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PROLOGUE


‘Dr Livingstone, I presume?...’


The journalist Henry Morton Stanley was a fierce little man who liked to do things in style. So when his editor told him to go into the heart of Africa to find the long lost explorer David Livingstone, and to spare no expense in doing so, Stanley took his boss at his word. He set out with 193 porters and six tons of luggage including 20 miles of cloth, a million beads, two collapsible boats and a number of giant kettles to warm the water for his baths.


It was a long, arduous journey: seven months on foot and donkey (his horses perished within days of setting out) all the way from the east African coast, through war zones and great rains, to the hills overlooking Lake Tanganyika. But Stanley never let his standards of personal valeting slip.


And on the morning of 10th November 1871, he was particularly fastidious about his appearance. He knew this was his big day. A few hours’ walk from now he would be entering the lakeside town of Ujiji where, he had heard on his travels, an old, sick white man was staying. If that man was Dr Livingstone – the famous Livingstone who had crossed the African continent twice and who had been gone so long that newspapers had even published obituaries* of him – then Stanley would have the scoop of a lifetime. And he, too, would be famous.


Stanley ordered his Arab boy Selim to oil his boots and see that his pith helmet was freshly chalked, with a new pagaree* folded around the rim. He put on his neatly pressed white flannel suit – the waist band was a little loose now, thanks to that terrible attack of dysentery back on the Makata swamp. He checked the suit very carefully, stroking the fabric with his small, neatly manicured hands. If there were so much as a fleck of dirt on his trousers, he would have personally dog-whipped Selim.


A few hours later, when the expedition was just outside Ujiji, Stanley stopped. He gave his white suit a final inspection and unfurled an American flag, giving it to a large, handsome porter to carry at the front of the caravan* as a standard bearer. Then, with his men firing volleys of shots to herald his arrival, Stanley strode into the little town.


Stanley looked as crisp and dapper as a Victorian gentleman stepping out for a game of lawn tennis, but he felt very nervous. Was Livingstone really in the town? And, if so, did he want to be found? No white man – black men didn’t count in Stanley’s eyes – had seen Dr Livingstone in six years, and there had been countless rumours that he was dead.


The sound of the guns brought the townspeople out on to the street and, in a great hubbub of dust and noise, everyone jostled excitedly around the newcomers. But when Stanley reached the main square the crowd suddenly parted. There, hobbling shakily towards him, was the famous explorer. Stanley had seen photographs of Livingstone and knew immediately that this was his man. He recognised the walrus moustache, the downturned mouth, the mournful eyes, and of course the little blue peaked cap he always wore.


But, oh how different Livingstone looked now! Stanley had expected a stern, vigorous man with a firm handshake and upright bearing. But this Livingstone was a pathetic-looking figure: a hunched, trembling old man with a pale, lined face and a walking-stick. Livingstone’s tunic was frayed and bleached, his eyes had that starved, sunken look of the very ill and he had lost nearly all his teeth. He was only 58.


The crowd fell silent in expectation. Stanley marched forward, raised his hat and said, with a slight tremor in his voice, ‘Dr Livingstone, I presume?’





 


 


 


* A star means the word is explained in the reference section at the back of the book.





CHAPTER ONE


Spinning-Jennies


It wasn’t yet dawn when 13-year-old David Livingstone awoke. The factory hooter at Blantyre Mills would go in half an hour. So there was just time for prayers, a nice cold boiled potato and possibly a relieving sit on the foul earth closet* at the back of the tenement*.


David and his older brother John folded their blankets, pushed their truckle beds under their parents’ bed and splashed their faces with cold water. By the standards of Scotland in the 1830s, the Livingstones were sticklers for hygiene. They regularly wetted the parts of themselves that showed and, unlike most of their neighbours, they did not share their small one-room home with any poultry or pigs.


With the truckle beds out of the way, there was just enough space in the room for father, mother, John, David and the three smaller children to stand around the little table and thank the Lord for his bountifulness. Father led the prayers and recited a psalm. Afterwards mother handed round the cold potatoes and gave each of the boys a teaspoonful of laxative Senna syrup. Mr Livingstone believed in the Word of God and never let drink or tobacco or novels over the threshold. But Mrs Livingstone really put her faith in regular bowel movements and she was to pass this abiding interest on to her second son.


David collected his breakfast and his lunch – oatcakes, cold kale and a tiny piece of cheese – folded them in an old handkerchief, and set off for work in the spinning factory. These days he was most careful not to use paper – John had recently been caned for disrespect after he wrapped his square of porridge in a tract* entitled ‘Practical Christianity’.


Outside it was still dark and the rain was falling. There was a throng of men, women and children also making their way to the factory and most had their heads muffled up in scarves or shawls to try and keep dry. But Livingstone didn’t seem to notice the rain. Instead, all his attention was drawn to the night sky. A few months ago he had borrowed a small book about astronomy from the factory library and was now able to identify most of the major constellations and stars. Up above him that morning he could see the plough, and nearby the pole star was shining bright. A little way off, he could make out the squiggly ‘M’ shape of Cassiopeia, and there was Lyra shining far down near the horizon. Livingstone continued walking, his face turned up to the sky and his feet splashing straight through the puddles.


At 6 o’clock in the morning, the hooter duly sounded and Livingstone and his workmates made their way to a huge room filled with enormous pieces of machinery called ‘spinning-jennies’. In the centre of each jenny was a mass of cotton fluff from which scores of little threads came whirring off on to spindles. Livingstone was a ‘piecer’ – his job was to repair any breaks in the thread. With practice he had learnt to tell when a thread was beginning to fray or get too thin – and the knack was always to repair or ‘piece’ together the thread before it broke completely.


Within minutes the jennies were in full swing, with shuttles and wheels clattering and whirring and great clouds of steam hissing up through vents in the floor. Livingstone propped a small green book entitled Ruddiman’s Rudiments of Latin on the side of the jenny farthest from where his master spinner, Mr Seagrove, sat, and then opened his book on page 32. ‘Hic haec hoc, hi hae haec’, he read. Then he repeated the words as his eyes scanned across the reels and bobbins. A thread over the far side of the second jenny was getting dangerously thin. Livingstone clambered under the lower part of the machine.


‘Hic haec hoc,’ he muttered to himself as he took off the bobbin, licked the thread, twiddled the two ends together. ‘Hic haec hoc.’ He rewound the spool and reinserted it in its slot. Then he crawled back under the machine. ‘Hic haec hoc, hi hae haec.’ He fixed another thread on the way and returned to his Latin.


The morning wore on. He had memorised two irregular Latin declensions before the factory stopped for breakfast. And by lunchtime he had revised his verbs and moved on to his translations – he had done the dictionary work the night before between 10pm and midnight. And that had been before he had perused his geological samples, which were always referred to by his mother as ‘Davey’s dirty staines*’.


Livingstone continued his work. He would read a sentence and then scan the threads again. Read. Scan. Read. Scan. So it went on hour after hour after hour, as the afternoon light faded and the bobbins grew fat with thread and the pages of Ruddiman’s Rudiments of Latin swelled in the hot, wet heat.


Nothing would put the boy off. Once, when there was a loud splash followed by a sharp squeal, Livingstone didn’t even look up from Caesar’s Gallic Wars. For he knew that was the sound of Mr Seagrove sousing little peaky-faced Euphemia Carruthers with the cold water from a fire bucket. She always did fall asleep in the early evening. Lucky for her that Mr Seagrove only thrashed boys! And even when the MacLeod twins – who were no better than they ought to be – threw bobbins at his grammar book and dislodged it from the jenny, Livingstone ignored their jeers and simply picked it up, scanned his threads again, and returned to his page.


Finally, blessed release came. At eight o’clock in the evening the last hooter sounded. Livingstone’s calves were aching – he had crawled and clambered nearly 20 miles under and over the jennies – but he was exultant. By the end of the week he would have finished Chapter Six. One day he would be able to read the classics! One day he would be educated and fit for better things!


There was a skip to his stride as he made his way to the factory schoolroom. For now – praise be to God! – it was time for his two-hour Latin lesson.





CHAPTER TWO


From Glasgow to Africa


The young David Livingstone agonised about his soul. Had the Holy Spirit touched him? What was God’s purpose for him? Surely he had been singled out for something? If so, what?


And then, in his late teens, he found a vocation. He would become a missionary, a minister sent out to foreign lands to spread Christianity. Only Livingstone went one step further – he wished to become a medical missionary, sent abroad to cure bodies as well as souls. This solved a problem for Livingstone. Becoming a medical missionary would allow him to follow the Lord’s will while still continuing with the scientific pursuits he enjoyed so much.


But it wasn't easy for a boy from the mills to gain an education. And Livingstone was 23 years old before he had earned enough in the factory to pay for his studies, and enrol as a medical student in Glasgow. Even then, life continued to be a struggle. Livingstone spent his holidays working in the factory. Every weekend he went home to his parents, and on Monday mornings he rose at five in the morning in order to walk the eight miles to Glasgow in time for his first lecture of the day.


Finally, in 1838, after two years at Glasgow, Livingstone was accepted by the London Missionary Society who sent him for two years more training in medicine and theology in England. His theology tutors found him uncouth and awkward: a sombre, stodgy young man, obsessed with his bowels. He was self-conscious about speaking in public, partly because of his thick Scottish accent and partly because of a slight speech impediment – Livingstone had an overly large uvula* which made his voice gruff and indistinct. Consequently, he was a poor preacher, and the first time he was due to give a sermon he suffered a fit of nerves and bolted from the church.


Yet Livingstone was determined to become a missionary; he pictured himself venturing into unknown lands and saving souls. He had originally dreamed of going to China, but this hope was shattered with the outbreak of the Opium War. Eventually the London Missionary Society suggested a placement in southern Africa and he was very keen to go. Africa, too, was an unknown land – at that time maps of the continent left the interior mostly blank – and, in London, Livingstone had been to an anti-slavery lecture which had fired him up with a sense of purpose.


So in December 1840 Livingstone, aged 27, set sail from London. The Britain he left behind was going through a period of rapid change: the electric telegraph had just been developed, the first postage stamps (‘penny blacks’) were being issued and steam trains were beginning to replace the old stage coaches. At this date, Britain also had an empire – the young Queen Victoria ruled over parts of India and Canada and all of Australia. This didn’t mean, however, that the problems back home had been solved: here the poor lived in misery and degradation. In 1840, people in the town of Paisley, just a few miles from Livingstone’s home, were dying of starvation.


Livingstone would not return to Britain for 16 years. During his absence, the technological advances would forge ahead. He would return to find telegraph lines laid throughout the country and the houses of the rich lit by gaslight. The conditions of the poor, however, would improve only slightly. The spinners and piecers back in Hamilton would still be eking out a most meagre living, one family to a room.
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