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Note on names and spelling


Many of the places mentioned by the Niger’s explorers and in Park’s two books no longer exist and for several of those that do, the names have changed in their spelling, or changed entirely, since Park and those who followed him wrote them down. Timbuktu, for example, appears in several different spellings in the sources discussed. Park’s birthplace in the Scottish Borders appears in different forms – ‘Foulshiels’, ‘Fowlshiels’, ‘Fowlsheals’ – the variant spellings sometimes being used even by members of Park’s family. I have kept to the modern form, Foulshiels. Arabic and African personal names are given as they appear in the sources consulted. I have quoted extensively, but always with the reader in mind, so that we can get as close as possible to the conversations, politics, and personal relationships that lie behind Park’s life and the Niger’s exploration. In doing so, I have left intact the original spelling of words and the original form of sentences.




Note on the maps


Maps are important in exploration and to the stories we tell about it. Many of the maps reproduced in this book are large, and so in their original format are either folded, or exist only as fragile manuscripts or were printed, often poorly, in the periodicals of the day. Maps in this period were not all drawn in ‘standard’ ways using modern conventions of scale and orientation. The importance of the many maps included rests less in their specific detail and more because they reveal the slow ‘emergence’ of the Niger in the European geographical imagination – even when the mapped position of the Niger was wholly wrong.





 


 




The idea of a great river, rising in the western mountains of Africa and flowing towards the centre of that vast continent; whose course in that direction is ascertained for a considerable distance, beyond which information is silent, and speculation is left at large to indulge in the wildest conjectures – has something of the unbounded and mysterious, which powerfully attracts curiosity and takes a strong hold of the imagination.


J. Whishaw, ‘Account of the Life of Mungo Park’, in M. Park,
The Journal of a Mission to the Interior of Africa,
in the Year 1805 (1815)








Preface and acknowledgements


Mungo Park and I have been keeping one another company for quite some while. I cannot remember when first I came across him or read his Travels in the Interior Districts of Africa, but I have been researching him, taking notes on the Niger’s exploration, and thinking about Park, his successes, his failures, his still mysterious death, and his varied afterlife, for over twenty years. This book is the result.


Others have turned to Mungo Park before me. In a preliminary note at the start of his 1934 biography of Park, Lewis Grassic Gibbon wrote ‘I think I have read almost everything by or about Mungo Park – everything which still survives in print or manuscript.’ I should hesitate, I know, before making the same claim – but I think it equally true. I can at least say with confidence that I have included much new material on or about Park that has appeared in the nearly ninety years since Grassic Gibbon wrote, especially on Park’s afterlife, including Gibbon’s and other biographers’ views of Park’s achievements.


I have extended Park’s engagement with the Niger to include those who followed him in exploring that river, hoping as they did so not only to solve that part of the Niger problem which Park left unanswered but also to determine how and where he had died. As they did so, geographers of one type or another – ‘in-the-field’ explorers or ‘armchair geographers’ – slowly revealed the course and termination of the river Niger and, equally slowly, reduced Europeans’ ignorance of Africa.


This is, then, a book about Mungo Park and the ‘unbounded and mysterious’ Niger, as Park’s first biographer described it, but it is also about the Niger problem, the Niger’s explorers, and about exploration itself.


All books are collaborative efforts – Park’s 1799 Travels certainly was. I owe much to a great many people for their insight, courtesies, and practical assistance over the years as rough notes and poorly expressed arguments began to coalesce into what I hope is a coherent narrative. Fraser MacDonald, Innes Keighren, Richard Fardon, David McClay, Dane Kennedy, and David Livingstone at various times listened, corresponded, and advised, and I am grateful to them. I acknowledge with thanks the staffs of the British Library, the National Archives, the National Library of Scotland, Cambridge University Library, the Centre for Research Collections in the University of Edinburgh Library, Special Collections in the University of St Andrews Library, the British Museum of Natural History Archives, the Library of Congress Maps Division, Borders Council Archives within Borders Museum and Archive Services, Fran Baker at Chatsworth House Archives, Crispin Powell, archivist to His Grace the Duke of Buccleuch, Margaret Wilkes for assistance with the archives of the Royal Scottish Geographical Society, and Kirsty Archer-Thompson and Claudia Bolling in the Abbotsford Archives. For their assistance with material in the keeping of the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, I am grateful to Graham Hardy, David Long, Lynsey Wilson, and Leonie Paterson. I am grateful to Philip Dodds for drawing to my attention the evidence on Park’s 1799 book in the Bell and Bradfute papers in Edinburgh City Archives. I am grateful to Karina Williamson for her permission to cite as I have from her article on Park with Mark Duffill. I have several times tried to contact Mark Duffill over this article and his biography of Park, but without success, and I hope that this acknowledgement of his fine work will suffice. I am grateful to Raymond Howgego for information on Damberger and the inclusion of elements of Park’s travels within Damberger’s fraudulent narrative of African travels. For assistance with the translations of Park’s Travels, I acknowledge the help of Dan Hopkins over the Danish edition, and Ib Friis for advice on the Swedish edition.


Acknowledgement of permission to reproduce the many illustrations in the book appears alongside the images themselves. It would be a considerable discourtesy, however, not to thank several individuals who were especially helpful in this respect, often in circumstances inconvenient to themselves as they and their institutions faced restrictions upon access to the original material and to their reproduction. It is a pleasure in this respect to acknowledge Eugene Rae and Joy Wheeler in the Royal Geographical Society (with the Institute of British Geographers), Lucinda Lax and Helen Smailes of the National Galleries of Scotland, Laura de Beaté of the Borders Museum and Archives Services, Megan Barford and Beatrice Okoro of the National Maritime Museum, Paul Cox of the National Portrait Gallery London, Paul Johnson of the National Archives, and, in the National Library of Scotland, Chris Fleet in the Map Library and Hazel Stewart in the Library’s Imaging Services. Chris Simmonds was immensely helpful in helping prepare the illustrations for publication.


I am honoured that Nicholas Crane and Dane Kennedy accepted the invitation to write a few words about the book and I thank them for their endorsements, Nick as a best-selling author and TV geographer, Dane as a leading figure in the histories of exploration. Thanks also go to the staff at Birlinn, especially Hugh Andrew for his encouragement over the book, and to Andrew Simmons for his patience and guidance. James Rose was an excellent copy-editor.


My final thanks go to four people without whom this book probably would not have been written in the ways it has, or perhaps at all. Andrew Grout has acted as a research assistant to me, formally and informally, for many years and has, again, proven himself peerless in tracking down unusual and hard-to-find Park material. Henry Noltie, always a patient listener and source of sound advice as well as being a walking companion and a fine writer, drew my attention to the Park material in the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh. Years ago, Jim Cameron of the University of Western Australia generously passed to me his notes on Barrow and the Niger’s exploration: I hope I have done his own research justice in the use I have made of it. Last, but always first, I owe so much to my wife Anne. She took several of the photographs that appear in the book and, uncomplainingly, has had to live with me and Mungo Park for quite some while.





Introduction


‘Still but a wide extended blank’


Mungo Park and a 2,000-year-old geographical problem


This is a book about geography, exploration, and death. It is about the life, death, and afterlife of the Scottish explorer Mungo Park who in 1796 solved the first part of a 2,000-year-old geographical puzzle and who, sometime in 1806, died failing to solve the second. It is about the achievements and the failures of those men who, following Park, sought to solve what to Europeans was the world’s greatest geographical puzzle – and who died trying. And it is about those men who did solve that puzzle without leaving home. This is a story of geography, biography, authorship, exploration, and the river Niger.


By the end of the eighteenth century, the Niger was a 2,000-year-old geographical problem in two parts: which way did the river run, and where did the river end? Classical authors such as Ptolemy and Herodotus had written about the river but come to no firm conclusion on either point. Medieval scholars fared little better, even when they could draw on African sources. Did the river flow east to west as some surmised, or west to east as others believed? Where, if it did, did the Niger enter the sea or did it, as some argued, flow into an inland lake in north Africa and from there into the Nile? Simply, no one in Europe seemed to agree where this major river ran and in which direction. The fact that indigenous peoples knew the river by different names only confused matters further. For those who thought the river flowed eastwards to join with the Nile, the Niger seemed to hold the key to the possibility of trans-African commerce, from the Gambia and Senegal in west Africa to Alexandria in Egypt and, from there, to the Mediterranean and to Europe.


As tales of African gold and ivory reached Europe and as geographers and map-makers failed to agree over how to describe and depict the river, knowing where the Niger ran and where it ended mattered. Its precise expression varied over time, but for interested contemporaries in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the river Niger was the world’s single greatest geographical problem.


The route to its solution began in a London pub. The Association for Promoting the Discovery of the Interior Parts of Africa, known usually as the African Association, was established on 9 June 1788 in the St Alban’s Tavern, off London’s Pall Mall. The dozen members of the Association, a mix of nobility, clergy, and parliamentarians led by the prominent naturalist Joseph Banks, had previously met as the Saturday’s Club for the convivial discussion of current and world affairs. As Henry Beaufoy MP, first secretary to the Association, made clear, the conversation that day centred upon the world’s geography, ignorance of it in general and, specifically, ignorance of Africa’s interior. In their view, the recently completed Pacific voyages of James Cook had been so successful ‘that nothing worthy of research by Sea, the Poles themselves excepted, remains to be examined’. Banks would have agreed no doubt: his standing as Britain’s pre-eminent natural historian and someone who had the ear of politicians derived from his having sailed with Cook to the southern oceans.


By contrast, knowledge of the world’s continents was poor as Beaufoy reminded those present: ‘by Land, the objects of discovery are still so vast, as to include at least a third of the habitable surface of the earth: for much of Asia, a still larger proportion of America, and almost the whole of Africa, are unvisited and unknown’. Such general geographical ignorance was reprehensible but that of Africa in particular ‘must be considered as a degree of reproach upon the present age’.


Recognising what they did not know and determined to do something about it, the nine like-minded men present that June day in 1788 agreed upon a resolution: ‘That as no species of information is more ardently desired, or more generally useful, than that which improves the science of Geography; and as the vast continent of Africa, notwithstanding the efforts of the ancients, and the wishes of the moderns, is still in a great measure unexplored, the members of this Club do form themselves into an Association for Promoting the discovery of the inland parts of that quarter of the world.’ Banks and Beaufoy, together with Andrew Stuart, a lawyer who served on the Board of Trade, and Richard Watson, the Bishop of Llandaff and Archdeacon at Ely Cathedral, formed the Association’s first Committee of Management.1


This resolution and the attitudes of mind that lay behind it – about improved geographical understanding, about ancient authorities, and about Africa – spoke to a peculiarly European and even a distinctively British perspective on the geography of the world at the end of the eighteenth century. It was certainly one widely held. As he looked back in his Modern Geography of 1802 at the late eighteenth-century voyages of Cook, Lapérouse, and Bougainville and to the effects of such European maritime exploration, geographer and essayist John Pinkerton noted how the recent geographical discoveries of Australasia and Polynesia together constituted a new ‘fifth part of the world’. The ancients knew the world in terms of three parts: Asia, Europe, and Africa. From the end of the fifteenth century, Columbus and others had added a fourth, the Americas. By the eighteenth century, “Old world” though it was, Africa was the poor relation among the Enlightenment world’s emergent geographies.


Parts of Africa were known to Europeans. North Africa along the Mediterranean coast and Egypt down the Nile was well known to European traders. Important information on southern Africa had recently come to light through the work of the Swede Anders Sparrman, parts of whose 1785 publication documented his travels with James Cook on the latter’s second voyage. Abyssinia would become better known following the travels of the Scot James Bruce whose published account was even then ‘preparing for the press’ as Beaufoy told his pub companions. Africa south of the Sahara remained largely hidden from European view, however, excepting what little was known around coastal trading centres run by the British, Danish, Dutch, French, and Portuguese. As Beaufoy further noted, ‘notwithstanding the progress of discovery on the coasts and borders of that vast continent, the map of its interior is still but a wide extended blank . . . The course of the Niger, the places of its rise and termination, and even its existence as a separate stream, are still undetermined.’2


Africa’s sub-Saharan interior was unknown in part because its physical geography discouraged ease of access: an extensive desert to the north, dense forests beyond the coastal margins and, in its equatorial and tropical regions, a climate that for Europeans could occasion disease and heavy mortality. The sheer territorial extent of the continent meant locations, distances and travel times were uncertain, for outsiders at least. To the geographical authority James Rennell, whose work with Mungo Park would do much to lift the veil of European ignorance on Africa, the fact that the geography of Africa was little known ‘is to be attributed more to natural causes, than to any absolute want of attention on the part of Geographers’. For him, Africa’s little-known geography, especially its interior, seemed to reflect Divine disposition and the limited location of human affairs: ‘Formed by the Creator, with a contour and surface totally unlike the other Continents, its interior parts elude all nautic[al] research; whilst the wars and commerce in which Europeans have taken part, have been confined to very circumscribed parts of its borders.’ Because they knew so little, Europeans often got things about Africa wrong.3


For the English traveller William Browne who travelled extensively in northern Africa in the early 1790s, ‘errors in African geography are numerous and proceed from various causes’: provinces had more than one name, orthography varied, and there seemed to be no agreed or standard measurements for the passage of time or linear distance. His was a view based, like that of Banks, Beaufoy, and Pinkerton, upon European ignorance and from a concern to read Africa’s geography only in European terms. Africa’s size and the diversity of its physical geography was a puzzle to Europeans. What was known seemed strange and, because strange, was often regarded as outside and below what Europeans took for granted as normal and acceptable. In part too, what seemed to be myriad kingdoms, states, and political identities presented a complex social geography, poorly understood by Europeans. And because they were poorly understood by Europeans, Africa’s human populations were as commonly misrepresented by them, usually in terms of racial hierarchies which positioned white Europeans at the top, black Africans at the bottom.4


Beaufoy’s ‘reproach upon the present age’ was not simply about European geographical ignorance concerning Africa and the course of the Niger. The Association was founded at a time of rising concern over slavery and the slave trade – several of its members were involved in the abolitionist movement. Abolitionism was rooted in moral outrage against the horrors inflicted on Africans, especially along the ‘Slave Coast’ – today’s Togo, Benin, and the western coast of Nigeria. It stemmed also from concerns about the economic impact upon European capitalism since, were slavery and the slave trade to be abolished, the economies of western Africa would be hard pressed to pay for British goods. As Mungo Park would discover, public interest in his 1799 Travels in the Interior Districts of Africa following his first Niger trip centred almost as much upon what he wrote (and did not write) on slavery as it did upon his account of the river’s exploration.


Interest in the Niger was fundamentally and enduringly a question of geography. While geographical ignorance and a concern to promote natural philosophy and humanitarianism lay at the heart of late eighteenth-century British interests in the Niger, commercial interests were also evident. They would become more so over time, from the 1830s especially. The exploration of the Niger was always centrally about the geography of the river, but it was never only so. At one time or another and to different degrees, slavery and its abolition, ethnography, the politics of west-central Africa, correcting Classical authorities, delimiting the physical geography of the interior, promoting missionary activities, commercial opportunism, and imperial advantage were each and all motives for knowing where the Niger ran and where it ended.


The British search for the course of the Niger that began with the African Association – in the decades that followed Park’s first travels, one might almost term it an obsession – was never a simple single narrative from geographical problem to colonial possession.5 It must be understood in terms of the motives for exploration as they were differently voiced and made real at different times, in relation to what different explorers did and did not achieve, and in terms of how the river itself was given shape and meaning, in books, in maps, and in the public’s reception of explorers’ printed words.


Majestic River is a study in biography, in exploration history, of the authorship of exploration narratives, and the commemoration of exploration. It is, centrally, a biography of Mungo Park, his geographical achievements and his later failure and death. It considers his reception and continuing afterlife as, long after the geographical discovery which brought him fame, Park became the subject of biographical assessment and public commemoration. It is an account of the men and expeditions who explored the river Niger and west Africa in the decades following Park’s death, and of the different ideas concerning the geography of the river and why they mattered so much to those who held them.


It is also, if less strongly, a biography of the Niger itself as this 2,600-milelong river took shape in contemporaries’ geographical imagination, in texts, and on maps. There is good reason to see why the Niger interested and puzzled Europe’s geographers and politicians. Over its 2,600-mile course from its origin in the mountains of west Africa, it flows north-eastwards through the semi-desert sahel and the southern margins of the Sahara before dramatically changing direction to head south-east and then to flow almost directly south. This distinctive and sharp change of direction is the result of river capture: what is now one river was in the past two, the waters of a former river having been ‘captured’ by what is today the Niger. The Niger’s volume of flow and dimensions vary seasonally, a fact which Europeans were slow to comprehend, and which bears upon the circumstances of Park’s death. Flooding begins in September and peaks in November with the waters finally receding by May in each year. Travel was severely limited by high waters. Trade and slave caravans were often delayed for months in waiting for the waters to recede.


In different parts of its reach, the Niger had different names, a fact which Europeans were also slow to understand. The river even smelt different in different places, the pungent and ‘pestiferous air’ of its lower delta in marked contrast to the dry heat of the summer and the torrential downpours and flooded banks of the rainy season in its upper reaches. Most puzzling of all, no one in Europe knew in which direction the Niger flowed or where it ended.


Successful geographical exploration does not require that the explorer should leave home and die in the undertaking although, in the case of the Niger, many did. Several people sought the solution to the Niger problem – and got the answer right – without leaving home. It requires, above all, that one should be believed, and that both the resultant narrative and the author should be thought credible and trustworthy in the eyes of others. The significance of the Niger problem and of that river’s exploration rests not alone in what was done ‘in the field’, in Africa, and in the act and process of exploration itself. It lies also in what happened ‘back home’, in the pre-planning of exploration, in later writing about it, and in how explorers, exploration, and exploration narratives were made, and made sense of, in life and after death through the work of intermediaries such as editors, reviewers, and publishers. It lies, too, in the work of those who traced the Niger’s course without ever seeing the river or visiting Africa.


Mungo Park and the Niger’s exploration have been the subject of some attention before now. I have drawn from this work in what follows. Among modern biographies, Lupton’s Mungo Park African Traveler (1979) offers the most detailed account of Park’s life and death and his two African journeys. Rich on the living Park, it has little on Park’s treatment by earlier biographers, and nothing on Park’s afterlife. More recent research by Duffill and others has illuminated Park’s literary abilities and ambitions before he left for Africa. Duffill’s short biography of Park concentrates upon Park’s two African journeys and his 1799 book. The workings of the African Association have been the subject of detailed analysis and editorial commentary by Robin Hallett in 1964.6


The Niger’s early exploration has been most fully discussed by British historian Edward Bovill. Bovill’s The Niger Explored (1968) begins with Park’s death. From its opening sentence, the reader is left in no doubt over Park’s importance: ‘In the stirring history of African exploration there was no more dramatic event than the discovery of the Niger by Mungo Park in 1796.’ Bovill’s Missions to the Niger (1964–6) details the Niger’s exploration by Friedrich Hornemann, Alexander Gordon Laing, and the 1822–5 Bornu Mission of Dixon Denham, Hugh Clapperton, and Walter Oudney. Excellent and thorough as his work is, Bovill is silent on the explorers’ afterlives, the Niger’s exploration after 1830, and, notably, on the views of those who solved the Niger problem without leaving home.7


Anthony Sattin’s The Gates of Africa (2003) is concerned more with explorers’ attempts to reach Timbuktu than with the Niger. Sanche de Gramont’s history of the exploration of the Niger in his 1975 The Strong Brown God is enlivened by his own journey down the river’s 2,600-mile course ‘by car, boat, dug-out, train, truck, and camel’. From de Gramont’s own experiences and through use of contemporaries’ words from the historic present, the Niger emerges through its exploration, the flow of the river and the structure of the narrative aligned one with another. But de Gramont makes little mention of explorers’ narratives or their public reception, none of Park’s afterlife.8


Similar studies of rivers emerging through their exploration and representation have been told: of mid-nineteenth-century American explorer John Wesley Powell and the Colorado river, of Robert Schomburgk, the British explorer who claimed to have discovered El Dorado in Guyana in the 1830s.9 In the main, these consider individual endeavour. In contrast, the Niger problem was not only 2,000 years old, its solution in the work of Mungo Park and others was the result of collective, even collaborative, effort, in Africa and elsewhere.


Acknowledging this and others’ work as I do is to recognise that most studies of Park and of the Niger’s exploration are now some forty to fifty years old. They pre-date the recent revitalisation of exploration history and geography. None pays detailed attention to Park’s afterlife. Very few consider the publishing history and the public reception of the principal Niger narratives, Bovill’s work on the Bornu Mission excepted. Maps and other visual evidence produced at the time have not been subject to critical appraisal. Yet the mapping of the Niger illustrates not only the emergence of the river in the European geographical imagination but also the different ways in which the river was explored: by some through arduous exploration in the field, by others through careful and sedentary speculation. In existing accounts of Park and the Niger’s exploration, questions of trust, truth, epistemology, and indigenous testimony hardly figure at all. In several ways then, what Bovill described as Park’s dramatic ‘discovery’ of the Niger and all that followed in its wake is ripe for reinterpretation and, in the case of Park’s afterlife, for its first detailed assessment.


Mungo Park solved the first part of the Niger problem. He died attempting to solve the second. In the decades that followed Park’s death, others followed in his wake. Many of them also failed and died for geography. This book is a study of the lives, death, and books of Mungo Park and of those men who, like him, died trying to solve a 2,000-year-old geographical problem. It is also a study of those who stayed at home to investigate the Niger problem. And because explorers did not become explorers until they became authors, this is a book about explorers’ books, how they were written ‘in the field’ and why it matters that, in many cases, explorers’ narratives were amended and altered upon their return – if they returned at all, that is.





1


‘Its final destination is still unknown’


The Niger problem and the nature of exploration


European interest in the Niger by the end of the eighteenth century was not simply a reflection of how little was known about the river – even whether it was a separate river at all. It was also a matter of trust. Because what little was known was either contradictory or founded upon sources whose testimony could not always be relied upon, and because the river had not yet been seen by a reliable witness one had to place one’s trust in what was written and in what one was told. European ignorance and uncertainty lay not only in the paucity of facts concerning the river, but also in how those facts were arrived at and by whom they were reported. Exploration depends upon trust in the explorer and the trustworthiness of any resultant written or verbal account of it. To Banks, Beaufoy, and the others in the African Association, however, as they turned their attention to the Niger, the written sources available were few and inconsistent.


Early textual and map evidence


The Niger was recognised as a geographical mystery in antiquity. In the fifth century bce, the Greek historian and geographer Herodotus claimed that the Niger flowed eastwards to a lake in north central Africa and, from there, joined the Nile. In the second century ad, the geographer Ptolemy similarly wrote that the river flowed eastwards from the mountains of what today are Senegal and Gambia, but he argued that rather than join the Nile, it emptied into an inland lake in the African interior.


Classical authors were not the only ones to turn to the Niger. Given the Muslim presence in north Africa, several medieval Islamic geographers and cosmographers had studied the sub-Saharan African interior. Early Islamic map-makers depicted al-Wãq-Wãq, the African interior south of the Sahara, only as an unknown space, or traversed by lines of the caravan trade. Arab knowledge concerning the Niger would become better known to explorers during the early nineteenth century as would that of other indigenous groups. But before Mungo Park set out only three Islamic texts were known to European scholars.


The first was that of Abu Abdullah Muhammed al-Idrisi al-Qurtubi al-Hasani al-Sabti, known to Europeans as Xeriff Edrisis, Edrisi or, more usually, as al-Idrisi or Idrisi. His Kitab Rujar, or the Book of Roger after Roger II of Sicily who commissioned it in 1138, was largely based upon the spoken evidence of travellers and merchants to north Africa, and was completed in 1154. For centuries, the work was effectively lost to Europeans before it was re-discovered in the Renaissance. An abridged version was printed in Rome in 1592. As interest in Africa heightened, a French version was published in Paris in 1619, under the title Geographia Nubiensis. On the evidence of what he was told, al-Idrisi accepted Ptolemy’s argument for a large lake in the African interior south of the Sahara but differed from him in asserting that what al-Idrisi termed Nil as-Sudan (Nile of the Sudan) flowed out of that lake towards west Africa. Sudan is here being used in its earlier geographical sense, that of the southern desert of the Sahara as a whole, rather than the modern nation state. In effect, al-Idrisi reversed the Niger’s direction of flow from that proposed by Herodotus and Ptolemy.


The second source known is the Taqwīm al-Buldān (usually translated as ‘The Sketch of the Countries’). This geography of the world as it was then understood was written in about 1310 by the Damascus-born Kurd Abu’l-Fida, known usually in English as Abulfeda. Abulfeda’s description of Africa, only elements of which were available in translation by 1650, is limited to the north and north-east of that continent. On the Niger, he echoed al-Idrisi’s view that the river flowed from east to west.


The third source came from al-Hasan ibn Muhammad al-Wazzan al-Zayyati, Granada-born but of Berber origin and known usually to Europeans as Leo Africanus. His Description of Africa was written in 1526 and first published, in Venice in 1550, as part of Giovanni Battista Ramusio’s Della Navigationi e Viaggi. An English translation by John Cory was published in 1600 under the title A Geographical Historie of Africa. As a diplomat, Leo Africanus had good reason to travel. While he probably never visited all the places he mentioned, parts of his work were based upon first-hand encounter. It is known that he visited Timbuktu, for example, but that he did not venture to that great river that runs ten miles to its south.


On the Niger, he simply reported the different views held: ‘This lande of Negros hath a mightie river, which taking his name of the region, is called Niger: this river taketh his originall from the east out of a certaine desert called by the foresaide Negros Seu’ [‘Seu’ is here an abbreviation of Sudan]. ‘Others will have this river to spring out of a certaine lake, and so to run westward till it exonerateth it selfe into the Ocean sea.’ He further reported that ‘the said river of Niger is derived out of Nilus’ – that, in effect, the Niger flowed out of the Nile before disappearing underground and bursting forth ‘into such a lake as is before mentioned’. But as he also recounted, ‘Some others are of opinion, that this river begineth westward to spring out of a certaine mountaine, and so running east, to make at length a huge lake.’ This lake was probably what today is Lake Chad. In the 1820s, Lake Chad would become of great importance to those aiming to solve the second part of the Niger problem – where did the river end? – and, in doing so, to confirm whether the Niger ran into the lake, out from it, or flowed somewhere else entirely, even ‘into the Ocean Sea’.1


In the early 1620s, the English adventurer Richard Jobson explored the Gambia river, lured by tales of gold. Jobson hoped to interest King James and his courtiers in African trade but was disappointed by the lack of interest shown. His The Golden Trade, or, A Discovery of the River Gambra (1623) is interesting on the myths of west African riches – he failed to find any gold – but it contains among the first observations on the extent and nature of slavery: black merchants selling enslaved people to Portuguese and Spanish slave traders for onward shipping to the Americas. Informative though he is about the course of the Gambia river, Jobson adds nothing of significance on the course of the Niger.


The Niger appears as an object of interest in European maps of Africa during the eighteenth century. In 1700 the French geographer and map-maker Guillaume Delisle showed the Niger on his L’Afrique dressée sur les observations de Ms. De l’Académie Royale des Sciences. This map is a landmark in the history of Africa’s mapping because of its accurate longitudinal dimensions: little was known of the interior, but the continent was at least beginning to assume its correct shape. Improved versions of this map followed in 1707, 1722, and in 1727. On the 1707 map, Delisle portrays the Nile as separate from the Niger, which suggests that he did not hold to the view that the two rivers were connected. If he thought by his depiction to scotch that rumour, Delisle failed: reports of connections between the two rivers continued even into the early nineteenth century.


In his 1722 Carte d’Afrique, Delisle distinguished the Niger from the Senegal and Gambia rivers: his map showed the Niger’s source to lie in mountainous regions south of Timbuktu and had the Niger flowing in a west to east direction to end in an inland lake in the Borno or Bornou region of the interior. Delisle derived his evidence not from first-hand encounter but from André Brué, the French Commandant General of the Senegal Company, who had explored coastal west Africa between 1697 and 1700, and, for his later maps, from French clergyman-polymath Jean-Baptiste Labat who, in turn, took his knowledge from the reports of Jesuit missionaries to west Africa.


Like Brué, Francis Moore drew elements of his Travels into the Inland Parts of Africa (1738) from personal experience in situ, as a manager in Gambia for the Royal African Company of England. Moore made several excursions into the west African interior as part of his responsibilities, but there is no evidence to suggest that he encountered the Niger. The great part of his Travels was a collection of what earlier authors such as al-Idrisi and Leo Africanus had written. Moore’s inexpert compilation of others’ accounts only added to confusion over the Niger and the geography of west Africa: ‘. . . the Reader . . . may from these collections . . . form his judgement of what is true, by comparing one Account with the other, and see whether there is a Probability that the Niger and the Nile flow from the same Fountains, or that the Niger and the Gambia are the same’.2 Quite how readers were supposed to judge where Africa’s rivers ran and in which direction he did not say. That the Niger and Africa’s interior were objects of European interest more widely is apparent from the German map-maker Johann Hase’s 1737 map, his Africa Secundum legitimas Projectionis Stereographicæ regulas. This was based upon Leo Africanus’s work and so depicts the Niger flowing west to east, including the great bend to the south and east that the river takes, but Hase erroneously placed the river to the north of Timbuktu.


The leading French geographer and map-maker Jean-Baptiste Bourguignon d’Anville based his 1749 map Afrique publiée sous les auspices de Monsigneur le Duc d’Orléans in part upon Delisle’s work but showed the Niger flowing north-eastwards between a source in ‘Marais Nigrite’ and its termination in an inland lake. Unlike other European contemporaries, d’Anville would return to the subject of the Niger in an essay ten years later. To English geographer James Rennell, later to play a significant role in Park’s book and in discussions over the Niger’s course, the fact that d’Anville had to rely on Classical and Islamic sources for his 1749 map was a source of some embarrassment: ‘Nothing can evidence the low state of the African Geography, more than M. D’Anville’s having had recourse to the Works of Ptolomy [sic] and Edrisi, to compose the Interior Part of his Map of Africa (1749).’


D’Anville’s 1749 map (Figure 1.1) is nevertheless important for his insistence upon showing only what was reliably known. The consequence of this enlightened shift in the nature of mapping, to emphasise by omission what little was known, was to leave large areas of Africa’s interior blank: maps with gaps. This was also a feature of maps of Africa by the English map-makers Samuel Boulton and Thomas Kitchin in 1794 and by Aaron Arrowsmith in 1802. Blankness might express map-makers’ honest uncertainty. It could also, of course, be read as a reproach.3




[image: illustration]


Figure 1.1 D’Anville’s 1749 map illustrates Europeans’ poor understanding of the continent by the mid-eighteenth century: more complete knowledge of the north and west coasts, some of the Nile region, almost nothing of the interior. The Niger is shown running through ‘Nigritie’ to the south of the Sahara. Source: J.-B. d’Anville, ‘Afrique: Publiée sous les auspices de Monseigneur le Duc d’Orleans premier prince dusang’ (Paris, 1749). © The British Library Board, King’s Topographical Collections, K. Top. 117. 8. K. 2. TAB.
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Figure 1.2 Boulton’s 1794 map of Africa adds little to that of d’Anville in 1749 (cf. Figure 1.1) despite his claims to it being an ‘Improved and Inlarged’ version. His text panels offer only general descriptions of the continent. Source: S. Boulton, ‘Africa with all its States, Kingdoms, Republics, Regions, Islands, &c’ (London, 1794). Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division.
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Figure 1.3 Aaron Arrowsmith hints at increased information on west Africa in his 1802 map of Africa. Note his depiction of the mythical mountain chain thought to bisect Africa: the Mountains of Kong to the west, the Mountains of the Moon to the east.
Source: A. Arrowsmith, ‘Africa: To the Committee and Members of the British Association discovering the interior parts of Africa this map is with their permission gratefully inscribed’ (London, 1802). Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division.





All this is to say that by 1788 and the foundation of the African Association, the Niger had long been written about, and within recent decades had been mapped by German, French, and British map-makers. Yet there was no shared understanding as to the direction of its flow, its possible connection to other African rivers, or even if it existed as a separate river. The maps were based on second-hand reportage or the words of ancient writers, not from direct observation or survey. D’Anville’s 1749 map is an admission of European ignorance. Boulton added text panels and a rather more ornate cartouche to his 1794 map which was based on d’Anville’s of 1749, but he could add nothing of substance regarding Africa itself (Figure 1.2). No one – no one, at least, whose authority in the present could be relied upon – knew where the river Niger ended. Such knowledge as there was in Europe was an amalgam of merchants’ tales, contradictory accounts from Arab traders and sixteenth-century Islamic diplomats, maps which showed different directions of flow and no agreed outlet for the river, and a reliance upon Classical authorities who believed the river to flow west to east but who differed in how and where the river ended.


This is not to say that indigenous knowledge was not regarded as useful, or that the testimonies of medieval Arab merchants and diplomats were regarded with scepticism because of what was said. To the contrary: to Banks, Beaufoy, and others, all information on the Niger was useful. But not all such information was of equal weight. What mattered was not just what was said but by whom and how they derived it. For Banks, Beaufoy, and others such information as there was about the Niger problem ‘came from sources whose veracity could not be vouched for’.4 What was needed was a reliable geographical witness whose credibility would be established by several things in combination: by the use of appropriate methods – see the Niger for oneself, return safely and report definitively upon it – by the observer-reporter’s own moral and social standing, and by association with the authority of those proposing the exploration.


Early exploration: Niger men before Park


Banks and his fellows did not have to wait long after their pub meeting and resolution. The African Association had two volunteer explorers within days. One, Simon Lucas, was Oriental Interpreter to the Court of St James in London. On the face of it, Lucas looked promising. He had spent three years in captivity as a slave in north Africa following capture by Barbary pirates. Upon his release, Lucas became British vice-consul and chargé d’affaires to the empire of Morocco before his return to London. He had the required linguistic abilities and first-hand familiarity with north African politics and culture.


The other was an American, John Ledyard. Cut from different cloth than Lucas, Ledyard seemed the very embodiment of the adventurous explorer. To Beaufoy, Ledyard ‘seemed from his youth to have felt an invincible desire to make himself acquainted with the unknown, or imperfectly discovered regions of the globe’. Born in Connecticut, Ledyard had sailed as a British marine with Cook on his last and fatal voyage: his published account of this made him something of a celebrity as an American Oceanic explorer. Prompted by Thomas Jefferson and by Joseph Banks, Ledyard then attempted an exploration of the west coast of North America, chiefly on foot, by way of Siberia. He began this in December 1786 with an unsuccessful crossing over the ice of a not-entirely-frozen Gulf of Bothnia between Sweden and Finland. Ledyard’s northern adventures ended in March 1788 with his arrest in Siberia as a French spy and deportation from Russia. Penniless and destitute in Königsberg, Ledyard survived thanks to his borrowing five guineas against Banks’s account. Using this borrowed cash, he was able to return to England. Meeting him in London, Beaufoy did not pass remarks upon Ledyard’s rather cavalier approach to others’ finances but did comment upon Ledyard’s physique and bearing: ‘I was struck with the manliness of his person, the breadth of his chest, the openness of his countenance, and the inquietude of his eye.’5 The Association had its first Niger men.


Lucas was instructed to head south from Tripoli to the Fezzan. The Fezzan is today an administrative region of south-west Libya; then, with its capital Murzuq, it was a long-established sultanate on the trans-Saharan trade route from Tripoli to Timbuktu. Ledyard was sent to Cairo, his brief the task of ‘traversing from east to west, in the latitude attributed to the Niger, the widest part of the Continent of Africa’. Lucas never travelled south across the Sahara, reporting that a revolt among Bedouin tribes had made travel hazardous and that the army to quash the rebellion promised by the Bashaw, the ruling Arab official in Tripoli, never materialised. Lucas nevertheless learned about the kingdoms and polities south of the Sahara from meetings with two merchants from the Fezzan, Shereef Mohammed Bensein Hassen Fouwad and Shereef Imhammed. They assured him that, in normal circumstances, regular trade was possible across the Sahara. In adding to what was known from Leo Africanus, Lucas established – but not by virtue of his own travels – that the west African interior was accessible from Tripoli in a desert crossing but only with the assistance of others, whether merchants or under military protection and, crucially, with the support of the Bashaw. By late July 1789, Lucas was back in London.


Lucas at least returned. Ledyard never did; he never even left Cairo. He accidentally poisoned himself in January 1789, the effect of ‘too powerful a dose of the acid of vitriol’ which he had taken to ward off a bilious complaint caused, it was later conjectured, by boredom and depression at his ‘unexpected detention, week after week, and month after month’.6 He would not be the only one who hoped to explore northern Africa but who at first could not and then never did.


At the same time as Lucas and Ledyard were in Africa, members of the Association gleaned further information from two Moors then resident in London. One, Ben Ali, offered to escort a traveller from the Gambia to Timbuktu. His plan was taken up on behalf of the Association by a Mr Hollen Vergen and by Francois Xavier Swediaur, an Austrian-Swedish physician then resident in the coastal village of Port Seton in Scotland. Both men were ‘animated by an earnest desire of promoting the great object of the Association’, but their scheme never materialised. Rather like Ledyard, but not fatally, Swediaur became unwell in the autumn of 1789 with a severe colic caused, apparently, by drinking adulterated wine.


The other London-based Moor was Asseed El Hage Ab Salaam Shabeeny, known as Shabeni, and like Ben Ali a Moroccan-born merchant. He found himself in London in early 1790 following his capture on a ship bound for Hamburg. Both he and Ali told Banks, Beaufoy, and others of the commercial opportunities possible in trade with the kingdoms of the African interior, in and around Timbuktu, Bornu, and the hitherto unknown kingdom of ‘Housa’. Early in 1790, a proposal by two English merchants, a Dr Cramond and a Mr Walwyn, who spoke of visiting Ghadames, the Berber market town in the west of the Fezzan, may have been based on what was told to them by these two London-based Moors. But the plan came to nothing.


In July 1790, the Association was approached by an Irish major, Daniel Houghton. Houghton was known to Banks, had experience of Morocco where in 1772 he had been British consul to the emperor, and he had served at the British outpost at Gorée in west Africa following that island’s capture from the French. What Beaufoy saw in Ledyard, he similarly recognised in Houghton: ‘a natural intrepidity of character, that seems inaccessible to fear, and an easy flow of constitutional good humour.’ In September 1790, Houghton was issued with detailed instructions from Beaufoy in the form of fifty-four questions under eleven headings. Beaufoy’s queries included half a dozen ‘Questions respecting the Niger’. Two questions in particular encapsulated contemporaries’ long-standing ignorance regarding the Niger: ‘Does the Neel il Abeed (the Niger) flow from, or towards the Setting Sun?’; ‘Does it empty itself into the Sea? or does it end in a great Lake? or is it lost in the sands of a Desert?’


Queries in this form, to be answered by reliable informants, were then becoming an established method of natural and social enquiry for those who could not visit the places they wished to know about. They were, as Beaufoy made clear, written instructions for Houghton’s benefit, designed to direct him in soliciting further information regarding that ‘considerable Empire, distinguished by the name of Houssa’ and of the Niger, ‘the Committee being also desirous to be informed of the Rise, the Course and the Termination of the Niger as well as of the various Nations that inhabit its borders’. Beaufoy’s ‘Queries’ represent the first in a series of written orders and instructions designed to direct the Niger’s explorers in what to see and how to proceed – attempts ‘at home’ to regulate the explorer over what was to be done ‘out there’.7


In contrast to the intended trans-Saharan routes of Lucas and Ledyard – north to south for the former, westwards from Egypt for the latter – Houghton proposed a more direct route via west Africa and the Gambia river. Taking with him a variety of goods for trade, he made his way to Medina, capital of the kingdom of Woolli, and today part of Dakar in modern-day Senegal. He was by all accounts well-received there. Houghton then suffered a series of misfortunes. His interpreter made off with his horse and three of the asses used to transport the trade goods. He was injured in the face and arm after a gun he had purchased locally exploded in his hands. He lost most of his remaining goods and possessions in a fire that destroyed much of Medina. The Niger’s exploration commonly involved such mishaps: Houghton’s were the first of many.


Undaunted, he continued into the neighbouring kingdom of Bondou, only to be hampered by the fallout from conflict between the kingdoms of Bondou and Bambouk. In Bambouk, Houghton exchanged his few remaining goods for gold dust, was presented with a purse of gold from the king and he agreed a plan with a local trader who would accompany Houghton to Timbuktu and return with him to the Gambia, there to be paid £125 as a premium for ensuring Houghton’s safe conduct. All this we know from letters which reached Dr Laidley, Britain’s consul in the Gambia, the letters then being despatched to London. In a letter of 6 May 1791 written from Medina, Houghton remarked upon masted vessels on the river he was going to explore, heading ‘eastward, to the centre of Africa’. His last letter is dated 1 September 1791. Houghton spoke of having been robbed of all his remaining goods but was ‘on his way to Tombuctoo’. Whether he got there and, in doing so, encountered the Niger, is unknown.8


The circumstances and location of Houghton’s death remain unclear. Different reports suggest Houghton died of starvation, from dysentery, or that he was murdered. His few letters nevertheless provide important information on the Niger, both on its likely source and its easterly direction of flow. As the Proceedings of the African Association note, ‘we now have an assurance that the Niger has its rise in a chain of mountains which bound the eastern side of the kingdom of Bambouk’, that it was a separate river and that it ran ‘in a contrary direction from that of the Senegal and the Gambia’ – that is, the Niger seemed to flow eastwards. But Houghton had not survived to return to confirm this. And the Niger’s termination remained a mystery: ‘the place of its final destination is still unknown: for whether it reaches the ocean; or is lost . . . in the immensity of the Desert; or whether . . . it terminates in a vast inland sea, are questions on which there still hangs an unpenetrated cloud.’9


Houghton’s evidence, and his death (which was not confirmed for some years), left the African Association with problems at once political and geographical. At a meeting on 26 May 1792, those committee members present formally noted how Houghton’s discoveries ‘have furnished a valuable addition to Geographical Science; and afford a prospect of important advantages to the Commercial Interests of the Kingdom’. This phrasing is noteworthy. So is the resolution that followed: ‘That the Committee be empowered to make, in the name of the Association, whatever application to Government they may think advisable for rendering the late discoveries of Major Houghton effectually serviceable to the Commercial Interests of the Empire.’10


Here, unequivocally expressed, is the connection between new geographical information, politics, and commercial advantage that underlies the Niger’s exploration. There is, even, a hint that geography was the necessary handmaiden to empire – as was more evidently the case in Africa’s exploration from the second half of the nineteenth century. As the Association soon understood, however, and as later Niger men and expeditions would experience, there was often a gap between stated resolutions and the instructions issued to explorers prior to departure and what was accomplished by them in the field.


Houghton had the misfortune to die before he could return to endorse what his correspondence reported. To confirm that information – specifically, to confirm the direction of the Niger’s flow at first hand and to dispel the ‘unpenetrated cloud’ that still hung over the Niger’s termination – and to advance the Association’s commercial intentions, Beaufoy approached leading figures in the government with what was, essentially, a political proposition. This was to appoint a consul to the kingdom of Bambouk, or Senegambia as it became known, a resident British official who would oversee the hoped-for ‘extensive and lucrative Trade’ with the peoples between the Gambia and the Niger. The man appointed as Britain’s consul general in Senegambia was James Willis.


James Willis never saw Africa. He never even left England. But his failure was another’s opportunity. Willis’s plans included having as a travelling companion the latest figure to come forward to serve the interests of the Association. Banks had appointed him on 23 July 1794. As Willis dithered, Banks’s and the Association’s latest ‘Geographical Missionary’ acted and, on 22 May 1795, he sailed for west Africa. His name was Mungo Park.


My purpose in summarising the Niger problem and the workings of the African Association between its foundation in 1788 and Park’s departure for Africa in 1795 is to make clear the nature and longevity of the Niger problem and the complexity of its projected solution. Before Mungo Park set sail for Africa, the Niger problem had been the subject of close but intermittent attention by the African Association for seven years, by others for two millennia. Not all Niger men were explorers in the sense of that term as travellers ‘in the field’. Information about the Niger came from talking to Arab merchants in London, in Tripoli, in Murzuq, and in the kingdom of Bambouk. It came from reading the works of Classical authors. It came from consulting French, English, and German maps and geographical articles. For those men who did travel to Africa, linguistic ability was helpful, whether Arabic as for Lucas or as Houghton found to his advantage a smattering of Mandingo, the language commonly spoken in west Africa. Houghton was provided with scientific instruments so that he could give longitudinal precision to the location of places and measure topographical features: after all, to function optimally, market economies depend upon knowing where the markets and the people who attend them are, how long travel between places takes, and in which direction.


Knowledge about the Niger was slowly and differently accumulating but it was not of equal value, nor was it treated equally. Primary importance was attached to the idea – and to the ideal – of the explorer as an ‘in-the-field’ figure possessed, like Ledyard, of the qualities of ‘manliness’ and ‘natural intrepidity’, someone whose credibility and authority came from personal experience derived from empirical encounter.


By the time Park left for Africa, knowledge for certain about the Niger’s source, its course, and its termination had not been secured by anyone who had survived the undertaking. Interpreting Mungo Park’s achievements in 1796 in solving the first part of the Niger problem as a success – which it was – depends in part upon our acknowledging and explaining his predecessors’ failure. In turn, Park’s death in 1806 and the fact that he left the second part unsolved motivated others. His failure then – which it was – initiated changes in the character of the Niger’s exploration, and in who funded and directed it, even in what exploration was held to be.



The nature of exploration


By the late eighteenth century, exploration in the primary sense in which it was then understood – geographical fieldwork, travel, direct encounter – was considered reliable because it was a form of rational empirical enquiry. It presumed trust in explorers’ visual acuity: for seeing the object in question for themselves. It presumed trust in their moral integrity: in reporting faithfully upon what was seen. There was, in consequence, from those persons proposing and directing exploration, a preparedness to trust not just in the character of the explorer but in the content of his words, spoken at first or in letters but, in time, written and printed. Exploration narratives were held to straightforwardly reflect the nature of the exploration undertaken. There was, in short, an assumed and direct correspondence between social status, morality, epistemology, and textual authority in what exploration was held to be. Travel, it was commonly assumed, made truth.


In recent years, these assumptions have been subject to critical review. The nature of exploration and the authorship of exploration narratives have been subject to reinterpretation. Even the term ‘explorer’ has been scrutinised. In its connotations of someone sent out by others to determine the extent and content of a given territory and to report back faithfully upon that information in one way or another, the term ‘explorer’ was never in common parlance during the eighteenth century: the French, for example, employed the term voyageur naturaliste. The term ‘explorer’ became common only from the early nineteenth century and did so in association with what very largely were European or Western-based notions of territorial enquiry into the rest of the world. One modern author has argued that its use was as a ‘back-formation’, that is, it was used after and not before the events themselves, as the author of the work in question described himself or was so described by others: one only became an explorer in becoming an author.11


This is an important point. Exploration counts for little unless one’s words make a final journey – into print. Questions about exploration, authorship, truth and trust, and the construction of a printed exploration narrative find particularly clear expression in the story of Mungo Park, in his 1799 Travels, and in the Niger’s slow unveiling in words and on maps. For Park and for others, writing in the field, on the move so to say, could be equally complex. Note-taking during exploration was vital as an immediate record of what was undertaken and as a guide to memory, but we should not assume it to have been either straightforward or easily accomplished. What is an archive source for modern scholars – the travel narrative – was, often, a combination of diary, a register of locational information, and a record of distances travelled. It was seldom the simple and direct result of writing ‘on the spot’. Exploration is often recoverable only from its written traces and these vary. As he sought clues to Park’s death during his first Niger travels on the Bornu Mission in the early 1820s, for example, Hugh Clapperton undertook what others have described as his ‘in the raw’ writing in two formats, a log and a journal. Clapperton altered the second, on a more-or-less daily basis, as circumstances permitted, from records contained in the hurriedly prepared first. The fair copy text was itself later amended elsewhere, partly by Clapperton, partly by others, before it was published.12


The recent emphasis in studies of exploration upon the production and the reception of its printed outcomes has had the effect of making book history a central feature of exploration history. It is, strictly, more a larger matter of textual and print history than it is of book history alone since periodicals and newspapers carried reviews of expedition reports. To understand the Niger’s exploration, we need to understand how and where the facts of its exploration were recorded, how they travelled into print (or did not), through which intermediaries, and how they were received by others. Where we can, we must undertake, as it were, a biography of the book and the other texts involved – their making and reception and in some cases their multiple or ‘aggregative’ authorship – as well as study the individuals involved.13


The nature of exploration as a process involving human encounter and cultural difference has similarly been the subject of renewed focus. Importantly, recognition is now more commonly given to indigenous agency and to indigenous knowledge. Even so, many narratives of Africa’s exploration evidence what we can think of as a kind of epistemological effacement, a ‘double movement’. That is, there is at best tacit recognition by the explorer-author of the assistance received from indigenous peoples in the form of porters and interpreters and, crucially, as guides, but their knowledge is seldom accorded equivalent status to that of the explorer, even if it is acknowledged at all. The agency of such persons is clear, but their names have not survived in the historical record: the cast list of exploration is intrinsically uneven in this respect and perhaps never fully recoverable. Some things and names we cannot now know. Because exploration involved indigenous agency, albeit unequally, it is an appropriate term to employ: ‘discovery’ is altogether more problematic.


If indigenous people are now commonly recognised as auxiliaries or intermediaries, by which terms we may understand how they acted to assist the explorer and so, perhaps, were complicit in empire’s empirical advances, they were still autonomous agents and custodians of indigenous knowledge. On occasion, this could present explorers with moments of incommensurability and misunderstanding. Most Niger explorers benefitted from the assistance of those peoples whose territories they passed through. Park certainly did: he only survived thanks to the kindness, amongst others, of several African women and an Arab slaver. But not all the Niger’s explorers recognised and valued the indigenous knowledge that came their way, in several instances as drawn maps, more commonly by word of mouth.14


The scientific instruments that explorers used in the field were no less ‘intermediaries’ or mediators between explorers and the geographies they encountered, simply of a different kind. Many explorers carried a watch, compass, and other precision devices such as a quadrant or sextant with which to calculate longitude and latitude and so determine their position. Thermometers were used to take temperature readings, barometers to calculate topographic elevation. A series of recorded longitudinal positions and topographical notes might be sufficient to produce a sketch map: detailed map work did not take place in the field but was done elsewhere upon the explorer’s return. The use of instruments lent precision to narrative claims, made ‘blank spaces’ measurable and so knowable. In the form of maps, instrumentation made those spaces reproducible, portable, as accurate as possible and, in the fullness of time perhaps, governable.15


Just as explorers could and did falter, however, so instruments broke or were lost, watches ran down, and devices had to be repaired or discarded. Explorers’ accounts commonly mention the value and use made of the instruments they took with them. Park was despondent when, following an attack by thieves, his compass was returned to him, shattered and broken. The credibility of author-explorers could be enhanced by making authoritative claims to instrumental competence, from which (it was commonly assumed) their measurements and the resultant narrative and map was similarly accurate and precise. In many instances, however, the narratives that followed exploration often incorporated claims to accurate and ‘up-to-date’ measurements which were arrived at despite the wholesale failure of the instrument used or from incorrect readings as devices failed to function properly given high temperatures or clumsy handling.


Here, too, the historian of exploration is presented with important implications to do with trust, failure, and the authoritativeness of explorer-authors and of their narrative accounts. If the narrative was written and its accompanying map drawn up despite instruments being ‘crack’d’ and breaking down – as, perhaps, the author-explorer did too – can we fully trust the claims of the published account? How should we understand failure, whether of the device, the explorer, or the expedition?16


Often, failure was attributed to the facts of geography – to the heat, the climate, the distances to be travelled – as well as to the loss of scientific instruments, limited provisions, or human frailty. Dixon Denham, who travelled with Walter Oudney and Hugh Clapperton in search of the Niger in the mid-1820s, apportioned blame for his exploratory failures upon everyone but himself including, knowingly and falsely, accusing Clapperton of inappropriate sexual behaviour with an Arab servant: one later historian considers Denham perhaps the most odious man in the history of geographical discovery.17 Exploration, always politically and scientifically motivated, was equally always mediated by the relationships between people and the things they carried with them and by the efforts of individual human beings whose bodies sometimes weakened or broke down under the strain. Exploration was always physically arduous and sometimes morally taxing. Not all the Niger’s explorers in the field got on one with another.


Not all those who tried to solve the Niger problem were fieldworkers. Geographical solutions could also be arrived at by sitting still and thinking hard, drawing one’s conclusions from synthesising the work of others. In Britain from the late 1840s, differences between field exploration and sedentary speculation were especially clear in debates over the source of the Nile. The source of the Nile had been discussed earlier by Classical authors, notably by Ptolemy. Oral testimony was gleaned from merchants, Portuguese travellers, and map-minded German missionaries. In addition to those ‘critical geographers’ or ‘armchair geographers’ (they were also known as ‘carpet geographers’), whose sources were others’ texts and testimonies, the source of the Nile was also the focus of expeditionary science as explorers such as David Livingstone, John Hanning Speke, and Richard Burton sought to locate the river’s source from direct observation and so fill in the blanks on the map of east central Africa. The geographical exploration of the Nile in the mid-nineteenth century was a ‘conflict of methods’, between explorers in the field, and sedentary geographers and map-makers who worked with others’ words. Yet it is important not to see these two routes to geographical knowledge as necessarily in conflict. They might be and they commonly were, but they also could, and did, complement each other.18


As for the Nile between the late 1840s and the early 1870s, so for the Niger between the late 1780s and the mid-1830s: the river’s exploration was a matter of work done in Africa and work done elsewhere, a matter of direct first-hand observation and of sedentary enquiry citing different evidence; of trust in one sort of information or device more than another; of compilation and mental calculation in one place, and of observation and physical hardship by others elsewhere. The exploration of the Niger was never either a simple or a single thing but was, rather, a matter of different people at different times using different methods in different places.


The Niger’s exploration was always shaped by matters pertaining to its political and institutional context. This is perhaps the defining feature of recent work in exploration history: ‘If there is a single thread that runs through the recently renewed scholarly interest in the subject, it is the conviction that explorers and exploration cannot fully be understood without identifying and explaining the multiple contexts within which they operated.’19 The geographical and intellectual context to the river’s exploration is clear – the 2,000-year-old Niger problem. From the early nineteenth century, the Niger’s exploration was a political problem and an increasingly commercial and humanitarian one. The question of slavery and its abolition runs throughout the Niger’s exploration, most evidently in the expeditions of 1832–4 and 1841. And as the context to the Niger’s exploration became more complex, so different institutions became involved.


By the second decade of the nineteenth century, branches of the British government, chiefly the Admiralty, and the War and Colonial Office (the two merged in 1801), replaced the African Association as the leading bodies directing the Niger’s exploration. From 1830, their role was supplemented by the Royal Geographical Society with which the African Association merged and so ceased to exist as a formal body. As institutions came and went, so did influential individuals. Henry Beaufoy died in May 1795 and so never learned of Park’s success, or even of his departure for Africa. Joseph Banks died in June 1820, and so never witnessed the decade of Niger expeditions that preceded the Landers’ achievements in 1830. Their later equivalents were John Barrow, Second Secretary to the Admiralty, Hanmer Warrington, Britain’s consul general in Tripoli for over thirty years from 1814 and, also in Tripoli, the Bashaw, Yusuf Karamanli.


Although the Niger was the source of consistent interest between Park’s first travels and the mid-1850s, there was a periodicity to the expeditions sent out. The decade-long hiatus in the Niger’s exploration between Park’s death in 1806 and the expedition of John Peddie in 1816 is easily explained: Britain was at war with Napoleonic France. So, too, is the revival in interest from 1816 easily explained. Following the cessation of hostilities in 1815, large numbers of military officers, many trained in the use of scientific instruments, were available and eager for exploration work. Several of ‘Barrow’s Boys’ – Joseph Ritchie, Alexander Gordon Laing, and Hugh Clapperton among them – headed for the Niger and died in its exploration.20


The recent reinterpretation of exploration has also deepened and extended the central place of biography in exploration history. This is evident in the examination of the essentially autobiographical nature of many exploration narratives. It is evident, if less so, in the extension of biographical analyses to non-human agents such as scientific instruments, thus revealing their working lives during exploration and how their working or not hindered the explorer. And it is apparent in the examination of biographies themselves as historical sources and in the contexts shaping different biographical accounts.


Explorers’ words commonly outlive their deeds. Biographers’ accounts can make them live anew – to be, almost, a different person, their actions differently explained according to biographers’ interpretative intentions. To take a metabiographical approach – a biography of biographies – is not to search for the real figure in question but to demonstrate how and why that person was refashioned and reinterpreted after death. Metabiography as a method has illuminated the lives of several explorers and scientists in this way: Henry the Navigator in the early fifteenth century, Isaac Newton in the late seventeenth century, and in the nineteenth century, Alexander von Humboldt, the celebrated Prussian traveller in South and Central America, and the African explorers Henry Morton Stanley and David Livingstone.21


Mungo Park died in Africa in 1806 but he has enjoyed a varied geographical afterlife over the 200 and more years since. His afterlife is evident in a statue of him in Selkirk and a monument to him and to Richard Lander in west Africa. It is evident in biographies, poems, novels, plays, and scholarly works, even in a film. Park is today the subject of Nigerian rap and dance music, his ‘discovery’ of the Niger there reviled as culturally and historically insensitive. In Stunning Scotland, a 2021 children’s book in the ‘Horrible Geography’ series, Park is the first of several Scottish African explorers noted.22


Park’s afterlife is remarkable, varied, and virtually unexamined before now. The remembered and commemorated Park seems, almost, to parallel other events in the Niger’s exploration: the statue unveiled in March 1859 was the result of a campaign for funds that began in 1841, the year in which yet another Niger expedition ended in disaster as British imperial hubris in west Africa again ran aground in the face of technological failure, disease, and human ineptitude. The Niger was not explored easily. Books about its exploration were not easily written. Mungo Park has had a lively cultural presence long after his death on the river.





2


‘The bustle of life’


Park’s early years, 1771–1795


Biographers have an advantage over their historical subjects (two, if you count the fact that they are not themselves dead). That advantage is also a responsibility. Biographers can fashion the subject’s life without their approval or knowledge, presenting it not only as ordered but also as somehow defined by their later achievements as if everything beforehand inevitably led, as if predestined, to the accomplishments for which they are remembered. Yet lives are not lived as a sequence of events to a known end. Biographers aim to recount the individual’s life story fully and with clarity. Doing so requires an admission on their part and acknowledgement of it from the reader: namely, source evidence survives only variably; lives are shaped by contingencies and chance; the defining events for which people are remembered were often shaped by circumstances beyond themselves.


So it is with Mungo Park. While, relatively, little is known of his formative years, we know enough to see how Park came to be in Africa at all, to know that while he was something of an innocent abroad, he had experience of foreign travel and residence in the tropical world before he set off in search of the Niger. But he was not the only man that the African Association had in mind to follow in the footsteps of Lucas, Ledyard, and Houghton. In London and before Park set out, others were trying to make sense of the Niger, and to guide Park accordingly, without leaving home.


Home and education: Selkirk and Edinburgh, 1771–1791


Mungo Park was born on 11 September 1771 at Foulshiels in the parish of Selkirk, in Teviotdale in the Scottish Borders.1 In his 1791 description of the parish as part of Sir John Sinclair’s Statistical Account of Scotland, the year in which Park completed his medical studies at the University of Edinburgh, the Reverend Thomas Robertson, Selkirk’s parish minister, depicts a rural society largely unchanged over the previous two decades. The economy of the Borders – then as today – was dominated by sheep farming with arable agriculture limited to the warmer and drier slopes. In Selkirk and in other small towns, the chief manufacture then was woollen cloth. The parish population in 1791 of about 1,700 persons, of which total 700 lived ‘in the country districts’, was only slightly below that recorded in Alexander Webster’s mid-century census.


In the Borders as elsewhere in late eighteenth-century Scotland, the continuities of rural life could be easily disrupted by natural causes and human agency alike. A decade earlier, in 1782, a cold winter, a late and wet spring, and an even later and wetter summer had caused widespread harvest failure throughout Scotland. The resultant rise in the price of grain prompted considerable hardship in Selkirk parish – ‘the crop was very deficient, and the poor were reduced to very great distress’, wrote Robertson. The young Mungo Park may have encountered the distressed poor and perhaps observed too what Robertson termed ‘the extinction of small farms’ which had led to a rise in the number of paupers in the parish. But Foulshiels was a middling-size farm, and the Park family was relatively well-to-do. It is unlikely he and his family experienced shortage themselves.2


Mungo Park, who took his name from his father, was the seventh of thirteen children (at least, thirteen is the number given by early biographers on the basis of family knowledge: as Lupton points out, the parochial registers are inconsistent on the matter: ‘if there was a thirteenth child he [sic] must have come later’). The younger Mungo had two older sisters, Margaret and Jean, and an older brother Archibald. He was followed by Alexander, John, Adam, Isobel, and James (who died, aged three, in 1784). Three other children born before Mungo, John and twin girls Jean and Helen, died in infancy. The Park family were members of the Burgher Secessionist Church in Selkirk – their number, while not accurately known, ‘cannot be considerable’ Robertson noted. The Secessionists split from the Church of Scotland in 1733 over the right of the congregation, and not the patron, to elect the minister, and would split again over internal politics in 1747 and in 1761.


How far Mungo senior, and from him the Park family, was involved in Church affairs is not known although being Seceders speaks to a certain depth of devotional commitment regarding Calvin’s teachings. Park senior certainly intended that the younger Mungo should aim for a career in the Church. Park later admitted to a friend that the course of his life was a matter of providential disposition and he later had cause on more than one occasion during his Niger travels to either pray to or offer his thanks to God. But there is no evidence to suggest he was particularly devout beyond what then, for him and his peers, was a belief in the Almighty and a commonly held familiarity with the scriptures.3




[image: illustration]


Figure 2.1 This detail from John Ainslie’s 1773 map of Selkirkshire shows Foulshiels, Park’s birthplace (near centre) and, on the opposite bank of the Yarrow Water, Newark Tower, marked here as ‘New Wark Castle’ (see Plate 1). The town of Selkirk is to the east. Source: J. Ainslie, ‘Map of Selkirkshire or Ettrick Forest’ (Edinburgh, 1773).
Reproduced by kind permission of the National Library of Scotland.





Park was taught at home by a private tutor before moving on to Selkirk Grammar School. There, in addition to Bible studies, he learnt English, Latin, mathematics, and geography. We know that Park took delight in walks in his local countryside, at one time carving his initials on a wall of the neighbouring and long-ruined Newark Castle or Tower, its only inhabitants ‘the mopping owl and the chattering daw’, as Robertson had it (Plate 1). Although a map of Scotland survives with Park’s writing on the reverse – ‘My map of Scotland – M Park’ – which suggests a familiarity with the outline of his own nation and, perhaps, an understanding of maps as a form of geographical representation, it is impossible to know which books the young Mungo used in the classroom or may have read at home.


The three geography books most widely used in late eighteenth-century Scottish school education were Thomas Salmon’s A New Geographical and Historical Grammar, published in London in 1749 and with editions in Scotland in 1767, 1771, 1778, 1780, and 1782; Salmon’s The Modern Universal Gazeteer, first published in Scotland in 1777 and again in 1781 and 1785; and the Brechin-born William Guthrie’s A New Geographical, Historical, and Commercial Grammar, published first in London in 1770, with Edinburgh editions in 1790 and 1799.


Park’s near contemporary Robert Burns read these books, the poet observing in a letter to a friend in 1787 how ‘My knowledge of ancient story was gathered from Salmon’s and Guthrie’s geographical grammars.’ Neither Burns nor Park is likely to have been intellectually stimulated by any of them given their rather formulaic structure, country by country and theme by theme, the characteristic of eighteenth-century geographical grammars. If he paid attention to the content on Africa, Park would have learned, from Guthrie for example, that the English presence in Guinea had opened new sources of trade, that the French had done likewise in Senegal, and that the Niger ‘falls into the western ocean at Senegal, after a course of two thousand eight hundred miles’. This suggests that Guthrie may have taken his view, wrong-headed though it was, from reading al-Idrisi rather than from Classical authors. Salmon was no better: ‘The great river Niger, which runs from East to West through Negroland . . . falls into the Atlantic Ocean.’4


Park left school in 1785 to take up a position as an apprentice to Dr Thomas Anderson, a physician and surgeon in Selkirk. To serve an apprenticeship – familiarising oneself with medicinal compounds, visiting the ill, observing treatments and perhaps even assisting in them – was common practice before studying medicine at university. Park already knew the Anderson family. He was close friends at school with Alexander Anderson, the oldest child and, on entering the Anderson household as a fourteen-year-old, would have encountered five-year-old Allison among the Anderson’s eleven children. Their house in Selkirk still stands, facing Park’s statue.


Park and the Andersons would be intimately connected, in life and in death. At the height of his fame, following his first Niger travels and the success of his book about it, Park would marry Allison Anderson on 2 August 1799. On his second and unsuccessful Niger journey, early on the morning of 28 October 1805, Park would record the death of ‘my dear friend’ Alexander Anderson, after a sickness of four months. ‘I shall only observe’, Park continued, ‘that no event which took place over the journey, ever threw the smallest gloom over my mind, till I laid Mr. Anderson in the grave.’5


Park and Anderson both studied medicine at the University of Edinburgh. Park travelled the forty or so miles north to matriculate in the autumn of 1788, a year ahead of Anderson. Park’s brother Alexander was at that time studying law in Edinburgh. It was an auspicious time to be a student, in Edinburgh especially. Although Glasgow, Aberdeen and even Perth were centres of enlightened thought, Edinburgh was Scotland and Europe’s ‘hotbed of genius’ as Scottish novelist Tobias Smollett phrased it (Figure 2.2). The university was distinguished by its many leading figures in the arts, in medicine, and in natural and moral philosophy. The town’s civic culture had numerous literary clubs and debating societies. Together with other learned bodies, the Medical Society and the Philosophical Society of Edinburgh (from 1783 the Royal Society of Edinburgh), actively promoted the common good: everywhere, and virtually everyone in polite and literate circles, had regard for moderate religion and an interest in critical reason.6
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