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PREFACE


During the almost two centuries since the Royal Geographical Society was founded, methods and motivations for exploration by land and sea have changed in various ways, as indeed has the language used to describe them.


With a few exceptions, I have replaced the term ‘discovered’ with phrases such as ‘first sighted by a European’. This is to make it absolutely clear that a lake, river or mountain had been known to the indigenous peoples living in its vicinity, for hundreds, sometimes thousands of years before it was ‘discovered’ by explorers and travellers from abroad.


The same applies to the naming of these features, all or most of which had been known to the inhabitants by a variety of names. Europeans devised names of their own choosing, frequently as a tribute to the reigning monarch of their country, or some dignitary, or perhaps a sponsor of their expedition. Sometimes, explorers preferred to leave the names of geographical features unchanged: Livingstone, for example, did not attempt to re-name Lake Ngami, or Lake Bangweulu (whose name translates poetically ‘where the water meets the sky’); but he did re-name the spectacular falls on the Zambezi in honour of Queen Victoria.


Many of these European names have since reverted to their indi­genous names, so that Thomson’s Falls, in Kenya, is now known generally as Nyharuru; and, in Australia, Ayers Rock, a place sacred to the Pitjatjantjara peoples, is once again Uluru.


There are occasions when the term ‘discovery’ may be used unambiguously. For example, when referring to Antarctica, the home of Emperor penguins; where Scott, Shackleton and others made their heroic journeys in frozen wastes devoid of human life.


Unlike the Arctic, there is no record of indigenous peoples having settled at the South Pole, and sightings of glaciers and mountains by European explorers were thus legitimate ‘discoveries’. The same is true of deep ocean discoveries made by Sir John Murray, Jacques-Yves Cousteau and Sylvia Earle.


The Royal Geographical Society’s founding purpose – which it maintains to this day – was to further geographical and scientific knowledge. Journeys in untravelled lands and faraway places were spurred on by curiosity, wonder and the pursuit of learning. However, it is important to acknowledge from the outset that early exploration was also closely bound up with commerce, conquest and conversion of indigenous ­peoples to religious traditions other than their own.


Adventurers, such as Raleigh in South America, were motivated partly by the search for treasure. In the eighteenth century, Timbuktu and the legendary gold-fields of the Niger, were objectives equivalent to Raleigh’s dreamt-of El Dorado. But journeys by explorers were also undertaken for more altruistic reasons – a desire for knowledge, for its own sake, as well as geographical and scientific purposes. Interest in exploration and discovery was compounded, and often corrupted, by ambition, greed, visions of power and colonial aspirations, besides the lure of the unknown and the urge to explore and travel in strange places whose inhabitants were as amazed and intrigued by parties of Euro­pean wanderers, as the Europeans were by them.


Exploration became a forerunner of incursions into far-off lands by missionaries, merchants, armies and administrators who served the needs of an ever-expanding empire and the seemingly inexhaustible demand for fresh markets and materials created by the Industrial Revolution.


I have concentrated on the character, personality and achievements of a handful of brave men and women. In bringing these stories together, I hope to create a broad portrait of travel and exploration by including just some of the pioneers in the field. I have selected them from hundreds more, but we should not assume that these eighty or so, however outstanding they may be, are in every sense superior to the rest. By the same token, a great many more men and women have under­taken journeys which are very remarkable, without being honoured by a Royal Geographical Society gold medal. The selection of medallists has always been difficult, and since only two medals are awarded annually, and no more than one medal for each expedition, this has meant that many individuals have apparently been overlooked, despite their achievements being recognised and valued by fellow explorers and scientists.


It is encouraging to see an increasingly diverse selection of medallists – both in gender and ethnicity – and it is to be hoped that this trend will continue. Nor should we overlook the vital roles of indigenous people who accompanied European explorers in almost every continent; and I hope that more books will be written giving them the recognition they deserve.





INTRODUCTION



The Royal Geographical Society is one of the oldest geographical institutions in the world, preceded only by the Société de Géographie founded in Paris in 1821 and the Gesellschaft für Erkunde founded in 1828 in Berlin. The Society’s Gold Medals, approved every year by Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, and five previous generations of her family, are the highest honours awarded anywhere in the world for outstanding contributions to geographical science, and to a greater knowledge and understanding of our planet.


The great traveller and travel writer, Freya Stark, asked: ‘What is it that divides mankind?’ Her answer was – ‘The horizon’. For some, the horizon represents a safe enclosure. For others, like Freya Stark, it offers an irresistible invitation to adventure. A spirit of quest and curiosity to discover what lies beyond the horizon, is shared by every adventurer who has received a Royal Geographical Society Gold Medal.


By the time the Royal Geographical Society was established in 1830, the Earth’s oceans and seas had been successfully navigated and its continents travelled, although by no means thoroughly explored. It is beyond doubt that the Society ‘reflected characteristics of our island’s race passed down from an earlier tradition … founded, in part, upon the forces of circumstance’. Nor can there be any doubt that this tra­dition ‘in greater part … stemmed from a spirit of quest, a curiosity to discover what lay beyond the seas, an urge to reach out towards the ends of the earth’. Looking back on the early explorers and their journeys, it seems clear that the story of the Royal Geographical Society began when British monarchs (and later, governments) first encouraged maritime enterprise and the exploration of unknown countries and continents. In doing so, British navigators and their crews reprised the daring exploits of Portuguese and Spanish seamen who had preceded them.


One of the most influential presidents of the Royal Geographical Society, Sir Clements Markham, firmly believed that the Cambridge scholar, alchemist, translator and traveller Sir Richard Eden (1520–76) had been the ‘Father of English Geography’. Eden’s widely read translations of books written by European explorers, including A Treatyse of the Newe India and The Decades of the Newe World or West India, gave vital encouragement to British overseas ventures and geographical studies from the sixteenth century onwards. From 1570 these early ventures were further motivated by a decline in trade between the Protestant regime of Elizabeth I and Catholic trading partners in Europe, which resulted in Britain’s need to establish new trade-links with the East.


Eden’s importance cannot be overestimated; and there can be no question that the Royal Geographical Society and its precursors, the Royal Society, the African Association and the Raleigh Travellers Club, owed their very existence to this exceptionally gifted Tudor scientist and writer.


The Royal Society of London for the Improvement of Natural Know­ledge was founded by the architect Sir Christopher Wren at Gresham College in November 1660, and given its Royal Charter in 1662 by King Charles II. Its motto nullius in verba, which translates as ‘take nobody’s word for it’, underscored the Royal Society’s determination to accept at face value nothing that had not been tested and proved scientifically.


The Royal Society contributed to geographical research involving exploration and travel, a far-sighted (though far from exclusive) strategy which thrived under Sir Joseph Banks, the Society’s president for more than forty years. Sydney Parkinson, a Scots-born artist employed by Banks, who accompanied Captain James Cook on his voyage to the South Seas, compiled the first vocabulary of the Tahitian language and made almost a thousand drawings of animals and plants collected by Banks and the naturalist, Daniel Solander, a disciple of Carl Linnaeus. Between 1788 and 1791, at Port Jackson, the site of present-day Sydney harbour, scientists funded by the Royal Society carried out the first astronomical observations and research undertaken in Australia.


The Association for Promoting the Discovery of the Interior Parts of Africa was founded on 9 June 1788, at a dinner for members of the Saturday’s Club, a select group of learned gentlemen, held in the fashionable St Alban’s tavern off Pall Mall. To start with, the African Association, as it became generally known, had two principal aims in view: the discovery of the River Niger, and the discovery of Timbuktu, West Africa’s legendary city of gold. Each of its members was required to subscribe five guineas a year, for four years, to finance exploration in the interior; but the more affluent often contributed far larger sums, encouraged in the belief that Africa was a continent where vast fortunes could be made.


From the outset, despite a swing towards geographical and scientific exploration for its own sake, commerce had been a powerful incentive for exploration, which overshadowed more altruistic aims, such as a thirst for knowledge and the sense of national and personal honour attached to geographical discovery. Although relatively few in number, the ­African Association’s subscribers supported many expeditions, the most celebrated of them by Dr Mungo Park, who was the first European to sight the River Niger in 1796. Park’s heroic journey not only proved that the Niger existed, but also confirmed reports by Herodotus, more than two thousand years before, based on evidence brought back to Libya by a party of young Nasamonians, that the river flowed from west to east.


In 1806, Park drowned while attempting to escape from hostile tribesmen, during a subsequent expedition to discover how and where the mighty river terminated. Having lost his life endeavouring to trace one of Africa’s three greatest rivers to its end, Park’s lasting fame was assured; but he had paid the ultimate price for immortality, a fate shared by some of the future Royal Geographical Society’s greatest explorers and Gold Medallists. Park’s tragic death, however, left only the whereabouts of the Niger’s source and its terminus to be located and mapped by his successors.


The African Association embraced patrons of culture, foremost of all the 3rd Earl of Bute, a former Prime Minister, a renowned bibliophile and close friend of King George III, who shared the king’s passion for botany; eminent scholars, among them Richard Payne Knight, an authority on ancient art, and William Marsden, the leading orientalist of his age; travellers, including the artist Henry Salt who accompanied Lord Valentia’s travels to India, Ceylon, the Red Sea, Abyssinia and Egypt in 1802–06; evangelicals, notably William Wilberforce, leader of the Anti-Slavery movement; politicians, such as the Earl of Carysfort and Sir Henry Gough Calthorpe MP; and friends or relatives of the Association’s twelve founders. Its membership also included three influential women: the Countess of Aylesbury, Lady Belmore and Lady Ducie, formerly Sarah Child, whose first husband, the late Robert Child, had been one of London’s richest bankers. Apart from their social status, wealth and useful connections, their presence reflected the eighteenth century’s prescient acceptance of women as rational beings, with the right to exercise their free will.


Sir Joseph Banks became the African Association’s treasurer and its undisputed leader. Aged thirty-five, innovative and immensely rich, Banks was already famous for his journeys and scientific achievements. He had sailed to Newfoundland as ship’s naturalist aboard the prophetically-named HMS Niger, with Lieutenant Constantine John Phipps, a school-friend from Eton, in 1766; and accompanied Captain James Cook on his historic voyage to the South Seas in 1768–71, which in 1770 culminated in the first European sighting of Australia’s east coast. Australia had been first sighted by Willem Janzoon in 1606 and was known as New Holland until 1817, when the name, Australia, proposed by the explorer Matthew Flinders, was officially adopted. Janzoon sighted and mapped an area west of Cape York peninsula, in what is today northern Queensland. But James Cook was the first European to explore and map areas of the continent’s east coast. As secretary of the Dilettante Society, founded in 1734 and devoted to investigating, recording and studying Greco-Roman ruins in the eastern Mediterranean, Banks himself had already sponsored expeditions to Asia Minor.


To Banks and his circle, the discovery of the River Niger and its fabulous gold-fields had been a priority. At the time the African Association was founded, the exact whereabouts of the river and its treasure were still unknown, even to European merchants living on the coast. It is not difficult to understand why classically educated members of the Association were astonished that, compared with geographical progress in east and southern Africa, and other parts of the world, knowledge of West Africa (and especially of the Niger) had advanced scarcely at all since the time of Herodotus and Ptolemy. Banks and his colleagues, nevertheless, felt convinced that whoever possessed this knowledge would have access to untold wealth, for as long as supplies of gold lasted, and a valuable trade route linking Britain and West Africa by river, land and sea.


Of the early adventurers sent by the African Association to discover the Niger, only one survived. ‘Mad, romantic, dreaming’ John Ledyard died in Cairo, in 1789, from self-administered medicines, before his journey had begun; Daniel Houghton died from thirst and starvation, at the western rim of the Sahara; Friedrich Hornemann vanished without trace, somewhere between Tripoli and the Fezzan; Henry Nicholls succumbed to fever in Calabar, close to the Niger’s confluence with the sea; Mungo Park drowned at the Bussa Falls on the Niger; and Johann Ludwig Burckhardt died in Cairo of dysentery, having spent eight years in Egypt, Nubia and Syria studying Arabic, and Muslim customs, in preparation for his journey across the Sahara. The sole survivor, the orientalist Simon Lucas, returned safely to England, having been forced to abandon his journey across the Sahara because of a tribal uprising.


On 13 August 1826, Major Alexander Gordon Laing became the first European, and the first Christian, to enter Timbuktu, whose inhabitants and beautiful, mud buildings greatly impressed him. In contrast, René Caillié, who arrived there two years later, dismissed the legendary city as ‘dreary’ and ‘a mass of ill-looking houses’. Soon after leaving ­Timbuktu, Laing was murdered as he slept and, according to the testimony of his servant, decapitated.


The Raleigh Club was an exclusive dining club for wealthy, independent travellers, founded by Sir Arthur Capell Brooke in 1827 at the Thatched House tavern in St James’s as an alternative to the recently founded Travellers Club in Pall Mall. Its members met at intervals to talk about their journeys and share the traditional food and drink of countries they had visited.


The Geographical Society of London was proposed at a meeting of the Raleigh Club on 24 May 1830, and established at a further meeting, on 16 July 1830, held in the Horticultural Society’s London premises at 21 Regent Street. The Geographical Society’s founders included Sir John Barrow, the brilliant, at times dour and inflexible Permanent Secretary to the Admiralty; Robert Brown, the celebrated botanist, who accompanied Matthew Flinders on his voyage to Australia; the hydrographer, oceanographer and astronomer, Admiral William Henry Smyth; John Cam Hobhouse, Lord Byron’s friend and travelling companion; and Roderick Impey Murchison, aged thirty-eight, the youngest member of the group and already a respected geologist, who was destined to play a leading role during the next forty years as the Society’s ‘presiding genius’. It speaks volumes for the original proposals – and the integrity of presidents and council members who succeeded Sir John Barrow and his committee – that the Society’s basic objectives have never varied, from 1830 up to the present day.


It seems that the final push needed to establish the Geographical ­Society of London, the future Royal Geographical Society, resulted from a letter signed ‘ACC’, printed in the Literary Gazette on 24 May 1830, which prompted the Raleigh Club’s historic meeting. The anonymous writer deplored the ‘want’ of a Geographical Society, and suggested that one should be formed ‘as a point of union to travellers and scientific men, and a depository for geographical information’. In 1930 the Royal Geographical Society’s historian, Hugh Mill, suggested that the letter had been written by nineteen-year-old Thomas Watts, who later became Keeper of Printed Books at the British Museum, and the initiator of the Museum’s impressive domed Reading Room. It is not clear, however, what connection there was between Watts and the initials ‘ACC’. And, furthermore, supposing Mill’s intriguing theory had been correct, it seems strange that Watts never belonged to the Geographical Society he helped to create, nor attended any of its meetings.


In due course, as their membership dwindled and Sir Joseph Banks’s health deteriorated, both the African Association and the Raleigh Club were absorbed into the Geographical Society of London, which expanded rapidly under the patronage of King William IV. Furthermore, in the decade following the Napoleonic war, the British government, encouraged by the Niger’s strategic and commercial importance, gradually replaced the African Association’s waning sponsorship of exploration. The Association continued to be involved, however, until its eventual merger with the Geographical Society of London in 1831. By then, explorers had shown that the Upper Niger (Mungo Park’s Joliba) flowed from its source at Kissidougou, in the highlands of Gambia, eastward to Timbuktu; and from there, south of Timbuktu, the Lower Niger flowed down to its immense delta, pouring thousands of cubic feet of water, every hour, into the Bight of Benin in the Gulf of Guinea.


The Founder’s and Patron’s Gold Medals originally took the form of a ‘Royal Premium’, an annual gift of fifty guineas from the recently crowned ‘sailor king’, William IV, which was first awarded in 1831 for the encouragement of science and discovery. The earliest Gold Medals were engraved with a likeness of the king, as Patron of the Geographical Society of London. The first of these medals was presented in 1836 to the Arctic explorer, Captain Sir George Back, for his discoveries and his ‘memorable journey’ down the Great Fish River; in 1837 to Captain Robert FitzRoy, for ‘his survey of the South American coasts from the Rio de la Plata to Guayaquil in Peru’; and in 1838 to Colonel Francis Rawdon Chesney for ‘valuable materials in comparative and physical geography in Syria, Mesopotamia and the delta of Susiana’. Shortly before his death in 1837, ‘as a final act concerning the Society’, the king had proposed, with admirable foresight, that eligibility for medals should also be extended to ‘foreigners’.


On 31 October 1838, a year after Queen Victoria’s coronation, the medals committee decided that the monarch’s annual gift should be used to provide, as well as a Founder’s Gold Medal, a Patron’s Gold Medal; and that these should ‘not … be considered as first and second medal, but as bearing the like value’. At a further meeting held at the Admiralty, on 22 November 1838, the medals committee agreed to invite William Wyon RA, chief engraver at the Royal Mint, who had engraved the king’s Coronation Medal (and the Society’s original Gold Medal), to engrave the new Patron’s Gold Medal with Queen Victoria’s portrait and the words ‘Victoria Patrona’ on its obverse side. At the same time the committee invited Wyon to engrave a new Founder’s Gold Medal with William IV’s head in profile, and ‘Fundator’ inscribed below it. The first Patron’s Gold Medal was awarded in 1839 to Dr Eduard Rüppell for his travels and researches in Nubia, Arabia and Abyssinia; while Thomas Simpson received the first new Founder’s Gold Medal for tracing the hitherto unexplored coast of North America.


From the beginning, the Society ruled that only one medal should be awarded for any one expedition. This rule was strictly adhered to; except in 1913, when no Founder’s Medal was awarded, and Captain Robert Falcon Scott’s widow received, on her husband’s behalf, the Patron’s Gold Medal; while another Patron’s Gold Medal was awarded posthumously to Dr Edward Wilson, Scott’s close friend and staunch companion.


The medallists included in this book are some of the greatest explorers and travellers in all of the world’s continents, oceans and seas, over the past two hundred years. Yet we must not overlook other remarkable men and women who made fascinating journeys in Asia, Africa, the Americas and the Polar regions, and were not awarded either grants or medals by the Royal Geographical Society. To name only three: the Belgian-French opera-singer, Buddhist scholar, mystic, translator and prolific author, Alexandra David-Néel, travelled from 1916 to 1924 in disguise, with her adopted son, Lama Yongden, for thousands of miles east to west across China, Mongolia and Tibet, on foot or riding ponies or yaks. After an interlude of three years at Kumbum monastery in Amdo, where she and Yongden translated the forty Prajnaparamita sutras, in 1924 Madame David-Néel became the first European woman to enter Lhasa.


In 1911, the Japanese army officer, ascetic and explorer, Nobu ­Shirase, did not attempt to challenge Scott or Amundsen in the race to the South Pole. Instead, the expedition he led to Antarctica in 1910–12 made the first landing on the coast of King Edward VII Land, and progressed as far southward as latitude 80 degrees 5’ South. Shirase spent the remainder of his life struggling to repay those who had sponsored him; and, having done so, he died poverty-stricken, aged eighty-five, living alone above a fishmonger’s shop in Tokyo.


Another of the ‘overlooked’, botanist, entomologist, naturalist and artist, William John Burchell, returned to England in April 1815, having completed a journey of 4500 miles across southern Africa – where he became the first European to traverse Bushmanland – bringing back with him tens of thousands of specimens he had collected, many of them new to science. In 1825–30 Burchell travelled extensively through the forests of Brazil, and returned once again laden with vast numbers of insects and plants, examples of which he drew and painted with great skill. His life from then on was devoted mainly to caring for his elderly mother and arranging his collections. In May 1863, Sir Roderick ­Murchison praised Burchell’s Travels in the Interior of Southern Africa as a work whose ‘narrative may be ranked among the classics of English travels, from its simple, vigorous and truthful style, and its numerous illustrations, made with scrupulous fidelity on wood and stone by his own hands’.


The Society’s Royal Premium was awarded to Richard Lander in 1832, for his journeys in West Africa to discover where the River Niger ends; and it is with Richard Lander that the story of the Royal Geographical Society’s medallists begins.
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AFRICA: In 1830 Richard and John Lander explored the River Niger to its end in the Bight of Benin, Gulf of Guinea.





Part I



AFRICA


The Royal Geographical Society’s encouragement and sponsorship of African exploration continued projects undertaken by the African Association, notably the search for the Niger’s end, and the source of the Nile.


From the early years of Queen Victoria’s reign to the mid-twentieth century, the Society’s African medallists included Francis Galton, who explored Damaraland and Ovamboland in South-West Africa; Galton’s companion, Charles John Andersson, who may have sighted the Victoria Falls years before Livingstone; and Heinrich Barth, a brilliant linguist, who explored and travelled for ten thousand miles across West Africa. David Livingstone’s discoveries of Lake Ngami in 1849 and the Victoria Falls in 1855, ushered in a ‘golden age’ of African exploration, and its celebrated explorers, among them Richard Francis Burton, John Hanning Speke, James Augustus Grant, Samuel White Baker, Henry Morton Stanley and Joseph Thomson.


In the 1860s, Alfred Grandidier explored Madagascar and, assisted by his son and a circle of expert contributors, he recorded every feature of the island, in a series of more than fifty volumes. In the later decades of the nineteenth century, Frederick Courteney Selous and Sir Harry Johnston made outstanding contributions to the geography and natural history of South-east and Central Africa. From 1922, Théodore Monod travelled in the western Sahara and added greatly to our knowledge of its botany, geog­raphy, geology, natural history and pre-history; while in East Africa, a contemporary of Monod, Louis Leakey, devoted much of his life to archaeology and paleoanthropology, and achieved world-wide fame for discoveries at Olduvai Gorge linked to the evolution of early man.


Richard Lander (1804–34)


In the Royal Geographical Society’s collections there is Richard Lander’s copy of the Book of Common Prayer, bound very handsomely with the Psalms of David in full, red morocco. It bears Lander’s inscription, in ink, ‘R L L, Richard Lemon Lander. Travelled throughout Africa with him and having been rescued from the River Niger by a Diver.’


The eminent historian E.W. Bovill never for a moment doubted that honours bestowed on explorers of the Niger must be shared in equal measure by Mungo Park, Alexander Gordon Laing, Hugh Clapperton and Richard Lander. Starting from Tripoli, an expedition in 1822–24 led by Hugh Clapperton, Dr William Oudeney and Major Dixon Denham, continued Park’s exploration of the Niger but failed to establish how and where the river terminated. After Clapperton’s death at Sokoto in 1827, this task was accomplished successfully by his faithful man­servant, Richard Lander, who returned to Africa in 1830 with his brother, John, three years younger than himself, and together they explored the Niger to its end.


The son of John Lander, an innkeeper, and fourth of his parents’ six children, Richard Lemon Lander was born in the Fighting Cocks Inn (later known as the Dolphin Inn) at Truro in Cornwall, on 8 February 1804. That same day, Colonel John Lemon had been elected the Whig Member of Parliament for Truro and, at the suggestion of the local doctor who attended the birth, Lemon was added to the child’s baptismal names. Richard grew up proud of his Cornish ancestry. His mother’s maiden-name was Penrose and he liked to quote a saying, recorded by Richard Carew in 1602, ‘By Tre, Pol and Pen, You may know most Cornishmen’, which he adapted to include both of his parents – ‘By Tre, Pol, Lan and Pen’ – adding, ‘My family is as ancient, I daresay, as any upon the face of the earth’.


According to Lander’s first biographer, Robert Huish, he was ‘not gifted with any extraordinary talent, it was not his fortune to boast either the honour of high birth, or even to possess the advantages of a common-place education. His leading quality was a determined spirit of perseverance, which no obstacles could intimidate or subdue.’ By nature, Richard was reserved and shy; unlike his brother John, who was ‘gifted with an exuberant imagination’ and wrote descriptions which tended to be ‘inflated and bombastic’, yet were invariably based upon information from authentic sources.


Lander’s formal education in Truro lasted for barely three years, and during this time he often played truant. His school master, Mr Pascoe, known as ‘Old Pascoe’, lived at the schoolhouse in Coombes Lane, and would have been gratified by Sir John Barrow’s description of Lander as ‘a very intelligent young man’. Introducing the account of his travels with Hugh Clapperton, Lander wrote: ‘it cannot be expected that a person in my humble situation in life should have the powers of language sufficient to give these descriptions the fullest charm of which they may be susceptible; yet I have done the best my poor abilities would allow me.’ Having spent most of his life as a manservant, a ‘gentleman’s gentleman’, Lander may have apologised as much from a sense of propriety as natural modesty, although he had no reason to feel ashamed of the book he had written.


Almost nothing is known about Lander’s childhood. As an infant, playing in his father’s stable, a sharp piece of iron fell and pierced his forehead with near-fatal consequences. One day, an old woman stroked his hair and prophesied, ‘You will see two kingdoms, Richard, for you have two crowns upon your head!’


At the age of nine, ‘due to a series of domestic misfortunes’, Richard left home. What were these ‘misfortunes’, and what happened to him immediately afterwards, is uncertain. According to one source, the boy walked all the way from Truro to London. We know that, aged thirteen, he accompanied his first employer, ‘a mercantile gentleman’, to the West Indies, where he fell ill and almost died of yellow fever. Lander was ‘short of stature and fair’, congenial, diligent and physically very strong; his grandfather had been a noted wrestler. Until he was nineteen, he worked as a manservant for a relative of the Duke of Northumberland, and other affluent employers, in England and on the Continent. In this capacity, he travelled in 1823–24 to South Africa with Major (later General Sir William) Colebrook, who had been appointed to His Majesty’s Commission of Eastern Enquiry, tasked with conducting surveys in the Cape Colony. Soon after returning to England, Lander’s ‘rambling propensities’ were revived in 1825 by news of Denham and Clapperton’s return from West Africa, and Clapperton’s proposed expedition, backed by the British government, to discover and map the source, course and termination of the still ‘mysterious’ Niger.


Lander immediately sought an interview with Clapperton and, as a result, he was engaged as Clapperton’s ‘confidential servant’. Despite attempts by Lander’s friends and relatives to persuade him to reconsider his decision, and accept an alternative offer of better-paid, safer employment in a South American republic, his mind was made up. On 25 August 1825, Clapperton and Lander joined other members of the expedition at Spithead, near Portsmouth, and from there, aboard His Majesty’s sloop Brazen, they sailed to Whydah, on the infamous Slave Coast of West Africa.


The expedition included, as draughtsman and second-in-command, Captain Robert Pearce RN; Clapperton’s friend Dr Thomas Dickson; Dr Robert Morison, a naval surgeon ‘well versed’ in natural history; and, according to the ship’s muster, four personal servants, among them Richard Lander and William Pascoe, ‘a native of Hausa’. The primary objectives of Clapperton’s mission were trade, geographical discovery and the abolition of slavery. Besides his instructions from the Secretary of the Admiralty, Sir John Barrow, and Lord Bathurst, a friend of Pitt and Wilberforce, and future President of the Council, Clapperton took with him a letter from King George IV, addressed to Mohammed Bello, the Sultan of Sokoto, with whom Clapperton was ‘to establish a friendly intercourse’. In return for a trade agreement with Britain, Clapperton would encourage the sultan to cease trafficking in slaves, and forbid slave caravans from entering or traversing his country. As a separate venture, also with a view to trade, Clapperton would endeavour to reach Timbuktu, still regarded as a fabulously rich, mysterious and potentially strategic city; while Pearce was directed to explore the country east of Lake Chad, in an attempt to locate the source of the Niger. Finally, Pearce, Morison and Dickson were to remain at Sokoto: Dickson as Sultan Bello’s resident physician and Pearce as consul, assisted by Robert Morison, in an effort to suppress the traffic in slaves between Hausa and the Bight of Benin.


At Whydah, no one had heard of Fundah, a little below the Fulani port of Rakah where, according to Sultan Bello, the Niger flowed into the sea. In a sense, the Sultan’s information was correct. Fundah, which Lander and his brother visited in 1830, was situated a considerable distance inland, at the confluence of the rivers Niger and Benue, from which the Niger flowed almost due south to the Bight of Benin. An English trader at Whydah, named Houtson, advised Clapperton to start the journey inland from Badagri, instead of the Benin river, and he agreed to guide the expedition through the Yoruba country as far as its capital, a sprawling walled town known as Oyo or Katunga, which boasted seven markets. Before Clapperton and Lander left for Badagri, Thomas Dickson decided to travel by himself across Dahomey to Katunga, escorted by Francisco de Souza, an African-Brazilian slave-trader, and rendezvous with Clapperton at Katunga or Sokoto. Dickson was never seen again; but according to some reports he may have reached Yauri, on the east bank of the Niger, halfway between Katunga and Sokoto.


Wherever they went, Clapperton and his companions were welcomed by joyful crowds of men and women, most of whom had never seen a European. The people danced and sang, showered them with hospitality and were invariably reluctant to let them go. For three centuries, according to E.W. Bovill, the Yoruba had been aware of Europeans along the Guinea coast, and of their reputation for cruelty. To the Yoruba, some of whose customs and practices were also very cruel, this was of no great consequence; instead they admired the Europeans’ power and wealth and were obviously delighted by Clapperton’s arrival in their towns and villages. In consequence, the 200-mile journey from Badagri to Katunga lasted seven weeks.


On the way, Pearce and Morison, and Morison’s servant, George Dawson, died of malaria. Lander and Clapperton nearly died of malaria and dysentery but managed to recover. After years of exposure to malaria, Houtson was virtually immune and escaped with a mild infection. The loss of three members of the expedition, at such an early stage, was a serious setback for Clapperton, whose health, and Lander’s, had deteriorated on the journey through Yoruba’s humid forests, and must have given him cause for concern. At Kano, Lander, who was ill and spoke no Hausa, stayed behind with William Pascoe as his interpreter, while Clapperton, who was himself very sick and perhaps fearful that he might not live to carry out his mission, struggled on to Sokoto where he found Sultan Bello at war with the Emirs of Bornu and Fundah. He was given an unexpectedly cold reception, stirred up by false rumours that Britain was supplying weapons to Bornu, and planned to dispossess the sultan of his territory. Unknown to Clapperton, meanwhile, Bello had summoned Lander to Sokoto. Some weeks after Lander arrived, Clapperton became gravely ill from dysentery, and died a few days short of his fortieth birthday.


These events have been described by E.W. Bovill, very vividly, yet with his customary restraint and precision. In The Golden Trade of the Moors, he summarised the journeys by Clapperton, Denham and Oudeney in 1822–24, and by Clapperton and Lander in 1826–29; and recounted them at greater length, in a wealth of fascinating detail, in The Niger Explored and a four-volume work titled Missions to the Niger. His books are certainly classics of their kind; and they are particularly valuable for Bovill’s admirably fair, unfailingly shrewd appreciation of the explorers’ characters and achievements. Of Clapperton, Lander wrote: ‘he was never highly elated … nor deeply depressed’. As for Clapperton’s journals, according to Bovill, they revealed ‘almost nothing of the man himself, and his unpublished notebooks, meant for no eyes but his own, give us only rare and fleeting glimpses of his true character’. Sir John Barrow condemned Clapperton as ‘evidently a man of no education’, and observed that ‘He nowhere disturbs the progress of the day’s narrative by any reflections of his own.’ Even the deaths of his companions in Yoruba were dismissed in his journals and letters without comment. It seems that Clapperton had suffered from impatience and the ‘compelling urge of [many] explorers to press ever onwards [which] greatly impoverished the annals of geographical discovery’.


Clapperton’s letters to Lander, on the other hand, tell us more; and still more revealing are Lander’s writings ‘about the man he knew far better than any living soul’. Passages quoted by Bovill illustrate very clearly the devoted friendship that tempered their relations as master and servant. When Lander was seriously ill with fever, he tells us, Clapperton ‘generously gave up his own bed to me, and slept himself on my mat, watched over me with parental assiduity and tenderness, and ministered to all my wants. No one can express the joy he felt on my recovery … It was his sympathy for me in all my sufferings that had so powerful a claim on my feelings and affections …’ From Sokoto, Clapperton wrote to Lander at Kano, urging him to keep up his spirits and trust in God, assuring him ‘I am already heartily tired of this place: and most devoutly wish I were with you’. All of this, in Bovill’s words, showed ‘a much deeper regard and a greater sense of responsibility than a dutiful master would normally feel for a loyal servant’.


It should not be inferred, however, from the warmth of these descriptions that women played no part in the lives of Clapperton and Lander. On the contrary: at Kiama, on the way to Bussa, Clapperton lived for six days with a very compliant African girl; and at Wawa, he and Lander were pursued by ‘the widow Zuma’, a love-sick, fair-skinned Arab woman, who owned a thousand slaves and longed to marry a white man. When the widow’s desperate attempts to seduce Lander proved ‘unavailing’, she continued to pester Clapperton, who wrote, ‘I could only get rid of her by telling her that I prayed and looked at the stars all night’. In the end she gave up. But, while Clapperton died a bachelor, Lander married a Cornish girl named Mary Ann Hughes, soon after he returned to England, and fathered two children: a daughter, Henrietta Ann, born in 1829; and a son, Richard, who died aged two in 1834.


Lander remembered evenings at Sokoto, before Clapperton’s last illness, when the two men squatted on mats, smoked cigars, read aloud to each other and exchanged reminiscences of home. He wrote: ‘Sometimes, although neither of us was gifted with a voice of much power or compass, we attempted to sing a few English or Scotch tunes; and sometimes I played others on my buglehorn. How often have the pleasing strains of ‘‘Sweet, sweet Home’’ resounded through the melancholy streets of Soccatoo? How often have its inhabitants listened with breathless attention to the music of the white-faced strangers? and observed to each other, as they went away, “Surely those Christians are sending a blessing to their country and friends!”’


Despite suffering repeated attacks of malaria, Lander nursed Clapperton ‘night and day’ during the month before his master’s death. In what may have been their last conversation, sensing the end was near, Clapperton advised Lander to borrow money from Sultan Bello to buy camels and provisions, and join an Arab caravan crossing the Sahara to the Fezzan. Much as Lander disliked Arabs, Clapperton felt that the desert route was safer than the journey south through Yoruba; and in Tripoli the kindly British Consul, Hanmer Warrington, a friend to all explorers, would advance Lander money and arrange his passage to England, where Lander would deliver to the Colonial Office secretary Clapperton’s journal and papers. Lander’s account of their last moments together is both simple and touching. Clapperton said: ‘‘‘Richard, I shall shortly be no more; I feel myself dying.” Almost choked with grief, I replied, “God forbid, my dear master: you will live many years yet”. “Don’t be so much affected, my dear boy, I entreat you”, said he: “it is the will of the Almighty; it cannot be helped”.’ Three days later, on 13 April 1827, Clapperton died in Lander’s arms and was buried at a village near Sokoto.


Instead of returning across the Sahara as Clapperton had advised, Lander preferred to risk the more dangerous way south through the Yoruba. At Kano, lacking the means to buy camels, he bought a horse and two donkeys and headed towards Fundah, intending to continue down the Niger from there by canoe. Destitute, ill and unable to understand the Hausa tongue, Lander was determined, nevertheless, to prove Clapperton’s belief (which he shared) that the Niger ended in the Bight of Benin. Seventeen days from Kano, half-way to Fundah, he was recalled to Zaria, for no other reason than the Emir longed to set eyes on a white man.


From Zaria, the remainder of Lander’s journey through the Yoruba was largely uneventful, except that he narrowly avoided being speared by a drunken tribesman, and had to be rescued when he fell into a river. He suffered continually from malaria, but was cared for by Clapperton’s servant, William Pascoe, who had insisted on accompanying Lander from Kano, and by ‘affectionate’, ‘kindly’ tribal women in towns and villages along the way. Lander and Pascoe reached Badagri on 21 November, where the king’s advisers and a cabal of Brazilian slave-merchants accused Lander of being an English agent spying on their despicable, but lucrative, trade. He was sentenced to drink a poison fetish (according to Bovill, probably made of sasswood from the bark of the red water tree), an ordeal which, to the king’s astonishment and the slavers’ fury, he survived by swallowing a strong emetic and large quantities of warm water.


Lander was still in danger, two months later, when Captain Laing of the brig Maria, anchored at Whydah, heard of Lander’s predicament and came to his rescue. Laing paid the king a ransom of 70 pounds in broadcloths, gunpowder and other goods, which was duly refunded in London. On his way to England, by an extraordinary coincidence, Lander met Clapperton’s former companion, and bitter adversary, Major Dixon Denham, at Fernando Po. It seems inconceivable that Lander had known nothing of Denham’s audacious letter, accusing Clapperton of sexual ‘impropriety’ during their 1822–24 expedition, based on the evidence of an Arab seeking revenge for some alleged injustice. Be that as it may, he took the opportunity to inform Denham of Clapperton’s death, news which Denham relayed to London, well in advance of Lander’s arrival in England on 30 April 1828.


On his second expedition to the Niger, in 1830, Richard Lander and his brother John followed Clapperton’s route from Badagri, through the Yoruba, to Bussa, which until Clapperton’s arrival in 1826 had not been visited by Europeans since Mungo Park thirty years previously. Clapperton’s expedition ‘had been costly in human life and disappointing in its results. Hopes of establishing trade relations with the Fulani had vanished and little additional light had been thrown on the mystery of the Niger’. The Landers were instructed by the government to proceed to Fundah, there to determine whether the Niger ended in a vast swamp, or turned eastward to Lake Chad, or flowed south from its confluence with the Benue river and ended in the Bight of Benin. By travelling down the Niger from Fundah to Badagri and the sea, the Lander brothers had the satisfaction of proving that Clapperton’s claim, ridiculed by Sir John Barrow and other geographers, had been correct.


The government paid Richard 100 pounds; and his wife received 25 pounds every three months during his absence. John Lander received nothing. Byron’s publisher, John Murray, more than made up for this ‘paltry’ reward by offering Richard and John Lander 1000 guineas for their Journal of an Expedition to Explore the Course and Termination of the River Niger, which he published in 1832.


For Richard Lander, 1832 was an important year. The recently founded Geographical Society of London (the future Royal Geographical Society) presented him with the first of its Gold Medals in the form of a Royal Premium worth fifty guineas; while a Greenock-born shipbuilder, Macgregor Laird, and a consortium of Liverpool businessmen engaged him to lead an expedition up the Niger from the coast, to test the river’s viability for shipping and explore the region’s commercial potential. Forty-eight men were transported to West Africa by a brig and two paddle-steamers, the heavily armed Quorra and the 55-ton Alburkah, whose Arabic names translate as ‘shining river’ and ‘blessing’. The Alburkah, which Laird designed, was the first iron-clad vessel to have made a successful ocean crossing. Laird travelled five hundred miles up the Niger to its confluence with the Benue, and explored the country for a further eighty miles beyond. All but nine of the party died of fever, but Laird brought back useful information about the river as a commercial highway, and the possibilities for European settlement inland. Lander was exploring the Brass river, by canoe, when he was attacked by Ibo tribesmen and wounded in the hip by a musket ball that worked its way into his upper thigh. He was taken on 25 January to Fernando Po, where the expedition’s surgeon found the musket ball so deeply embedded that he could not remove it, and inevitably the wound became infected. On 6 February 1834, Lander died of gangrene and was buried in the Clarence Cemetery at Fernando Po. He was just twenty-nine years old.


Sometime between Lander’s death and his burial, the surgeon managed to extract the musket ball from Lander’s thigh, and the relic was preserved by Lieutenant-Colonel (later Sir) Edward Nicholls, the second of Fernando Po’s superintendents, in whose house Lander had died. According to a document in the Bodleian Library, the musket ball was later presented by Nicholls to the Rotunda museum of artillery at Woolwich.


Sir Francis Galton (1822–1911)


Francis Galton was the ultimate polymath: a prolific writer, a tireless researcher, a genius whose life spanned the whole of Queen Victoria’s reign. Among his many other distinctions, he became the first man, after Richard Lander – and Charles Tilstone Beke (1800–74) now remembered mainly for his claim to the discovery of the true location of Mount Sinai – to be honoured by the Royal Geographical Society for his achievements as an African explorer’.


In 1850, the Society had presented David Livingstone with a chronometer watch (this, instead of a medal, at Livingstone’s request) in recognition of his discovery of Lake Ngami; and it was not until 1855, two years after Galton, that ‘the enterprising missionary’ was awarded the Founder’s Gold Medal for his ‘recent explorations’ in Africa.


A productive journey through Namibia (known as Damaraland) and Ovamboland, in South-West Africa, earned Galton the Royal Geographical Society’s Founder’s Gold Medal in 1853. As a result of his African researches, he was elected Fellow of the Royal Society in 1860; in 1886 he was honoured with the Royal Society’s Gold Medal, and its Charles Darwin Medal in 1902. In 1909 Galton was knighted; and in October 1910, three months before his death, he was awarded the Royal Society’s Copley Medal, ‘the “blue ribbon” of the scientific world’.


Galton led an active, unusually varied life as a mathematician, statistician and meteorologist, as well as carrying out extensive research in anthropology, paranormal activity, photography, psychology and sociology – and the questionable science of viriculture, or eugenics (an interest said to have been ‘stimulated in his early years by being brought up in a close-knit family circle springing from the vigorous Galton-Darwin stock’). Besides these demanding pursuits, he excelled as a geographer, a photo-geneticist, a psychometrician (whereby he tested ‘the extent and the strength of the ideas latent within his own mind’), and an inventor who developed the system of fingerprinting as a forensic aid to criminal investigations. He also found time to write 350 books and scholarly papers. Today, Galton is generally remembered as a eugenicist, and his deeply problematic views have caused his name to be erased from University College London’s Galton Lecture Theatre. While his study of eugenics does not detract from Galton’s many other achievements, it cannot be ignored. He attempted to popularise this controversial pseudo-science in a novel, titled Kantsaywhere, which he completed in December 1910, less than a month before he died.


The youngest of Samuel Tertius Galton’s and Violetta Darwin’s three sons, Francis Galton was born at his family’s comfortable home in Sparkbrook, then a leafy suburb of Birmingham, on 16 February 1822. The Galtons were of Quaker origin, and much of their wealth derived from banking and gun-making. Francis was a half-cousin of Charles Darwin. Known to his family as Frank, he appears to have been an extraordinarily precocious child, who acquired some Greek and Latin by the age of three and read Shakespeare ‘for pleasure’ by the time he was six. On 15 February 1827, he wrote to his sister, Adele: ‘I am four years old and can read any English book. I can say all the Latin substantives and adjectives and active verbs, besides 52 lines of Latin poetry. I can cast up any sum in addition and multiply … I can also say the pence table, I read French a little and I know the clock.’


The letter to Adele suggested that Galton had already attained a mental age more than double his chronological age. In 1940, using the Binet intelligence test, an American psychologist named Lewis M. Terman calculated the four-year-old Galton’s IQ as 200, a figure occurring in just one child of that age in fifty thousand. Having accepted the boy’s letter at face-value, Terman did not realise that Galton had written to his sister the day before his fifth birthday, a significant fact which would have produced a lower, but still very impressive, intelligence quotient of 160.


At Cambridge, Galton took a degree in history, and afterwards studied medicine. By the time he left the university, his father had died and from then on he was financially independent, ‘a freedom which at one time threatened to degenerate into unproductive activity’. While at university Galton had suffered something resembling a nervous breakdown. The symptoms not only alarmed him at the time but continued to affect him, at intervals, throughout his life; and this may have accounted for what his great-niece has described as ‘a strain of hypochondria in an otherwise robust man’.


Health concerns apart, Galton was original, good company, a ‘conformist but no prig (despite his liking for “decorum”), handsome and rich’. Galton shared his eldest brother’s enthusiasm for field sports, and in 1845 he set off from Cairo with a ‘congenial’ cousin, Hedwith Barclay, and Montagu Boulton, a friend of Galton and Barclay at Cambridge, on a leisurely shooting trip up the River Nile. In Memories of My Life, Galton wrote, Shepheard’s Hotel ‘looked out upon rice-fields, and modern Cairo did not exist, but Waghorn’s overland wagons to Suez had been established. After some stay at Cairo we hired a dahabeyah [a lateen-rigged Nile sailing boat]. Barclay put on board a keg of his own porter, and so we started, intending to live luxuriously and in great style.’


A pleasant few days, cruising and carousing, carried them beyond the first Nile cataract to Korosko. Leaving a boy to take the boat to Wadi Halfa, Galton and his companions rode on camels across the desert to Abu Hamed. Among the ‘picturesque’ travellers they encountered was a mild-mannered Egyptian, armed with a sword, on his way to join a party of slave-raiders at the Abyssinian border. The Egyptian slaver valued Galton at the equivalent of twenty pounds, which at that time was the highest price paid for a ‘light-coloured African’.


In Khartoum, the travellers met another Cambridge contemporary, Mansfield Parkyns, a colourful, raffish individual, ‘nearly naked, as agile as a panther, with head shorn except for the Moslem tuft, reeking with butter, and with a leopard skin thrown over his shoulder’. Embracing the principle that ‘dressing the part is prerequisite to living it’, Parkyns took pride in his ‘descent’ into savagery, which ostensibly shocked (but in private, no doubt, thrilled) Lady Palmerston and other upstanding Victorian readers of Parkyns’s book Life in Abyssinia, describing the country where he had spent three years before arriving at Khartoum. On the other hand, his modesty as a writer and his diffident ‘“aw, shucks” air’ were certainly calculated to disarm. Meanwhile, to Galton’s delight, Parkyns unveiled the depravities and horrors of Khartoum’s seedy underworld, populated by slave-dealers, thieves, prostitutes and murderers, ‘a sink of iniquity’ barely separated from which Galton and his companions lived in a mud hut facing the Nile. Following Parkyns’s example, Galton took to wearing native dress and, clad in a thin, white cotton shift, which left his shoulders and one arm exposed and unprotected, he got badly sunburnt.


Galton’s party, accompanied by Parkyns and their four Egyptian servants, sailed upstream from Khartoum, taking pot-shots at any hippopotamus they encountered on the way. One day Galton fired at forty hippos, every one of which he either missed or wounded. In desperation, he went on shore and sat up all night with Boulton, but again he failed to bag a hippo. Looking back, in old age, Galton would no doubt have approved the sage advice given by Hilaire Belloc in his Bad Child’s Book of Beasts (1896): ‘I shoot the Hippopotamus/ With bullets made of platinum,/ Because if I use leaden ones/ His hide is sure to flatten ’em’. As it was, in the darkness, Galton shot and killed by mistake a cow belonging to local tribesmen and, to avoid the inevitable repercussions, the travellers were obliged to beat a hasty retreat for Khartoum before daybreak.


At Khartoum, Galton and his companions separated from Parkyns and continued downstream to Metemneh, where once again they left a servant in charge of the boat, and hired camels for a swift journey across the Bayouda Desert to Dongola, not far from the third of the Nile’s cataracts. Water was abundant and the going proved relatively easy. In Memories of My Life, Galton recalled: ‘We had become by that time used to camel-riding, we were well mounted and travelled even as much as eighteen hours out of the twenty-four, on more than one day. The Polar Star and the pointers of the Great Bear served as the hands of a huge sidereal clock to tell the weary time.’


After parting from Barclay and Boulton in Cairo, Galton travelled alone to the Lebanon and Syria, accompanied by two pet monkeys and a faithful retainer named Ali whom he had previously engaged for his voyage up the Nile.


The Holy Land, rather than its people, made a lasting impression on Galton. For a time, an attack of fever interrupted his travels further inland. He settled temporarily at Damascus, learnt Hebrew and observed Jewish domestic rituals. He was grief-stricken when his manservant Ali, who had looked after him attentively and well, died there from dysentery. Galton moved on from Damascus to Salahieh, where he studied Arabic and lived in the style of a European orientalist, before resuming his journeys that autumn after the intense summer heat subsided. Mounted on horses he had bought near Beirut, Galton visited the Lebanon’s magnificent cedar forests, followed by Tripoli; and from there he returned to Beirut where again he fell ill. Whether or not this was due to a recurrence of fever, remains uncertain. In a letter dated 1846, Galton’s friend Montagu Boulton lamented his misfortune ‘getting laid up in such a serious manner for … a few moments’ enjoyment’, which suggests that Galton may have contracted some form of sexually transmitted disease, perhaps after visiting a prostitute in Tripoli. If indeed this is what happened, we should also remember that Galton was a ‘conformist’, with a strong preference for ‘decorum’, but certainly not ‘priggish’ and above all he was, by nature, insatiably curious. As an undergraduate at Cambridge he had admired attractive women, but until he arrived in the East he was probably sexually inexperienced, and eager to experiment without damaging his reputation. In his unpublished travel notes written in 1885, and an autobiography published in 1908, Galton the ‘conformist’ offered the prosaic and perfectly plausible explanation that his illness at Beirut had resulted from camping on ‘low lying ground’, beside ditches filled with stagnant water.


In his introduction to a 1962 reprint of Galton’s influential work ­Hereditary Genius, C.D. Darlington described him as a ‘natural celibate’. Whether Galton’s marriage to Louisa Butler was ever consummated, we shall never know. It has been suggested that his ‘polite’ antipathy towards women revealed a suppressed tendency to homosexuality; this, in turn, was masked by his open dislike of effeminate men (for example, Oscar Wilde), offset by strong approval of overtly masculine explorers, such as John Hanning Speke and Sir Samuel Baker. Galton’s biographer D.W. Forrest has observed that ‘Any man with feminine traits would be likely to arouse his hostility. But whether this dislike covered a deep fear of his own repressed femininity can only be conjectured.’ Galton’s harsh disapproval of Wilde surprised his nephew Hesketh Pearson so much that, years later, Pearson wrote in his book Extraordinary People: ‘Hamlet’s words came to mind. “There is something in this more than natural, if philosophy could find it out”.’


For the next three years Galton devoted himself mainly to field sports and travel in England, Scotland, the Orkneys and Shetlands. He learnt to shoot, rode to hounds in Warwickshire, wintered at Kirkwall, Orkney, and collected birds’ eggs in the Shetlands, an occupation which demanded a steady nerve and some degree of rock-climbing skill. Yet, much as he enjoyed these healthy, open-air pursuits, it seemed to him that his life lacked direction and purpose.


In 1849, feeling somewhat ‘dissipated and vocationless’, Galton consulted a London phrenologist named Donovan, who gave him a positive reading of his ‘aptitudes and character’. Soon afterwards he became a member of the Royal Geographical Society, where he lost no time making known his interest in exploration and travel, and his desire to lead an expedition across southern Africa, inspired by Dr Livingstone’s journey with the wealthy big-game hunter William Cotton Oswell, which had culminated in their first sighting of Lake Ngami.


The following year, Galton arrived in the Cape Colony, accompanied by Charles John Andersson, ‘a right good fellow’, twenty-three years old, an Anglo-Swedish naturalist, hunter and trader, determined to explore a large swathe of previously unmapped territory south of the Zambezi. With encouragement and practical guidance from the Royal Geographical Society, Galton undertook this journey at his own expense, motivated by a ‘love of adventure’, the excuse that he was ‘extremely fond of shooting’, and the unforgettable advice of Arnaud Bey – an official of Egypt’s former ruler Mehemet Ali – who had urged him to ‘go further than the ordinary tourist’.


The voyage from England lasted eighty-six days, during which gales blew their vessel off course almost as far as South America. At Cape Town, Galton and Andersson were received by Sir Harry Smith, the Governor of the Colony, who explained that Boer insurgents had taken control of the area north of the Orange river and, for the time being, the way from the Cape was barred to travellers. Since the ‘Kuruman Road’ pioneered by Livingstone was not only dangerous but impassable, and none of the alternative overland routes seemed feasible, Galton and Andersson abandoned their original plan of heading directly for Lake Ngami, and instead decided to explore Damaraland and Ovamboland, starting from Walvis Bay on the coast of South-West Africa.


Galton was not the first European to travel in Damaraland. In 1836, the year of the Great Trek, a Scots army officer and a founder-member of the Royal Geographical Society, James Edward Alexander, was instructed by the Society to lead an expedition eastward, down one of the two rivers ending in Delagoa Bay, mapping and surveying as he went.


Instead of heading for Delagoa Bay, however, Alexander decided to hunt and travel in Damaraland and Namaqualand, where he collected skins of a great many birds and animals, besides an important collection of tools and weapons used by the Hereros and Namaquas. He sketched and mapped the country he passed through, and compiled the first dictionary of the Herero language. When he left South Africa in ­October 1837, Alexander brought with him a skin of the sable antelope, a species new to science, shot by his friend, Captain William Cornwallis Harris, and he delivered to the Royal Geographical Society a copy of Harris’s map of the country north-east of the Cape Colony, showing the emigrant settlements in relation to land occupied by the native tribes. Alexander Bay at the mouth of the Orange river was named after him. In 1838 he was knighted.


Alexander retired from the army as a Major-General in 1862. He wrote fourteen books, including a treatise on Cleopatra’s Needle, the 3500-year-old, red syenite obelisk, 69 ft high and weighing more than 220 tons, made for the Pharoah Thoth’mes III and in 1250 BC incised with hieroglyphics for Rameses II. One of a pair (the other of which was taken to New York), Cleopatra’s Needle had been presented to the British government by Mehemet Ali in 1819, to mark the British victories at the Battle of the Nile and the Battle of Alexandria. Not until 1877, with advice from Sir James Alexander and funds provided by the surgeon Sir William James Erasmus Wilson, was the obelisk finally transported by sea from Alexandria to London in the Cleopatra – a specially designed, ‘cylinder’ ship that almost sank in rough seas in the Bay of Biscay – and erected at its present site on Victoria Embankment, the following year.


At one of the German missions along the Swakop river, Galton engaged a Danish sailor turned cattle-dealer named Hans Larssen, who took charge of the wagons and oxen, and taught him most of the bush-craft he later included in The Art of Travel. Galton’s African journey not only supplied him with materials he employed throughout his life, speculating and experimenting ‘on the human condition’, it also created a store of happy memories, which gave him ‘keen and sustained pleasure’, filled his thoughts at the time ‘with enlarged ideas and new interests’ and left ‘an enduring mark on all [his] after life’.


Rather like ‘a benevolent, English country squire’, Galton observed with good-natured superiority the tribesmen and women they encountered: deceptively primitive Bushmen hunter-gatherers; ‘Damaras’ as Galton referred to the Hereros and Namaquas, whose supreme deity lived far above the stars; and Ovambos whose king, Nangoro, he presented with a gaudy, cardboard crown which he had bought for a few pence in Drury Lane. In contrast to the Damaras, Galton found that the Bushmen always consulted their wives, and in consequence he described them as ‘hen-pecked’. ‘The Damaras’, he wrote, ‘were for the most part thieving and murderous, dirty, and of low type; but their chiefs were more or less well bred.’ Their religion he dismissed as ‘a jumble of ideas’, and their numerous superstitions as ‘all stupid’. To his distress, he learnt that very few Damaras died a natural death; they were either killed in fights, or murdered, or when they fell sick they were smothered by their relatives. When the more disciplined, resolute Ovambos enquired if he and Andersson were ‘rain-makers’, Galton, who was scrupulously honest, felt obliged to confess that they were not. He noted that, among themselves, the Ovambos seemed a happy, sociable people who nevertheless treated Galton and Andersson with suspicion and were invariably reserved and unforthcoming in their presence.


Despite the fact that Galton was unimpressed by the Ovambos’ physical appearance, he regarded them as in many ways superior to the so-called Damaras, the Namaqua and Herero peoples.


In exchange for his gift of the gaudy crown, Nangoro, who had more than a hundred wives, insisted that Galton accept one of his nieces, Princess Chipanga, as a temporary wife. Galton found the girl waiting expectantly in his tent, ‘raddled with red ochre and butter, and as capable of leaving a mark on anything she touched as a well-inked printer’s roller’. Anxious in case she should spoil his pristine, white-linen tropical suit, he ‘had her ejected with scant ceremony’. By spurning Nangoro’s niece, he realised that he had wounded the king’s pride; and, indeed, this breach of royal etiquette provoked reprisals. Galton and Andersson were detained for two weeks under virtual house-arrest, besides which Nangoro refused to allow them to travel any further, ordering them to leave his territory without delay. Galton and Andersson had no alternative but to obey, and retraced their steps with some difficulty, aware that they ran a continual risk of being attacked.


As an undergraduate at Cambridge, Galton had dressed himself fashionably and well. The white-linen suit he wore for his audience with Nangoro, and the handmade English hunting coat and boots he donned to impress a powerful Hottentot chief named Jan Jonker Afrikaner, were kept for special occasions. At the time Galton arrived in South-West Africa, there had been fierce fighting between Jan Jonker’s Namaqua Hottentots and other Damaras. Before he crossed the Swakop river into Damaraland, Galton wrote several letters to Jan Jonker requesting permission to enter his country. When he received no reply, he paid a visit to Jan Jonker’s kraal, attired in hunting pink and riding one of his largest oxen, determined the chief must promise to bring the fighting to an end. In this he succeeded (though only temporarily), no doubt largely due to his impressive appearance astride the huge ox, ‘Ceylon’, which pranced and snuffled ‘like a war-horse’, as Galton charged across Jan Jonker’s compound and skidded to a halt, with the ox’s head and shoulders jammed in the doorway of his hut.


Apart from his return journey from Ovamboland, Galton was never in any real danger from the African tribes he encountered. Even the ‘scoundrel Damaras’ made no attempt to interfere with him. They had no paramount chief, or king, to compare with Nangoro, and their minor chiefs feared Galton’s deadly weapons, and the mystery attached to white men from afar. As a result, his journey across their lawless country proved to be relatively easy. Shortly after Galton left Damaraland, however, fighting resumed between Jan Jonker’s Hottentots and the Damaras – if anything even more fiercely than before.


Besides his cursory observations on the Bushmen, Damaras and Ovambos, Galton took what might be described as a mainly statistical interest in their women. Yet, in his novel Kantsaywhere, written many years afterwards, his descriptions of love-making between a professor of eugenics and Miss Allfancy were judged so vividly explicit, that the publisher’s reader turned it down. After Galton’s death a prudish, albeit well-intentioned executor, who examined the book, insisted that the offending passages should be excised from the manuscript and burned.


Galton’s book The Art of Travel was based on his experiences in Damaraland, but it also drew on information from other explorers in many parts of the world, at a time when geographical discovery was making rapid progress. Although his descriptions of the Damaras and Ovambos were generally accurate, he hardly touched on anthropology, a study he later pioneered, and unlike Baker or Burton he did not speculate on the future of Africans, or delve deeply into their tribal customs and societies. He nevertheless returned home in April 1852, the only Englishman to have mastered the Damara language. As for recording unexplored country, Galton advised travellers to draw maps as a ‘quick guide’ for others, or to give ‘a good general idea of the configuration of the country’. To map accurately a small area might involve years of labour, therefore he insisted that only the ‘main features should be seized’.


Travel, in Galton’s view, should be an end in itself. He advised the young explorer: ‘Interest yourself in the progress of your journey, and do not look forward to its end with eagerness. It is better to think of a return to civilization not as an end to hardship and a haven from ill, but as a close to an adventurous and pleasant life.’


It has been said that ‘Galton’s time was one in which scientists and explorers could express virtually any opinion on the subject of racial differences, and expect to meet both a measure of support, and some strong dissent.’ While nineteenth-century monogenists believed that the entire human race shared a common ancestry – in other words, all were descendants of Adam and Eve – the polygenists maintained that human beings of different races were descended from a variety of ancestors.


In 1883, Galton coined the term ‘eugenics’ to describe his theory of viriculture or ‘race improvement’. To many of his contemporaries the concept was utterly repugnant, but he defended it to the end of his life. He claimed in 1908 that ‘A democracy cannot endure unless it be composed of able citizens; therefore it must in self-defence withstand the free introduction of degenerate stock.’ In a Jubilee address to the Eugenics Society in 1982, Galton’s great-niece described the eureka moment when these ideas, ‘floating in his mind with many others during his undecided and wandering years, were suddenly crystallized in 1859 by his reading of Darwin’s Origin of Species. This gave him the framework he had been looking for. It was at once impressed on his mind that, left to the ruthless operation of Natural Selection, the weaker members of the human, as well as the animal, kingdom must inevitably perish. This was in fact the argument of [Thomas Robert] Malthus [an English economist] whose Essay on Population, published in 1798, was to influence so much Victorian thinking.’


To the end of his days, Galton never ceased to stand behind his views on ‘race improvement’, which were supported to a greater or lesser extent by such luminaries as Sir Winston Churchill, Sir Julian Huxley, Dr Marie Stopes and H.G. Wells, and in the early 1930s were embraced and subverted by the Nazis.


Although Galton’s ‘characterizations of African natives are sharply drawn, and often strike the modern reader as extreme’, these were based on his experiences and were in many ways typical of the Victorian age in which he lived. Sir Clements Markham admired Galton’s candour and dedication, but regarded him as ‘essentially a doctrinaire not endowed with much sympathy’. In Markham’s opinion, ‘he was not adapted to lead or influence men. He could make no allowance for the failings of others and he had no tact.’


After Galton had returned to England, Andersson stayed on to explore the region, and reached Lake Ngami, Livingstone’s ‘shimmering lake’, in 1853.
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