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of course




There is no journey upon this earth that a man may not make if he sets his heart to it. There is nothing, Umbopa, that he cannot do, there are no mountains he may not climb, there are no deserts he cannot cross, save a mountain and a desert of which you are spared the knowledge, if love leads him.


—H. RIDER HAGGARD,


King Solomon’s Mines Prologue




PROLOGUE


The Nile slides thick and silent beyond a grid of barbed wire. I slump in a plastic chair that’s soft from the heat and watch a cloud of tiny silver fish leap from the water with a hiss like rain.


In the next chair, a young Sudanese woman holds a baby in her lap. She croons to it to the tune of “Frère Jacques.”


“Bay-bee Jesus, Bay-bee Jesus, I love you. I love you. Yoo-hoo are my savior, yoo-hoo are my savior, every day, every day.”


Clumps of vegetation the size of refrigerators drift downstream toward Cairo, seventeen hundred miles north. The air is like a wet wool blanket. My focus blurs, and I envision a boat that floated past this same spot, 108 years ago. At the helm is a twenty-five-year-old Cambridge University dropout named Ewart Grogan, a man whose story has taken over my life.


In the past two months, I have followed Grogan’s trail over four thousand miles through eight countries in Africa. My fixation has led me here, the city of Juba in the pseudo-state of Southern Sudan, one of the most desolate and impoverished places on the planet.


I had no idea this would happen when I first heard about him. It was an amazing story, for sure: after almost two years of unimaginable hardship, Grogan was close to becoming the first person to travel the length of Africa, south to north. Even more astonishing was that he had been virtually forgotten.


What really grabbed me, though, was that his true goal was even loftier. The five-thousand-mile trek was merely the means to an end. Grogan was in love. Her name was Gertrude, and she was waiting for him in London. She had long dark hair, a radiant smile, and a suspicious stepfather who wouldn’t let her marry until her beloved had proved himself worthy.


Like Grogan, I’m here because of a woman. Her name is Laura; she’s my fiancée and the love of my life. She’s also waiting for me on the other side of the world: Portland, Oregon, to be exact.


I am retracing Grogan’s journey to see how much this cross section of Africa has changed—and how little—in the past century. I’m also doing it because Laura and I are planning to marry less than a month after I get home, and as much as I’m thrilled at the thought, it also scares the hell out of me. Her father has no problem with it; any hurdles are purely my own. I left home hoping to find some answers in Grogan’s footsteps, some kind of equanimity in the tangle of self-doubt and hesitation I’ve woven in my head.


But I’ve never felt this far away from home, or from Laura. And I don’t know how much farther it makes sense to go.


Two hours in Juba and already it’s starting to look like the end of the line. To the north, native groups are fighting with machine guns left over from the country’s fifty-year civil war, and heavy flooding has closed the roads. Too dangerous, not enough time. It kills me to think of turning back so close to the finish.


Grogan kept going north, through trials that made his struggles up to this point—charging elephants, hungry cannibals—seem like parlor games.


Should I? How far is it worth it to push?


The sun sags toward the forest on the far side of the river. Frogs start to chirp among the plastic bottles on the riverbank as the light turns amber.


Coarse electric melodies split the silence. The woman is holding a cell phone to her baby’s ear, pressing buttons to cycle through the different rings. The child’s eyes are open wide.
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PART I


Africa is mystic; it is wild; it is a sweltering 
inferno; it is a photographer’s paradise, a hunter’s 
Valhalla, an escapist’s Utopia. It is what you 
will, and it withstands all interpretations. It is 
the last vestige of a dead world or the cradle of a 
shiny new one. … It is all these 
things but one thing—it is never dull.


—Beryl Markham






CHAPTER ONE


When Ewart Grogan pushed off into the White Nile five days before Christmas, 1899, the sun over southern Sudan fell on his back like a hot sheet of metal, and his diseased liver hurt so badly he couldn’t stand up straight.


His open boat groaned with supplies and sweating bodies: a dozen native soldiers, a small boy, a tall man from the Dinka tribe, an elderly Egyptian prisoner with a broken leg, and a mad criminal in chains.


At full height, Grogan was six feet tall and strikingly handsome. He had a strong jaw, a narrow nose, and startling yellow-green eyes, which seemed to spark with intelligence and humor. It was because of that piercing gaze, and his almost superhuman determination and endurance, that Africans had nicknamed him Bwana Chui: the Leopard.


On that day, however, he was nearly unrecognizable: haggard, hunched, half starved, and baked brown by the sun. He had been traveling through Africa for almost two years. His route wound from the salty breezes of the Indian Ocean to the indigo lakes and smoking volcanoes of the Great Rift Valley, where the steep jungles teemed with pygmies and gigantic apes.


Naked cannibals had pursued him for days near the lavabeds of Mushari, and just a few weeks ago he had celebrated his twenty-fifth birthday by fleeing a bull hippo for half a mile. Abscesses on his liver burst in blooms of agony, and a recurring malarial fever threatened to bake his brain.


His only European companion had left for home nine months earlier. For most of the journey his only company had been a handful of African soldiers and porters who tended to desert at every opportunity, when they weren’t busy plotting mutiny.


And the worst was still ahead. Between him and his goal, a remote British outpost hundreds of miles downstream to the north, lay the most godforsaken swamp on earth. The Sudd was tens of thousands of square miles of clotted vegetation and miasmatic air, home to the fierce giants of the Dinka tribe and cloud banks of insatiable mosquitoes. Hippos lurked in the black water, ready to snap canoes in half, and six-foot Marabou storks stalked across floating islands of green like reanimated corpses.


If he made it to the outpost, and then descended the Nile to Cairo, Grogan would join the ranks of legendary explorers like Sir Richard Burton, David Livingstone, and Henry Stanley. If he didn’t, well, no one would ever know what happened. The swamp would swallow him without a trace.


As the prow sliced the blood-warm water and high grasses hissed against the sides, Grogan was filled with uncertainty.


He had no idea how far he still had to go, or whether Dinka warriors would ignore his tiny party or slaughter them. He didn’t know if his band of reluctant volunteers would remain by his side, shoot him in the back, or abandon him to shrivel and starve in the sun.


He was sure of one thing, though. He had to make it. Because Gertrude was waiting.


At age twenty-two, three years before he pushed off into the Nile, Ewart Grogan was already a war veteran and world traveler who thought he understood his way around women. He knew the barmaids of Melbourne were the most beautiful in the world. He’d seen how difficult it was to tell the men from the women in Sri Lanka, and he had once killed a man barehanded in a bar fight over a Portuguese beauty.


Grogan had just returned to England after serving as a soldier in Rhodesia, where he had fought in a bloody native uprising and fallen so sick he had almost been buried alive. His doctors advised a long rest to convalesce—an extended sea voyage would be perfect—so when his friend Eddie Watt from Cambridge invited him to stay with his family in Napier on New Zealand’s North Island, Grogan accepted.


There, on the Watt family estate, Grogan met Gertrude, the oldest of Eddie’s three sisters. A year younger than Grogan, she was almost as tall as he was, with luminous skin and kind blue eyes. She was shy, but her calm elegance erupted frequently into a booming, infectious laugh. More than anything, it was her laugh, and Gertrude’s tender heart, that made her irresistible to Grogan. He was instantly infatuated.


Gertrude saw how people were drawn to the eloquent Englishman’s overflowing confidence and wit. He could talk for hours on just about any subject, with a well of jokes and stories that never ran dry. Grogan had it all, or so it seemed—looks, brains, ambition, passion—and she found herself falling for him as well.


Within days of their meeting, Grogan brought up the idea of marriage, and Gertrude agreed. But there was a problem: she was rich and he was not.


In the late nineteenth century, the concept of marriage was shifting from purely practical to one that was more romantic. But among the upper classes of Victorian England (and her colonies, such as New Zealand), marriage was still more akin to a business merger than a starry-eyed union of hearts.


Gertrude was a direct descendant of James Watt, the Scottish inventor of the steam engine. She lived in a forty-room Mediterranean-style villa overlooking the Pacific Ocean, with double tennis courts and a retinue of servants.


Grogan came from a respectable family, but after being kicked out of Cambridge and serving in the army, he was painfully aware of how little he had to offer a wife except “a skinful of amoeba, malaria germs and similar parasitic mementoes … [and] … a head full of vagrant ideas.” He couldn’t offer Gertrude a fraction of what she already possessed.


It didn’t matter to her, but it did to her stepfather, James Coleman, a stern, arrogant man with a thick waist and a white walrus mustache. At the death of her father, Gertrude and her fat inheritance had become his responsibility. When he looked at Grogan, Coleman saw not a charming suitor but a cocksure young man with questionable prospects, one more overconfident cad after Gertrude’s fortune.


One afternoon the two men were alone in one of the estate’s many drawing rooms. A squall spit across the ocean, and the popping fireplace made the room stuffy and close. Grogan took a deep breath and told Coleman he was in love with his stepdaughter and wanted to make her his wife—with his blessing, of course.


“My dear sir, do you consider yourself in a position to marry?” Coleman scoffed. “Sent down from Cambridge! No job! Forgive me, sir, if I say that I do not consider you worthy of my stepdaughter. You appear to be drifting down the river of lifewithout a rudder. A girl in the position of my ward can expect to marry an outstanding man.”


He huffed and stood up, ready to stride from the room.


Grogan swallowed and asked him to wait. His guts were churning, but his voice was steady.


“You say I am unworthy?” he said. “Very well. Now suppose I were to make the first crossing of Africa from south to north, from the Cape [of Good Hope] to Cairo. Would you consider that worthwhile?”


Only a madman would consider such a thing. “The Dark Continent,” as it was known in the popular press, defeated the toughest and smartest men in the world, chewed them up and spit them out, broken for life, or else swallowed them forever.


Vicious animals, biblical weather, ferocious native tribes, incurable diseases unknown to science. There were more ways to die in Africa than there were crocodiles in her rivers or lions on her savannahs. Grogan might as well have proposed something as impossible as climbing Mount Everest or trekking to the North Pole.


“I can only presume that you are trying to be funny,” Coleman replied. “If so, I do not appreciate it.”


“I am quite serious,” Grogan said. “Never more so.”


“You mean to say that you really contemplate crossing the entire continent? My good man, do you realize what that would mean?”


“Perfectly.”


During his army career, Grogan had served under the legendary British imperialist Cecil Rhodes, founder of Rhodesia and the De Beers diamond mining company. As Coleman listened in disbelief, Grogan explained the man’s grand plan to link British colonies from one end of the continent to the otherby train and telegraph. One potential route followed the western branch of the Great Rift Valley, which curved through central Africa in a progression of great lakes and volcanoes.


Grogan would survey the route and in the process would become the first person in history to transect the continent from end to end.


He’d survived Africa before, he said. (Barely, he didn’t say.) In fact, as far as he was concerned, he had already done the first leg of the trip, from the Cape to the coast of Portuguese East Africa, while he was a soldier.


Coleman asked how he would cross the impenetrable jungles of central Africa, the ones that Henry Stanley had needed a small army to bludgeon through during his descent of the Congo River two decades ago.


Grogan said he would travel light and fast, with a minimum of native soldiers and porters. A large expedition would only attract attention. He could sense Coleman’s scorn and disbelief. But arguing logistics was a good sign.


“Anyhow, I mean to try.” Grogan’s confidence was back. “After all, if I fail, nothing is lost. On the other hand, if I succeed—well, I shall hope to have proved worthy of your stepdaughter.”


Coleman was a successful entrepreneur himself, having made his own fortune in sheep and cattle ranching. He could respect a bold plan. Perhaps he saw a bit of his younger self in the ambitious young man. Maybe, in his own pompous way, he could even appreciate the romance of the gesture.


Regardless, Grogan probably wouldn’t even make it back alive. Coleman accepted the challenge.


Later, Gertrude found Grogan, still trembling with adrenaline. She looked confused.


“What’s this about crossing Africa?”


He explained to Gertrude his plan and the agreement with Coleman. The thought of Grogan alone in Africa terrified her, to say nothing of how long it would keep them apart. But she knew that only a feat like this could convince her stepfather to give his blessing.


And even though she had only known Grogan a matter of weeks, she knew it was something he had to do—for her, for them, for himself. She assured him there would be no other suitors before he came back.


Inevitably Grogan had to return home. When he and Gertrude said goodbye, he said, “I won’t hold you to your promise, of course. And I give my word you won’t hear from me until I’m successful. I’ll send you a cable as soon as I reach Cairo. Then, if you are still able to return my love, I shall make you my wife.”


“You will succeed,” Gertrude said softly. “I know you will. And I will wait for you, no matter how long.”


Damn, I’m going to miss you. I know everything’s going to be fine, but I’m going to miss you so much.”


Laura’s slim frame trembles as she speaks into my shoulder. The fine mist of a gray Pacific Northwest dawn hides the sun. The drop-off lane at the Portland airport smells like car exhaust and wet asphalt.


I wasn’t expecting this. She’d been so cool on the drive to the airport. I was quiet, still groggy from late-night packing and anxiety dreams of disasters in strange places. “Dancing with Myself” came on the radio. I turned it off—too prophetic.


I looked at her perfect profile in the driver’s seat. What was going on in there? I always found Laura’s rare silences unsettling, but this was unusual.


Here she was, sending her fiancé off on a solo journey through places that were more catastrophes than countries: Burundi, the Congo, Rwanda, Sudan. I’m leaving her in a city we just moved to, where she knows nobody, to follow an obsession that has peaked at the least convenient moment possible. Less than a month after I return—if everything goes according to plan; if I’m not stricken with a strange disease, or crumpled in a bus accident or plane crash; if nothing changes between us while I’m gone—we’re getting married.


This will be the longest time we’ve spent apart since we became a couple seven years ago.


So where are the emotional fireworks? For weeks I’ve been a knot of nervous energy, trying to plan and pack for thousands of miles of public transportation through backcountry Africa: ancient buses, decrepit minivans, homemade bicycles, and boats dating to World War I.


Laura kept her composure all the way to the airport. But that’s her way: happy face forward, smile through the sadness.


In our time together we have already survived two crosscountry moves, a simultaneous leap into full-time freelancing, reappearing exes, and one dead pet. We know each other’s stories, answer each other’s cell phones, finish each other’s sentences. I love her like no one else I’ve ever met, and I know I’d have to be a drooling idiot to let her get away.


I don’t plan to. But the thought of making an eternal commitment is terrifying. As an introverted only child, independence is a pillar of my identity. No matter how compatible Laura and I are—and we are, wondrously—every argument we have leaves behind tiny splinters of uncertainty. Sometimes we seemtoo alike to ever coexist peacefully, both of us too headstrong, too self-reliant.


And of course, I’m a guy. The concept of being married appeals, but the reality keeps me up at night. I’ve always found ways to justify my hesitations. Am I ready to consign myself to one person, completely, forever? Do I even deserve Laura?


The months before the wedding seemed like a window inching closed. I could see the domino line of Major Life Changes start to tumble: house, kids, PTA, retirement. It was clear that something drastic still needed to happen before I could make this lifetime promise with all my heart. I needed inspiration. I needed a kick in the ass.


One day I was reading a book about the evolution of language. In among the graphs of primate mating success versus testicle diameter and descriptions of how far males will go to impress females, I read this:




The young Captain Ewart Grogan walked the 4,500-mile length of Africa from the Cape of Good Hope to Cairo in 1899 to gain the hand of the woman he loved. Her family had dismissed him as a ne’er-do-well who would be unable to keep their daughter in the manner to which they thought she should be accustomed. Grogan banked on the fame (if not the fortune) that a dramatic adventure would bring him to persuade them to reconsider.





That was it: three sentences, nothing more. But I had to know more. I tracked down the few biographies of Grogan and his firsthand account of the journey, From the Cape to Cairo. The more I read, the more the adventure and romance of his story captivated me.


The proud tradition of men doing crazy things for love goes back at least to the Trojan War, triggered when Paris eloped with Helen, the most beautiful woman in the world (and someone else’s wife). A seventeenth-century Mughal emperor built the Taj Mahal as a memorial to his favorite wife, who had died in childbirth. In 1936, King Edward VIII did the unthinkable and gave up the British throne to marry an American divorcée.


Grogan’s story was just as astonishing, but nobody seemed to have heard of him. I became convinced I could sense a lesson in there: some insight into the wisdom, courage, and conviction it took to go to such extremes just to be with someone else, to make a life-changing leap and follow through to the end, no matter what.


Even though our personalities, our lives and times were vastly different, Grogan and I were really after the same thing: lifelong happiness with an incredible woman. There was the challenge and, yes, the buzz of danger; he certainly felt that, too. One final taste of true autonomy. But in the end it was about love.


No one had ever retraced his route. Perhaps crossing Africa as he had would help me find peace with this radical new direction my life was about to take. Maybe some of Grogan’s mojo would rub off on me.


I ordered every book and article about him I could find. I plotted his route in guidebooks and maps, tracked down and cold-called his living descendants around the world. The wedding countdown kept clicking: six months, five. If I didn’t go now, I never would.


I was flabbergasted when Laura gave her blessing. She was a gut-level decision maker, with instincts that had yet to steer her wrong. She was also the last person to want to tie her partner down against his will. If this is what it took for me to settledown, she said, hell, she’d buy my plane ticket and drive me to the airport.


Now her eyes are inches from mine, swimming above a wrinkled grin. A hazel ring surrounds each pupil like a reef around a tropical island. She runs her hand across my newly shaved scalp. “You look like someone else,” she said.


Behind us a sleepy-looking skycap in a baggy black jacket pushes a cart full of suitcases. A 737 howls overhead and the months apart hit me like a heavy door. We’re both crying now. All the gates are down.


The things we don’t say outnumber the ones we do.


“Be safe.”


“Don’t worry.”


“Stay in touch.”


Don’t be sad.


Don’t get hurt.


Don’t meet someone else.


Don’t have second thoughts.


She presses a packet of red envelopes into my hand. “Open one a week.”


Then I’m lifting my bag and all I can see is a blur of blond hair in the car getting smaller and disappearing in the drizzle.









CHAPTER TWO


William Grogan had so many children that he sometimes mixed up their names. But Ewart Scott Grogan, born December 12, 1874—number 14 of 21—was the one no one ever forgot.


A rebellious streak seemed to run through the male side of the Grogan family tree. Ewart’s great-grandfather Cornelius Grogan participated in the unsuccessful Irish rebellion against British rule in 1798, and ended up with his head on a pike. His father, William, enjoyed the prominent position of surveyor general to Queen Victoria, until he did the unthinkable. When the queen requested that he return from a vacation in Scotland to attend to her at the Isle of Wight, he sent back a reply that perhaps a later appointment would fit both their schedules better.


One did not offer the queen a rain check. He lost the appointment.


William’s first wife, Mary, had died at age forty-two after bearing thirteen children, one of whom died in infancy. Five years later, in 1873, he spotted an elegant young woman with a black wave of hair and lovely ankles walking past his office window. When she passed again the next day, William leaped up, chased her down, and introduced himself. He and Jane Sams were married a month later. He was twenty-two years older than she.


Ewart was Jane’s first child and by far her favorite. Named after his godfather, Prime Minister William Ewart Gladstone, he was unusual from the start. Gregarious and bright, self-confident and independent, he had the ability to excel at almost everything he tried—music, sports, schoolwork—and poured his excess energy into stunts and pranks.


He spent a large part of his childhood terrorizing his siblings, locking his brothers on the balconies of their forty-two-room house in Kensington and tying his sisters to tree branches by their hair. At preparatory school, he had to have his stomach pumped after he swallowed a sausage whole to win a bet. He could usually charm his way out of any punishment, whereas his siblings suffered his mother’s discipline.


His father was delighted he had spawned such a “thruster,” who would surely blaze his own path through life.


At night, Ewart dreamed of Africa. When he wasn’t fattening his vocabulary by reading the Oxford English Dictionary, he pored over the latest accounts of men like the missionary-explorer David Livingstone and the great white hunter Frederick Courteney Selous.


He loved the pulpy adventures of H. Rider Haggard, whose King Solomon’s Mines was his favorite. Published in 1885, the tale of intrepid adventurer Allan Quartermain, the evil King Twala, and the doomed beauty Foulata was the first adventure novel set in Africa, and its vivid, melodramatic vision of the continent made it a bestseller.


Africa represented many things to upper-class Britons in the nineteenth century. It was an escape from the stifling crowds and conventions of Victorian society; an enigmatic id to countless repressed egos; a place to prove one’s manhood by hunting, pioneering, or simply surviving. Regardless of her millions of inhabitants and ancient cultures, Africa was seen as a blank canvas where a man of bold action could make his name and fortune while bringing “civilization"—the British version—to “savage” races (often, ironically, by re-creating the same social structure the settlers had fled, albeit with them on top).


Ewart read and reread tales of vast animal herds, fierce native armies, and treasure maps sketched on yellowed linen. He swore he would do four things in life: hunt an elephant, a rhino, and a lion, and see Lake Tanganyika.


When Ewart was sixteen, his father died and left him the head of the household. To distract his mother from her grief, he packed the family off on a vacation to Zermatt, Switzerland. There he met the famous mountaineer Edward Whymper, the leader and only surviving member of the first team to summit the Matterhorn, the most majestic summit in the European Alps, in 1865.


Inspired by Whymper, Grogan took to mountaineering with his typical intensity. He decided he wanted to become a member of the selective London-based Alpine Club, the world’s oldest mountaineering association. This required climbing “a reasonable number of respectable peaks,” so with Whymper as his tutor, Grogan began to scale every noteworthy and difficult peak in the region during his family’s repeated summers in Zermatt. He climbed the twin knife-edged peaks of the Aiguille du Dru, made one of the first ascents of the Aiguille du Grepón on Mont Blanc, and summited the Matterhorn twice.


His mother was horrified. She had just lost her husband,and now her darling was hanging off cliffs all over the Alps. Grogan, now six feet tall and fearless, patted her hand and kept climbing.


One day he and two local guides were crossing a glacier on the Weisshorn, a difficult peak taller than the Matterhorn. Without warning, Grogan vanished into a crevasse. The men were roped together, and he dragged one of the guides in after him and knocked himself unconscious. The other guide managed to sink his ice axe into the snow and keep them all from falling to their death. He held on desperately until two other groups of climbers could help drag them to safety.


After four seasons of climbing, Grogan was elected both to the Alpine Club (as its youngest member) and to the Swiss Alpine Club. Satisfied with his accomplishment, he hung up his crampons and never climbed again. He had achieved his goal, and now he turned his energies elsewhere.


In 1893, Grogan had entered Jesus College at Cambridge, where he studied law and convinced his crew coach to let him smoke a pipe while rowing. Everything still came easy for him, from writing to playing the banjo, and he was often bored.


He refused to run with either the intellectual “smugs” or the sporty “pugs.” When the socialist Fabian Society invited him to join, he told them he wanted nothing to do with such a “very unwholesome gang of chinless men and bosomless women.”


To him, the world was a place where you did what you wanted and had fun doing it. It was also full of fools who needed to be put in their place. One day he screwed shut the door of an undergraduate he disliked, trapping the boy so securely that he had to be fed through the mail slot until a carpenter could arrive to let him out.


Grogan almost set a don’s house on fire with fireworks. Another evening he was leading a drunken procession through the streets of Cambridge when two constables ordered them to stop. The boys collared the men, tied them up, and proceeded, in Grogan’s words, “to stuff the contents of a fish and chips shop down their throats.”


Grogan didn’t seem to grieve his father very much, but when his mother died unexpectedly at age forty-nine from heart disease, he was devastated. They had always adored one another. She was one of the few people to whom Grogan, otherwise almost completely self-reliant, felt a strong emotional attachment.


Her death left him responsible, at age nineteen, for six siblings, the youngest only seven years old. (William’s children by his first wife had already left home.) Grogan’s stepbrother Walter, twenty years older, was chosen as legal guardian for the children so Grogan could continue his studies.


He was still grieving his mother when his life shifted again. A school tutor he disliked left town, and as a prank Grogan locked a goat in his study. But the man stayed away longer than expected, and he returned to find that the starving animal had eaten his books, ripped the stuffing from the furniture, and chewed the wallpaper.


Grogan was expelled.


The Grogan family was financially comfortable as a result of Jane’s wise handling of the trust fund her husband had left. But Grogan had no interest in taking his father’s place at Grogan & Boyd, the family real estate business. He wanted to make his own way in life, but his dreams of African exploration and biggame hunting would require more than the regular income he received from the trust.


Grogan had to get a job.


His first stop was a brief stint at art school. The teachers praised his work, but he still didn’t fit in with the “long-haired lizards with Machiavellian beards and Bohemian mannerisms” who were his classmates. One day in April 1896, a teacher told him that he could become a great artist if he was willing to “work for many years, living, dreaming, thinking nothing but art, art, art.”


Grogan said he wasn’t sure he was cut out to be an artist. Maybe being a policeman would be more exciting. It was a strange choice for someone so allergic to authority.


“A policeman!” the man sputtered. If a man of Grogan’s education and talents wasn’t ready to dedicate himself, he said, he should leave and stop wasting everyone’s time.


“I tell you what,” Grogan said, pulling out a shilling. “I’ll toss for it. Heads, I become an artist; tails, a policeman.”


He flipped the coin and slapped it on his wrist. He lifted his hand: tails.


Grogan thanked the teacher for his time, put on his hat, and left the studio for good.


But he didn’t head for the police academy. That spring, the newspapers had started carrying reports of a native uprising in the British colony of Rhodesia (the part that is now Zimbabwe). Cecil Rhodes, then prime minister of the Cape Colony at Africa’s southern tip, was advertising for volunteers to join the fight in the colony that bore his name.


Grogan was tempted. Here, finally, was a chance for income and excitement—in Africa, no less.


Less than a week after turning in his paint brushes, the twenty-two-year-old two-time dropout was on board a ship to Cape Town to become a soldier.


At last—Africa! The sun-reddened landscapes, the endless herds of animals, all the people and places he had dreamed about since childhood, ready to serve as backdrop for men of bold action and the spread of British glory. Grogan’s excitement grew every day of the two-and-a-half week journey. He arrived in Cape Town at the foot of wide, flat-topped Table Mountain, full of patriotic pride and ready for adventure.


Instead, his army career was sheer misery from start to finish. The Matabele, a branch of the ferocious Zulu tribe, were in revolt against the European settlers who were slowly spreading across their territory. Native warriors armed with clubs and axes were raiding white camps, killing men, women, and children indiscriminately. Rhodes’s troops responded just as savagely, mowing down ranks of Matabeles with the newly invented Maxim guns.


Grogan’s first assignment was to lead a convoy of mules loaded with food and ammunition to Bulawayo, the main white settlement. The route crawled more than six hundred miles through dense, sweltering bush. Half the mule drivers deserted the first night. When he finally arrived at his destination, there was no place to sleep. He collapsed under a thorn tree, filthy and exhausted. The next morning he awoke to an awful stench. He looked up and saw two rotting bodies hanging in the branches.


As the fighting continued into the summer, Grogan saw men pinned to the earth by their hands and feet and left to die in the sun. He saw women who had been raped, tortured, and killed and their children dismembered, tiny skulls crushed.


Meeting Rhodes was the one bright spot in the whole experience. The man was already a living legend. Tall and thick-chested, with curly hair and a surprisingly high-pitched voice, Rhodes was a one-man engine of Empire, virtually the czar of southern Africa.


As part of Rhodes’s personal escort, Grogan sat around the fire at night and listened to the man’s vision of telegraph lines and trains connecting Her Majesty’s colonies from Cape Horn to Cairo, spreading the civilizing influence of British culture from one end of the continent to the other. But large parts of the route were still a mystery, and it wasn’t clear if other countries had already laid claim to crucial stretches.


When the fighting ended in August 1896, Grogan found himself in the port city of Beira, recently established in the Portuguese colony on Africa’s southeastern coast. Looking for some excitement that didn’t involve people shooting at him, Grogan went on a buffalo hunting trip with three men from Holland.


The excursion quickly devolved into a fight for survival. The Dutchmen fell sick and one died. Grogan suffered a burst liver abscess, caught amoebic dysentery and malaria, then developed blackwater fever, a complication of severe malaria that turned his urine the color of port wine.


Grogan made it back to a small settlement on the railway, but he was so sick he was given up for dead. His pale and seemingly lifeless body was tossed on the train back to Beira. When the train arrived, a railway engineer named Alfred Lawley lifted the blanket and saw the motionless form. He took a sniff. If Grogan really had been dead, he thought he’d have smelled a lot worse. Lawley had Grogan taken to his home and nursed him back to health “like a mother,” earning a lifelong friend.


One night after his recovery, Grogan and a few fellow troopers went to a local Portuguese dance hall. At the time, Portuguese authorities were worried that Britain had plans to takeover their coastal colony, but the men didn’t care that things were tense between the two countries. The soldiers were waiting for a ship home, and the seedy place looked as good as any to blow off steam. Plus, there were women.


A string band plucked out lively tunes and the drinks kept coming. Grogan spun around the dance floor with any girl who would let him. Enjoying a drink at the bar, he spotted the most attractive girl in the place and flashed his best smile.


His eye caught a movement in a mirror on the wall. An enraged man was raising a knife to plunge into his back.


Grogan whirled and punched his attacker in the face. The Portuguese struck his head on a table and fell to the floor. He lay too still even for an unconscious man. A quick check showed he was dead.


All hell broke loose. An angry local mob surrounded Grogan and his companions, demanding blood. The British consul arrived to smooth things over, but the crowd threw him in the gutter.


Only the quick arrival of more British troops saved Grogan and the soldiers from being beaten to death. The army took them into custody for their own safety, and the bruised consul telegraphed the Royal Navy for help.


The next morning Grogan was safely on board a ship headed to Zanzibar. (A friend asked him later if the girl might have been the man’s girlfriend, his sister, or even his wife. “How could I know?” Grogan said. “I didn’t speak Portuguese.”)


When he finally caught a ship to England, Grogan shook his fist at the receding shore of Africa and swore he would never return to the “accursed sands” of “Satan’s summer palace.”


Yet a little over a year later, he was back. The months that followed his trip to New Zealand and Coleman’s acceptance of the challenge had been a tornado of packing and planning. On his way back to England, Grogan stopped in San Francisco, where he saw the “indescribable scene of human degradation” of the opium dens in Chinatown, a notoriously dangerous part of the city. He was eating alone at a restaurant called the Puppy Dog when he noticed that the only other customer was a menacing thug who happened to be sitting between him and the only exit.


The incident in the dance hall in Beira had left him acutely aware of dangerous situations. Grogan walked over and gave the man a quick one-two punch and a kick “where it hurts,” then fled as two knives embedded themselves in the door frame.


Back in England, Gertrude and Eddie’s wealthy aunt Caroline Eyres agreed to help finance Grogan’s expedition on one condition: that he take along her brother, Arthur “Harry” Sharp. Grogan had spent time with Eyres and Sharp after leaving Cambridge. In fact, it was she who had urged Eddie to invite him to New Zealand expressly (but secretly) so he could meet Gertrude.


Sharp was more than two decades older than Grogan, a stout man with a beard and mustache to balance his thinning hair. He was in good shape and an avid hunter. He was also single, wealthy, and bored, with a law degree he had never used. His sister thought a little travel would do him good.


Together, the men took a crash course in surveying and cartography from John Coles, the mapping curator of the Royal Geographical Society, the world’s most elite society of explorers. Livingstone, Burton, and Charles Darwin, among others, had benefited from the society’s support on their expeditions. They packed carefully and said their goodbyes, then set sail for Africa.


On February 28, 1898, Grogan and Sharp, along with “sundry German officers and beer enthusiasts,” arrived in Portuguese East Africa in memorable style when their passenger liner “violently charg[ed] a sandbank in the bay of Beira on a flood-tide, to the ear-smashing accompaniment of the German National Anthem.”


Grogan stepped ashore in a tweed jacket and a wide-brimmed bush hat. His pants were tucked into tall leather boots. Sharp’s mustache and beard were freshly combed and his hat tilted stylishly over one eyebrow. Grogan could see the port city was still a miserable place, consisting mainly of “galvanized iron, sunbaked sand, drinks, and Portuguese ruffians.”


But their spirits were high, and there was plenty to do: gather porters and supplies, set their chronometers (used to calculate longitude), and organize their equipment.


Compared to most nineteenth-century African expeditions, Grogan and Sharp traveled light. Their main weapons for hunting and defense were two magazine-fed.303-caliber rifles, which could bring down anything from ducks to large antelopes. Grogan brought a giant black-powder “elephant gun” for bigger game, and both men had backup rifles and cases of ammunition.


Wooden boxes held tents and folding cots, shoes and clothing, fishing rods and mosquito nets. They took surveying tools and a camera, three Union Jacks, a phonograph, and books of poetry and classic literature, including the complete works of Shakespeare. For trading with Africans, they packed beads and multicolored rolls of “Americani,” a type of cloth made in the United States.


There were sixty-four cases of food and drink in all, including whisky, brandy, and champagne, and plenty of Worcestershire sauce, Grogan’s favorite, “without which life… is intolerable.”


The medicine chest held quinine for malaria; Elliman’s Universal Embrocation, a cream made of turpentine, eggs, and vinegar, for aches and pains; and plenty of permanganate of potash (potassium permanganate), dark purple crystals that made a disinfectant and antiseptic when mixed with water.


Just being in Africa required a huge adjustment, both mental and physical. Everything about the place was alien: the scenery and climate, the people, plants and animals, the tastes and sounds and smells. Grogan was as excited as he had been when he first saw Cape Town as a raw recruit. Now he was here on his own terms, with a concrete goal to guide his energies.


His army experiences had quashed most of his romantic notions about the place. But he could still appreciate its raw beauty, writing of sunlit clouds that formed “a sinuous mesh of molten red, a ghostly sea from which the peaks reared their purple silhouettes, until they faded into the uncertainty of lilac mists.”


Amid months of packing and preparations, Grogan admired hippos strolling past at night, their wet backs glistening in the moonlight. The first time he heard a lion roar at full volume, the sound seemed “to permeate the whole universe, thundering, rumbling, majestic.” It rose and echoed and trailed off into a sobbing chorus. “The joy of it! Never had I heard such music,” he wrote. “Thousands of German devotees, backed by thousands of beers, could never approach the soul-stirring glory of one Felis leo.” Then he killed it with five shots, achieving the first of his childhood goals.


Hunting was the quickest way to get used to life in the bush. Grogan and Sharp stalked rhinos and buffalo and gazed across swampy plains filled with tens of thousands of wildebeest. On one trip out of Beira, they walked sixty miles in nineteen hours. On another, Grogan dove into a crocodile-infested stream toavoid a wounded buffalo that finally dropped three yards from Sharp’s feet.


The activity helped toughen the explorers to the ordeals ahead, but it also helped conceal the true nature of their mission. As the age of exploration morphed into the era of colonization, the “Scramble for Africa” was in full gear.


Europe had salivated at the thought of controlling Africa’s vast expanses, manpower, and natural riches since Roman times. For more than a century before Grogan arrived, foreign powers had been slicing up the continent into colonies and protectorates like a pie at a murderous family gathering. By the turn of the nineteenth century, European governments were still fighting over poorly defined colonial borders and wiping out native groups who stood in their way.


Missionaries and explorers like Livingstone and Burton served as vanguards of colonialism. Their maps and information helped governments establish and hold territories. But much of the interior was still terra incognita, and with so much at stake, explorers guarded their goals like inventors protecting their ideas.


Grogan’s planned route would take them from Portuguese East Africa through territory controlled or claimed by three other countries. To the north, German East Africa extended from the coast to the eastern shore of Lake Tanganyika, including most of what is now Tanzania, Rwanda, and Burundi.


British claims sandwiched Germany’s to the north and south. The Crown’s holdings in southern Africa extended as far north as modern-day Zambia. British East Africa, a territory three times the size of the British Isles, encompassed what would become Kenya and Uganda. King Leopold II of Belgium personally controlled almost a million square miles of the Congo basin to the west.


Before leaving London, Grogan had visited the Foreign Office and the War Office to see how his journey could help the British Empire directly. He left with requests for information on the activities of Portuguese, German, Belgian, and French forces, especially when it related to colonial boundaries. He also promised to bring back the first accurate map of the region around Lake Kivu and Lake Edward.


“From end to end every tribe seemed at war with its neighboring tribes or with the white man,” Grogan wrote about their route. Local conflicts merged with international disputes from Lake Tanganyika to Sudan, while native troops in the Congo were rising up against their Belgian masters.


The Sudan was the most worrisome part of the itinerary. Six years before, a Muslim religious leader claiming to be a returned messiah (the Mahdi, or “Chosen One”) had led an uprising against the colonial forces of Egypt and Britain. The revolt had bloomed into all-out war.


In January 1885, after a siege of almost a year, the Muslim army had captured the key trading center of Khartoum, where the two main branches of the Nile meet before flowing into the Mediterranean. The Mahdi’s forces (whom the British mistakenly called “Dervishes”) slaughtered an entire seven-thousand-man British garrison and killed or enslaved most of the city’s thirty-four thousand Egyptian, Sudanese, and British inhabitants. A British relief column arrived two days late. As the Crown scrambled to respond to the humiliating defeat, the Sudan had become a religious state governed by sharia, the strict interpretation of Islamic law.


This bloody maelstrom was where Grogan and Sharp were heading. The conflicts “rendered the success of our enterprise extremely problematical,” Grogan wrote. “And as failure is unpardonable, we wisely refrained from announcing our intentions.”









CHAPTER THREE


The only sound at the tiny crossroads north of Beira is the steady thunk of an empty Coke bottle hitting a block of ice. I lay my pack in the shade under a tree and watch a man make his own ice cubes next to a cooler bristling with bottles of cola and orange soda. It’s a little after nine in the morning and already the air is suffocatingly hot. I wonder how long I’m going to be stuck here.


After the twenty-four-hour flight to Johannesburg, it took me three days to cover the six hundred fifty miles to Beira by bus and plane. Since this was where Grogan and Sharp started their journey—and I have a lot less time than they did—I decided it was where I’d start as well.


I’d flown in from Maputo, Mozambique’s bombed-out capital, last night. As the taxi pulled up in front of the hotel, the driver had nodded at an orange building across the street, apparently a nightclub, and grinned.


“Many women here at night.”


No thanks, I thought. Even if I were ten years younger and single. A country where almost a sixth of the people have HIV is not a place for casual liaisons.


Just after dawn, the fog off the Indian Ocean had erased thetops of buildings around the main plaza, where men in skullcaps and ankle-length robes had strolled under sodium lights the night before. Mozambique’s second-largest city smelled like a damp towel.


The crack of breaking glass interrupts the iceman’s rhythm. In the row of cinder-block food stalls, a few heads turn in mild curiosity. He blinks in the sudden silence and examines his palm. No major gashes. He fishes the largest chunks of broken glass from the slushy pile of ice, grabs another empty bottle, and resumes hammering.


I need to get moving, but no buses have passed for three hours. I try to will myself to patience. I have far to go and only so much time: two months to retrace Grogan’s entire route—or at least as much of it as I can. I had originally planned three, but Laura was adamant that I needed to be back at least a month before the wedding. She would handle most of the planning while I was away, but she insisted that we make up a guest list and mail save-the-date cards before I left. An extension is out of the question.


It’s July 24, 2007, almost exactly 109 years after Grogan left Beira himself.


“I would like to ask what is your name?”


A tall man in a green T-shirt, a black leather cowboy hat, and a wide grin has appeared out of nowhere. “I am Mandinho,” he says, pronouncing it man-deen-yo. He offers a limp handshake and asks where I’m from.


“Ah, America!” His face lights up. I have yet to meet someone here with a neutral opinion of the United States. “And you are going where?”


“Vila de Sena, I hope.” The city near the Malawi border looks so close on the map: just a few red, white, and yellowroads, some solid, some dashed, and across the thin blue stripe of the Zambezi River.


“Really? Today?” The smile sags. “Would you like to come wait at my bar?” He points to a stall where two more men sit at a table covered with glasses, bottles, and flowery plastic placemats.


For the past half hour I’ve been fighting the urge to walk north into the dusty glare, hoping for some sort of passing vehicle to hop aboard. I don’t want to chance missing the next ride, if there is one.


“I will tell them to look for a car for you,” he says, sensing my hesitation.


I’ve been to Africa twice before, both times for short trips in Kenya and Uganda. The last one was six years ago. I’m slowly readjusting to African public transportation, which mostly consists of learning to wait. Peace of mind is proportional to giving up control; things happen when they happen, or don’t, often for no discernible reason. The best strategy is usually to trust that things will work out. Sometimes they do.
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