well as his own. So Henry gave up his clerical job and left for the Rocky Mountains. Stanley left ‘Judge’ Hughes at just the right time. Days later, the lawyer jumped from a fifth-floor office window, and broke his neck on the sidewalk.42


On the eve of his departure for a life dedicated to risk-taking, Stanley, at twenty-four, was a changed man from the eighteen-year-old who had arrived in America six years earlier. The biddable and obedient workhouse boy had survived the Battle of Shiloh in the physical sense, but the absence of all morality during those years of conflict had left its mark on him. Henry’s changing sides at Camp Douglas had been a matter of self-preservation, but his enlistment in the Federal navy had been entirely different: almost a demonstration of thinking himself above, or at least outside, the framework of rules by which ordinary people lived their lives. Yet Stanley would probably have been shocked if anyone had accused him of undermining Noe’s sense of right and wrong. In all his letters to Lewis he called him his ‘friend and brother’, and was plainly eager to ingratiate himself with the boy’s sister and his father, and to correspond with both. His old longing to be part of a close-knit family – and the Noes appeared to be just that – persisted. And though, in Henry’s eyes, Lewis had disappointed by failing to be guided by him, ‘brother Henry’ still needed Lewis’s unquestioning loyalty.


As a mark of especial ‘brotherly’ favour, Stanley had shown Lewis a photograph of his mother, declaring that ‘he was the only person he had ever shown it to’.43 That he had a mother who had rejected him at birth was the most intimate revelation Stanley could make. Although Henry would soon meet a new protégé, he still thought of Noe as his special confidant and ideal brother, and would not forget him when the time came to mount his full-scale dress rehearsal as an explorer.
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