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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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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.




