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Preface to this edition 
 
In 1859, when Richard Burton had just returned from his two year African 
expedition in search of the Nile sources, he first produced a mammoth 
article describing the journey.  A whole volume of the Journal of the 
Royal Geographical Society was taken up by it, the first time this had ever 
been done and a significant honour in itself.1 
 
Burton was not yet completely estranged from his trip companion John 
Hanning Speke when this book-length article was written, and so it is 
more measured in tone.  He was also in two minds whether Speke’s 
Victoria Nyanza was the Nile source, and he wavered between it and lake 
Tanganyika, though he apparently favours Tanganyika by the close of the 
book.  Among the many surprises in the text is the reference2 to Lieut. 
Wilford’s notorious article on the supposedly ancient Hindu “Kali Nile” 
map of the lakes, 3 which Speke naively included in his own Journal of the 
Discovery of the Nile Sources (1863), not knowing that it was long 
exposed by Wilford himself as a forgery.  It seems Burton was gulled in 
the same way.4 
 
The relative absence of bitterness and, for Burton, the more modest length, 
make it easier to read this “First Lake Regions” than his two volume 
popular description later published as The Lake Regions of Central Africa 
(1860),5 but it has long been hard get hold of this earlier version without 
access to research libraries.  It was issued separately as a pamphlet in 
1860,6 but this is now very collectible, like most of Burton’s output, and 
can fetch up to $10,000 or so when it occasionally surfaces at auctions.  It 
has not been  reprinted until now.   

                                     
1 Journal of the Royal Geographical Society, XXIX (1859) 
2 See p. 232. 
3 Asiatic Researches iii (1805).  Wilford had been fooled by a map drawn over old parchment, and issued a correction 
in the same journal a few numbers later. 
4 Christopher Ondaatje, over 140 years later, still places faith in this transparent forgery.  See Journey to the Source of 
the Nile (1999). 
5 The Lake Regions of Central Africa , Longman, Green, Longman and Roberts: London, 1860. 
6 The Lake Regions of Central Equatorial Africa William Clowes, London, 1860. 
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eighty native vessels were still expected at the endof the season from Bombay
and the north. To complete the confusion, several ships collecting negro
" emigrants" and" free labourers," per fas et nejas, were reported to Zanzibar
by the authorities of the coast.s

After a fortnight of excitement and suspense, during which the wildest
rumours flew through the mouths of men, it was officially reported that Her
Majesty's steamer Punjaub, Captain Fullerton, H.M. 's LN., commanding, under
orders received from the Government of Bombay, had met Sayyid Suwayni
off the eastern coast of Arabia, and had persuaded him to return.

Congratulations were exchanged, salutes were fired, the negroes danced and
sang for a consecutive week, and with the least delay armed men poured in
crowded boats from the island towards their usual stations. But the blow
had been struck; the commercial prosperity of Zanzibar could not be retrieved
during the brief remaining close of the season; and the strong impression that
a renewed attempt would ensure similar disasters at a future time, seemed to
be uppermost in every mind. t

Our labours being duly concluded, we now sought the first opportunity of
quitting Zanzibar in comfort. His Highness Sayyid Majid had honoured me
with an expression of desire that I should remain until-the expected hosti­
lities were brought to a close: the report, however, of the success of the
Pumjaub left me at liberty to depart. With grateful heart I took leave of a
Prince to whose.goodwill I had been mainly indebted for success, and who,
at the parting interview, had offered me a passage homeward in one of his own
ships of war. Happily, however, at that time a clipper-built barque, the
Dragon of Salem, Captain M'Farlane commanding, was discharging cargo in
the harbour preparatory to setting out with the south-west monsoon for Aden.
The Captain consented to take us on board, and on the 22nd of March, 1859,
the clove-shrubs and coco-trees of Zanzibar faded from our eyes. After
crossing and recrossing three times the tedious Line, about the middle of
April, 1859, we found ourselves anchored near the ill-omened black walls of the
Aden Crater.

'I'he crisis of our African sufferings had taken place during our voyage upon
the'1'anganyika Lake; in my case, however, the fever still clung like the
shirt of Nessus, Mr. Frost, of Zanzibar, did not hesitate to advise a temporary
return to Europe: at Aden his opinion was confirmed by the civil surgeon
of the station, who recommended a lengthened period of rest. I bade adieu
to the Coal-hole of the East on the 28th of April, 1859, and in due time
greeted with becoming heartiness the shores of my native land.

The following pages contain the results of my exploration offered to the
reader in a plain and unpretending form: they were written in the tent and
under the tree with the objects which they describe in sight; they aim merely
at correctly pourtraying the novel features of the country as they unfolded
themselves to a traveller's eyes, and they claim for their defence his mercy
and forgiveness under the apology which forms the motto prefixed to these
pages.

The period of my exploration from the first landing at, to the final departure
from, the Island of Zanzibar was two years and three months. During that
time, exclusive of coasting voyages from Mombasah to Kilwa and a visit to
Fuga in Usumbara, the E. African expedition covered at least 2700 miles of

* No further allusion will be ,made in these pages to the system lately intro­
duced by the slavers of civilized Europe; the question is somewhat of too politi­
cal a nature to be discussed in a work devoted to geography. Yet, it is hoped, no
honest man's mental vision can be so obfuscated as to be incapable of discerning
the old evil, through its disguise of a new name.

t 'I'he attempt, in fact, was renewed shortly after the first failure, but it termi­
nated in the same way.

c2
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ground hitherto unvisited by Europeans, navigated the Tanganyika Lake in
two of its three main lines, and discovered the great Nyanza orUkerewe Sea.
The total expenditure, including passage-money, outfit, fees and presents,
was 2500l., of which 1000l. was advanced by the Foreign Office, under the
administration of an Expeditionary Committee of the Royal Geographical
Society. Throughout the exploration but one man, a Baloch mercenary and
a confirmed invalid, died, although no one escaped repeated attacks of sudden
and severe sickness; and the only affray was a drunken riot caused by the
barbarous tribes of Urundi, which ended in the accidental death of a Mjiji
slave. Knowing that every Englishman who appears in the outer East, either
with or without the sanction of his Government, is looked upon practically as
the representative of his nation, I travelled without disguise. And with a
view of opening to European commerce and civilization a road into the heart
of Africa,-a land of considerable resources, still suffering from the evils of
total neglect on the part .of other members of the human family,-we
adhered in all points to the manners and customs of our country. By degrees
the Arabs and even the Wasawahili, a jealous and suspicious race, lost all
fear of us: they even consented to carry to the coast our maps and reports,
which were forwarded as often as the uncertain caravan-posts permitted and
our prolonged and serious maladies allowed. Providence willed me to .success
in deciding a question which has been under the judge for the last three hun­
dred years, the existence and the number of the Central African lakes, and
the westward prolongation of the Lunar Mountains of the Greek geographers.
A new light has also, I sincerely believe, been thrown upon a subject veiled
in the glooms of three thousand years-the ., coy sources " of the White Nile.
That thought solaced me through many a weary and many a painful hour­
the belief that I was doing a work which may prove useful to mankind,
and the hope that projects so auspiciously commenced may be as auspiciously
pursued.

The original chapters of what is here presented to the reader were written
upon the line of march in the tent and in the hut; my labour since returning
to England has been confined to copying them for the press, and to collecting
various elucidations. For the accuracy of the remarks upon the ethnology and
the languages of the tribes, I alone am answerable. Captain Speke confined
himself on the line from the coast to Ujiji to a survey of the country; his
observations consisted of dead reckoning by compass bearings and time, esti­
mation of distances checked by an almost daily latitude with sets of lunars
for longitudes of crucial stations, computed by Mr. O. George, at the Map
Rooms of the Society, and frequent determinations of altitudes by B. P.
thermometer, which were corrected after his return to England. He wrote
journals of his passage of the Tanganyika Lake, and his march from Unyany­
embe to the Nyanza ; both have been transferred to the following pages from the
original diaries, in some parts corrected and modified by the ~eports of trust­
worthy and intelligent Arab travellers. I registered daily when health per­
mitted meteorological observations with the barometer until the instrument
was injured, and afterwards with the thermometer; and I made a variety of
sketches and collections of vocabularies, which at a future time may see the
light. We both kept field-books, which have been deposited with the Royal
Geographical Society. I also placed in the hands of my employers a collection
of objects illustrating the industry of the country, and especially of the cloths
in greatest demand. Twenty-fonr skulls brought from the several regions
have been transferred to the Royal College of Surgeons. 'I'he collection of
rocks and soils which I made on the return march - that made on the up­
journey having been lost by plunderers-was placed at the School of Mines,
and was described by the permission of Sir, Roderick Murchison. 'The shells of
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the Tanganyika, brought home by Captain Speke, and a few land shells gathered
by me on the road, have been described (in the Proceedings of the Zoological.
Society, June 28, 1859) by Mr. S. P. Woodward, F.G.S. Dr. Gray obligingly
identified the few specimens of natural history which were shot by Captain
Speke; Mr. Giintner observed the little collection of snakes; and Mr. Adam
White furnished names for the insects. The plants of the maritime region
were submitted to Dr. J. D. Hooker, of the Royal Gardens, Kew. ~

Though in no way pretending to attainments in any branch of natural
science, I was careful to collect, as far as opportunities allowed, all that ap­
peared novel or remarkable; the herbarium, however, which was left at Ujiji
during our joint exploration of the Tanganyika Lake under the care of our Arab
Ras Kafilah, was found on return hopelessly damaged by mildew and white ants.

The map prefixed to this volume will be found to differ upon several points
and distances where information was derived from hearsay, instead of being the
result of actual observation, from those published by Captain Speke in Black­
wood's' Edinburgh Magazine' (Sept. 1859), and in Dr. Petermann's ( Mitthei­
lungen' (No.9, of 1859). I have not, however, made any alteration in my
original notes recorded after conversations with the Arabs. Mr. A. G. Findlay,
F.R.G.S., has lent his good aid in looking over the various itineraries, and the
map itself is the best proof of his diligence and ability. I cannot conclude
without offering my best thanks to Dr. Norton Shaw, the Secretary of the
Society, for his friendly exertions in the progress of the expedition, and his
energetic assistance in preparing these pages for the press.

CHAPTER 1.

GENERAL REMARKS.-EASTERN INTERTROPIOAL AFRIOA, SOU'J.'H OF THE

EQUATOR.

THE African continent, fenced by an unbroken line of coast, and
by the barbarous exclusiveness of its inhabitants, especially the
maritime and border tribes, has ever been to the outer world a
land of mystery, of fables. The want of precise topographical
notices has heaped hypothesis upon hypothesis; in fact 1JO part of
the habitable globe has given rise to theories and reports so mar­
vellous, so contradictory, and so erroneous, as the central and
equatorial regions, the heart of the great peninsula.

In the earliest days of the historic period the unknown African
interior was determined by false views of geography and by
analogy with the explored northern belt, to be a vast and sterile
wilderness, dotted here and there with the fanciful oases-those
" islands in a. sandy sea "-of speculative geographers. This
"Great Desert," these "burning plains," and these "rolling
wastes" of Central Africa, found favour with the philosophers, and
appeared upon the maps a blank of white paper, with enlivenings
of ostriches and elephants until the commencement of the present
century.*

* As late as 1822 travellers from the Cape conjectured "an immense desert,
commencing in the south at the Great Orange River, and running northwards per­
haps to the equator, extending also to the west as far as Great Namaqua Land and
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The late Professor Karl Ritter, of Berlin, had the honour of ex­
pelling this venerable error by substituting for it another, whichwas
as unhesitatingly adopted by some popular authors of the. day. By
a vicious analogy with the " island of High Asia" and the table­
land of Quito he determined the unknown African interior to be
an immense mountain terrace, rising abruptly from a torrid and
pestilential littoral plain. Even the gradients were fixed: the third
and highest was invested with those eternal snowswhich now dispute
their existence with white marble, dolomite, and "pure white
quartz, as it is seen in the Cradock Mountains, at the Cape of
Good Hope, or as it shines forth cons~icuous among the snows of
Altai." * In these "luminous views' the heart of the continent
was compared to an "advancing buttress," extending into the
lowland countries Northwards, "nearly as the elevated terrass of
Tibet and Bhutan advances southward in front of the g.reat plateau
of High Central Asia." By a succession of steps and gradients
with lofty fronts, rising from the maritime plain, separated by long
ridges running in transverse walls, and facing like a bulwark the
waves of the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, were explained the
thermical differences and the varieties of organic nature displayed
by the African world. -From the highest elevations the river
systems were made to descend by rapids and cataracts, and,
flowing through the lower circumjacent levels, to find an embou­
chure into the sea.

Professor Ritter's theory of the Central African plateau, with
its vast uplands and high level plains, was presently supplanted by­
the other extreme-a depression. Like its predecessor, this con­
jecture was a generalization based upon inadequate premises. The
traveller from "Albefogran," the "Lofty Plain" of Abyssinia,
extended to the southern equatorial regions the highlands and
plateaus which feature the northern. The partial labours and the
short incursions of the "Mombas Mission," induced a belief which,
until lately, had its day, that in Central Intertropical Africa, at a
certain distance from the coast, the land begins to sink westwards,
that there are no mountain terraces, but elevated groups and
isolated -peaks rising steeply from extensive plains, and finally,
that these eminences, though often standing together, do not form
a continuous ridge or chain. The missionary conjectured Africa
between 5° and 12° s. lat. to be a flat or valley; using no instru-

the Damara country, which lies along the shore of the Ethiopic or Southern Atlantic
Ocean."· For this "unquestionably the most extensive desert yet known in the
world " was proposed the name of" Great Southern Zahara or Desert." -' Travels
in So~thAfrica,' by the Rev. John Campbell, of the London Missionary Society.
Vol. 11. chap. 9.

* 'Inner Africa Laid Open' (p. 155), by William Desborough Cooley. London,
Longmans, 1852. .
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ments but the eye,* he eliminated from a partial fall in the country
inland of his station on the Rabai Hills,towards the mountains
of Kadiaro and Kilima-ngao, "a general sinking of the land about
3° from the Indian Ocean westwards, till the g-eneral depression
sinks into the bed of a huge lake." That the 'fall, if such exist,
which has attained these mighty dimensions, must be of circum­
scribed limits, is proved by the water-shed of the Ozi and the
Pangani rivers, its northern and southern boundaries, which cer­
tainly do not flow up hill.

Both the younger and the older theory; however, though fal­
lacious on the whole, have in detail a modicum of truth. There
remained then for the English physicist the honour of de­
picting by an admirable generalization the true features of the
African interior. The ancient lacustrine conditions of the central
regions, and the. phenomenon that there exists in the heart of the
continent a watery platform uf less elevation than the flanking high
grounds, in fact, a mingling of plateau and depression, was first
announced ex cathedra by Sir Roderick 1. Murchison, President of
the Royal Geographical Societyof London.] The hypothesis worked

* It is needless to remark how fallacious an instrument for levelling the eye is.
The" Shimba Range" behind Mombasah is estimated by Dr. Krapf to attain
a height of 4000 to 6000 feet: by B. P. thermometer it appears to rise from 750
to 1200 feet above sea level.

t 'Presidential Address to the Royal Geogr. Soc.,' 1852. The following ex­
planation of the process which led to his remarkable discovery was forwarded to
the author, at his request, by Sir Roderick Murchison:-

"My speculations as to the whole African interior being a vast watery plateau­
land of some elevation above the sea, but subtended on the east and west by much
higher grounds, were based on the following. data .

•, The discovery in the central portion of the Cape Colony, by Mr. Bain, of
fossil remains in a lacustrine deposit of secondary age, and the well-known ex­
istence on the coast of loftier mountains, known to be of a Palseozoic or primary
epoch, circling round the younger deposits, being followed by the exploration of
the Ngami Lake, justified me in believing that Africa had been raised from be­
neath the ocean at a very early geological period; and that ever since that time the
same conditions had prevailed. I thence inferred that an interior net-work of
lakes and rivers would be found to be prolonged northwards from Lake Ngami,
though at that time no map was known to me, showing the existence of such cen­
tral reservoirs. Looking to the west as well as to the east, I saw no possibility

. of explaining how the great rivers could escape from the central plateau-lands
and enter the ocean, except through deep Iateral gorges formed at some ancient
period of elevation when the lateral chains were subjected to transverse fractures.
Knowing that the Niger and the Zaire or Congo escaped by such gorges on the
west, I was confident that the same phenomenon must occur upon the eastern
coast when properly examined. This hypothesis, as sketched out in my •Presi­
dential.Address' of 1852, was afterwards received by Dr. Livingstone, just as he
was exploring the transverse gorges by which the Zambesi escapes to the east; and
the great traveller has publicly expressed the surprise he then felt that his dis­
covery should have been thus previously suggested.

" The explorations of the E. African expedition, by Burton and Speke, go vastly
to extend this generalisation. If the great Nyanza Lake should really be found
to flow into the White Nile, it is simply because there is no great eastern trans­
verse fracture like that of the Zambesi, by which the waters canescape, so that
subtended on that flank by lofty and continuous mountains, the stream has no
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out in the geographer's study was triumphantly confirmed three
years afterwards by Dr. Livingstone, when traversing the African
continent.

The following pages will establish the eastern limits .of the
" elevated-trough '~ formation of the central regions, will elucidate
the theory, by proving from levels and watersheds the intervention
of seams of higher ground disposed across the lesser axis of the
continent, and will correct the erroneous theory of the eastern
versant of the Tanganyika Lake.. .

Geographers can now describe with accuracy the general features
of the African peninsula. The northern and southern belts of the
vast irregular triangle, save in the exceptional places where
perennial streams diffuse fertility, and along the coast where ex­
cessive humidity engenders a narrow growth, are dry and- sterile,
here laid out in torrid plains, there broken into barren stony ridges.
Bisected by the zone of almost constant rain, and subject to the
south-west monsoons,-the local deflections of the south-east trade
winds,*-from the Chad Lake, the Bahr el Ghazal, and the southern
frontier of Kordofan, the region of fertility, commencing from about
15° N. lat., stretches in a broad belt to 20° s, of the equator, or
the northern limit of the Ngami Water. This tract of 35° along
the major. axis of the continent rejects the old hypotheses of desert
and plateau, and forms the sharpest contrast to our grandfathers'
idea of Central Afr-ica. .

The eastern section of the central belt south of the equator,
which will be described with detail in these pages, is a region in
which Nature displays her wonted variety. Near the coast are
low littoral plains.and rolling ground, with lagoons, savannahs,
and grassy valleys, the courses of large streams, whose banks, in­
undated by rain-floods, retain in the dry season meers, morasses,
reedy marshes, and swamps of black infected mud. Beyond the
maritime regions rise lines and mountain groups of primary and
sandstone formation, ridges and highlands often uncultivated, but
rarely sterile, with basins and hill-plains of exuberant fertility,
traversed by perennial runnels and streams. Beyond the landward
slope of these African Ghauts begins an elevated plateau, now level
and tabular, then broken into undulations and gentle eminences,
displaying by huge outcrops of granites and syenites the activity of
the igneous period, where rain is deficient, thinly clad with bush,
broom, and shrubbery, with thorny and succulent thickets, cut by
furrows and burnt by torrid suns, and veiled where moisture abounds
with tangled jungle rising from shallow valleys, with umbrageous

course opened to it but northwards. My opinions on these points are further
developed in my last Anniversary Address (1859)."

*.As will appear in a future page, the S, W., or rainy monsoon, in this portion
of Africa exactly resembles the great falls in the Valley of the Mississippi, a S.W.
deflection of the S. E. trades from the Pacific Ocean.
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forests broken into glades of exceeding beauty, and with interjacent
plains of emerald or amber-coloured grass, from which trees of the
darkest laurel green, and knolls and clumps, large and small,
against which no feller has come up, cast thick shade over their
subject circlets of luxuriant underwood. Dull, dreary, and mo­
notonous, where lyin9 desert, in parts this plateau is adorned
with a lavish Nature s choicest charms and varieties. Beyond
it, again, the land sinks into the Lake Region, or the great Central
Depression; the superabundant moisture diffused by its network
of waters, fordable and unfordable, covers the land with a rank
growth of gigantic grasses and timber trees, and the excessive
luxuriance of nature proves unfavourable to the development of
animal organisms. Throughout the line, to judge without statistics,
in the more sterile parts, about one-fifth, and in the more fruitful
one-half of the land, is under cultivation; whilst almost everywhere
the abundance of the desert vegetation evidences the marvellous
capabilities of the almost virgin soils.

The superficial conformation owns four great varieties. When
low the plains are reedy and muddy,* when higher raised and well
watered, they bear evergreen jungle and forest trees: in the
deserts, where water lies deep beneath the earth, and rain is
scarce, the plateaus produce short tufty grass, bush and scraggy.
thorn, and in rare spots the land is almost bare. The sylvan vege­
tation depends upon the proximity of water and the copiousness of
the rains. In the lands of Ugogi, Ugogo, and its flanking deserts,
Unyanyembe and Urori, where water isfar below the surface, and
where the dry season is long and severe, the woods are principally
dwarfed mimosas, thorns, and gums. The banks of fiumaras and
nullahs, which are temporarily inundated, supply the noblest trees.
Wild fruits and fragrant flowery shrubs abound in the mountains
of Usagara, and fine timber is found throughout Uvinza and Ujiji.

The Western half of the fertile Central African land reflects
the Eastern. The correspondence of the two coasts has frequently
been the subject of remark. Modern travellers, Magyar,t Graca.t
and Livingstone, who have penetrated into the interior from
Loanda, met with the same maritime plain of rank- and exuberant

* In these pages the words mud, swamp, fen, morass, are nsed synonymously
when the ground is comparatively solid; slough, mire, and slush denote a more
liquid eondition ; and slime when decayed matter mingles with the soil. The
moor or heathery plain, and the bog, firm or shaking, are features unknown
in Eastern Africa.

t M. Ladislaus Magyar, a Hungarian officer, made extensive explorations
through Western and Southern Africa in 1847-1856, and has lately published an
account of them in the Hungarian language, which has been translated into
German. See' Journal of the Hoyal Geographical Society,' vol, xxiv.. p. 271.

t M. J. Rodriguez. Graca, a Portuguese merchant, entered Western Africa via
Bihe in the years A.D. 18-13-47, penetrated deep into the unknown Continent, and
visited the capital of Mwata ya Nvo (Matiamvo), the sovereign of Uropua.




