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TO MY PARENTS



Preface

—_m_.—.

This book explores the life of Mungo Park. I hope that the reader
can easily discover in it the boundary between fact and interpretation,
and that what was known of Africa in Park’s time has been sufficiently
clearly distinguished from what has been learnt subsequently. Park’s
own investigations were mainly geographical and social, and he ob-
tained little historical information. Except where the text indicates
otherwise, later studies have provided nearly all of the historical
material here used.

In quotations I have kept the original spelling. Where a place-
name has 2 modern English form I have used it, and failing that a
modern French form. For places that have vanished or will not be
found even in good atlases, it seemed pointless to change from Park’s
form of the name. Personal names have, for the most part, been kept as
he used them. I do not see that any confusion should result from this,
or over the different titles used at different times for office-holders.

Where it seemed useful to add a note to enlarge on a point, this has
been placed on the page of text. The numbered notes at the end of the
book are primarily source-references, with only a few comments on
points of attribution, dates, etc.

I wish to thank all those who have helped me, many of whom are
named in the notes. I have received help and encouragement, including
comments on drafts, from Professors Lalage Bown and Michael Crow-
der, both formerly of Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, but now at
Lagos University, and from Professor George Shepperson of the Uni-
versity of Edinburgh. At Selklrk, previously unpubhshed material,
local knowledge, and help in tracing or preparing illustrations were
all kindly made available. My thanks in this regard are offered especi-
ally to Mr J.B.Baxter, Mrs. N.Marshall, Mr. W.McL.Mitchell, the
Librarian of the Public Library (Mr. James Smith), and the Selkirk-
shire Antiquarian Society. Mr. and Mrs. G.Ogilvie, and the Revd.
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R.I.Johnstone have also generously allowed me to use previously un-
published letters. A number of Librarians have assisted in collecting
material, and the Bodleian Library, Oxford, also in the preparation of
illustrations.

Transcripts of Crown-copyright records in the Public Record
Office and the reproduction of Captain Clapperton’s sketch-map of
Bussa appear by permission of the Controller of Her Majesty’s
Stationery Office. I am grateful to the Trustees respectively of the
British Library, the National Library of Scotland, the National
Maritime Museum, and the British Museum (Natural History) for
permission to quote from their collections. In the case of the last-named,
this extends to the reproduction of Park’s own painting of a Sumatra
fish. Permission has also been gratefully received to reproduce the
portraits of Mungo Park by Henry Edridge, on the book jacket, from
Mr. J.Mungo Park; of Sir Joseph Banks, from the Royal Society ;
of Mungo Park by Thomas Rowlandson, of Major James Rennell,
and of the 1st Marquess Camden, from the National Portrait Gallery;
and of James Dickson, from the Linnean Society of London. The
drawing of Foulshiels is reproduced by permission of the Royal
Scottish Academy. Reproductions have been made of copyright photo-
graphs with the permission of Messrs. R.Clapperton, Selkirk (the
Mungo Park Monument and the Andersons’ house); the Royal
Geographical Society (the Awuru rapids); and Messrs. Aerofilms
Limited (the Niger at Bussa),
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Glossary
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Note: Most of the following words are derived from Arabic

Al-Hajj
Alkaid
Almami

Bentang

Bushreen
Caliph
Coffle
Cowries
Dooty

Fama

Harmattan

Fihad
Kafir
Kouskous

Mansa
Marabout

Ramadan

Ruma

A person who has made the pilgrimage to Mecca.
(Gambian usage) A town or district chief,
Political and religious head of a Muslim community.

(Mandingo) A platform used for public business in a
town or village.

A local term for a Muslim.

‘Successor’ — Commander of the faithful.

A caravan,

Small white shells formerly used as currency.

(? from Mandingo and Bambara, Dougoutigui) Chief
of a town or village.

(Bambara) King.

A cold, dry wind blowing southwards from the Sahara
for part of the dry season.

A Holy War for the spread of Islam.

An unbeliever or infidel.

A food made from grain.

(Mandingo) King.

Generally, a Muslim religious leader. In Gambian
usage, any fully practising Muslim.

The ninth month of the Muslim calendar, a month of
fasting.

Descendants of the Moroccan conquerors of Songhai,
settled and married in that area.
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Sahel

Saphie

Savanna

Shatkh
Shari’a
Sharif
Slatee
Sudan

Glossary

Borderland between desert and sown areas (literally,
shore).

A charm.

Predominantly grass-covered land in the wide belt
between the Sahel and the tropical rain-forests.

An elder, head of a tribe, etc.

‘The corpus of Muslim law.

One who claims descent from the Prophet Mohammed.
Free African merchants, trading mainly in slaves.

Short for Bilad-as-Sudan (Arabic), the Country of the
Blacks; primarily the combined savanna and Sahel belt
stretching across Africa south of the Sahara Desert.
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All Mungo Park’s ambitions of opening a highway into western
Africa along the river Niger died with him one day early in 1806.
The 34-year-old Scot, making his second major journey in Africa,
arrived then, in a large canoe of unusual construction, at a point on
the river Niger near Bussa in what is now Nigeria. His unexpected
arrival from the north was an extraordinary event there. In the result-
ing confusion he and his few followers perished and the records of
his long journey down the river were lost. It was another twenty-five
years before the brothers Richard and John Lander triumphed by
covering the last few hundred miles down river to the ocean.

Mungo Park is the outstanding name in the early European ex-
ploration of inland West Africa. His achievements have maintained
his fame ever since, and his Travels have always been regarded as a
classic of their kind. Interest has been held too by the adventurous
side of his journeys, by the tragedies of the last one in particular, and by
the uncertainties, never fully cleared up, surrounding the circumstances
of his death.

There was a file at Bussa when I was District Officer there in 1958,
recording a story about his death told by an old man in 1913, and also
containing some speculations by later Administrative Officers. It pre-
sented an incomplete and unsatisfying picture of events. I set out to
read the early sources and other reconstructions of what had happened,
to find out whether anyone could be sure when, where, how, and why
Mungo Park had died. My conclusions were set out in an article pub-
lished in Nigeria Magazine in 1962.

It struck me at the time that his death was not an isolated event, but
could only be understood in the light of what had occurred earlier in
this journey, and indeed in his previous African journey. In fact,
nothing less than an understanding of his whole life and its setting
both in Britain and in Africa would suffice to explain his death.
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Several questions came to mind ~ what were the problems he set
out to solve, as seen by him and his contemporaries? How much or
how little previous knowledge was there to go on? What were his
motives and aims, and those of his sponsors? What was the significance
of his achievements for Africa and for Europe? What kind of man was
he, after all, and how was he seen by Europeans and Africans? Why
was his last expedition beset from its inception with so many mis-
fortunes, and why did he then behave as he did?

Mungo Park rode the crest of the first large wave of European
energies to pass beyond the Atlantic coastline into West Africa. What
might follow was for long unclear. There were many localized ebbs
and flows, rather than a steadily growing swell, before the spring tide
of imperialism gathered and swept in during the 1880s and 18gos.
Most lives of Park date from the time when this tide was high, and
are coloured by the assumptions of that period, including the belief
that the historical culmination was necessarily implied in the begin-
ning. ‘This is true even of Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s Niger: The Life of
Mungo Park, published in 1934, which set out to counter the romantic
and heroic portrait previously depicted.

Now the tide has gone right out; the one-way flow of energies and
ideas from Europe to Africa has begun to give way to an exchange,
as Africa has recovered its own voice and will. It is time for a reassess-
ment of Mungo Park, who was there when it all began.
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