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      Introduction

      
      In the early years of the twenty-first century, when it seemed as if all the exploring had been done so long ago, and every
         conceivable piece of information was now available on a pocket phone, I heard about a river in Africa that no one had ever
         gone down in a boat before, or ‘explored’ in the old-fashioned sense of the word. It had been mapped, and presumably the local
         people knew what was there, but no one had published a written description of the river’s course and character, and the Internet
         had barely heard of it.
      

      
      The Malagarasi is the second longest river in Tanzania. One renowned encyclopedia informed me that it flowed for 250 miles
         through the far west of the country. Another said 310 miles and identified its headwaters in the neighbouring country of Burundi,
         which satellite maps appeared to confirm, although it was hard to tell the main stem from the tributaries. A few European
         explorers had crossed the river in the nineteenth century and mentioned it briefly in their journals. More recently, a fish
         study had been completed in one place, a hunting area established, and a wetlands protected because of a rare bird, the whale-headed
         stork. That was all the world’s pre-eminent search engine could tell me, because that was all that had been written about
         the river.
      

      
      Were there impassable cataracts or giant whirlpools? Was it roiling with hippos and crocodiles? Who were the people living
         alongside the river? What languages did they speak? How were they making a living? If I could get there in a boat, would they
         be friendly or hostile? Would they have food to sell? How did they regard their neighbours? What were their customs? I felt
         a strange compulsion to hurl myself into the unknown and bring back answers to these questions, and a hundred more like them.
      

      
      For twenty years I have collected the biographies and journals of explorers, especially the ones who discovered Africa and
         the Americas. The native people, of course, always know where they live, and exploration is usually a matter of entering this
         local knowledge into bigger information systems. I started reading about explorers out of historical curiosity. I wanted to
         know what these continents were like before the colonists and imperialists arrived and changed things for ever. I was fascinated
         by that moment of first contact between such utterly different cultures. Then I grew curious about the explorers themselves,
         their personalities and motivations, their willingness to court danger in far-flung places, their chronic inability to stay
         at home and be good husbands and fathers, and I wondered if my own tendencies in these directions were part of the same psychological
         syndrome. But it had never occurred to me that there might be some actual exploring left to do, some holes in our information
         systems that needed filling.
      

      
      I was already looking for an excuse to get back into the African wilds, and preferably on a river. In 2005, I had been invited
         as a journalist on an expedition to recreate and commemorate Dr Livingstone’s historic journey down the Zambezi River to Victoria
         Falls. That was my first experience of Africa: eight days in dugout canoes among the hippos and crocodiles, camping on the
         riverbanks, following in the traces of a dead British explorer. I arrived full of trepidation, but nothing bad happened on
         the river, there were no close calls, I saw wild elephants for the first time, and I had seldom felt so free and happy and
         full of life. That was the feeling I was looking to recapture.
      

      
      The man who told me about the Malagarasi was a white Zimbabwean safari guide and kayaking legend called Paul Connolly, a friend
         of someone I had met on the Zambezi. He had set out by himself to make the first descent of the Malagarasi in 2007, and abandoned
         his attempt because of all the refugees and mayhem spilling across the border into Tanzania from Congo and Burundi. In 2009,
         with the political situation calmer, he wanted to try again, and in return for a hefty fee plus all the expenses, he agreed to take me with him in a two-man kayak. I had no kayaking experience
         but he said that wouldn’t be a problem. He didn’t envisage a lot of technical white water on the river. The important thing
         was to arrive in the best physical condition of my life and understand the dangers involved, as far we could guess them in
         the great void of information.
      

      
      The local people, he emailed, said it was a river of bad spirits. He didn’t know about that, but there would certainly be
         plenty of hippos and crocodiles and other dangerous animals on the riverbanks where we would be camping – lions, hyenas, probably
         elephant and buffalo, snakes, disease-carrying insects. But the main danger, he kept stressing, was remoteness. If something
         went wrong, there was no way for help to get in and out.
      

      
      We would be travelling fast and light with a minimum of food and gear, and if all went well, we would emerge from the river
         into Lake Tanganyika. From there, he wanted to go overland through Burundi to the mountains of southern Rwanda, where the
         furthest source of the White Nile, after some four thousand years of speculation, had finally been located by a British and
         Kiwi expedition in 2006. That sounded like a suitable destination to me. Finding the source of the Nile was the grand fixation
         of the nineteenth-century British explorers, most notably Richard Burton, John Hanning Speke, James Grant and Dr David Livingstone,
         and our willingness to risk life and limb to explore the Malagarasi placed us in the same deranged tradition. In the spirit
         of homage, I decided to begin my journey in Zanzibar, the old spice island off the coast of Tanzania, because that was where
         the explorers had begun their obsessive, fever-ravaged journeys in search of the ‘coy fountains’ rumoured to be the wellspring
         of the White Nile. My plan was to follow Burton and Speke’s route across Tanzania, meet up with Connolly to make the first
         descent of the Malagarasi, and conclude my journey at the source of the Nile in the geographical heart of Africa.
      

      
      I took basic Swahili lessons from a Tanzanian medical student in Tucson, Arizona. I read a lot of books about East and Central
         Africa, trying to get a grounding in the history, the politics, the ecology and animal behaviour, the sociology and anthropology,
         the civil war in Burundi, the genocide in Rwanda, witchcraft and tribalism, the problems of aid, poverty, disease and development. I carved
         out three months of time, secured a magazine assignment and a book advance to pay the expenses and Paul Connolly’s fee. I
         got my vaccinations, anti-malaria pills and expedition medical kit. I bought plane tickets, visas and safari shirts, and then,
         at the eleventh hour, Connolly emailed to say he was backing out of the expedition. The global recession had wrecked his safari
         business. He had reopened his law practice in Zimbabwe and could no longer spare the time because of contractual obligations
         to his clients, and sorry for any inconvenience.
      

      
      After discharging a foul storm of oaths, I started scrabbling around desperately for a replacement river guide. I had enough
         experience on African rivers to know how dangerous they could be, and how much vital knowledge I lacked. I made contact with
         a guide called Ryan Shallom in Dar es Salaam, the big city on the Tanzanian coast. He was a professional hunter with some
         river-rafting experience, and he came well recommended by river runners I knew in Arizona. He sounded enthusiastic about running
         the Malagarasi, and then his email went dead, his phone kept ringing unanswered, and it was time for me to get on the plane
         or call the whole thing off.
      

      
      I couldn’t stand the idea of the river slipping away from me, or giving back all the money I’d hustled. I said good-bye to
         my girlfriend and my dog, and went to the airport with a backpack heavily laden with camping gear and books. The die was cast.
         One way or another, I would make my way from Zanzibar to the source of the Nile and go down the Malagarasi with local fishermen
         if that’s what it took. I tried to maintain a cavalier attitude, but already doubt, stress and panic were gnawing away at
         me. My Swahili was so bad, and my experience of Africa so limited: three outdoorsy magazine assignments that had all taken
         place inside the safari bubble, with experienced professionals meeting me at the airport, whisking me away in air-conditioned
         vehicles, smoothing away all the difficulties and dangers to ensure I had a fantastic time. Coming back from those trips,
         I had told everyone who would listen how much I loved Africa, but I had never walked down an African street by myself or bought
         myself a drink in an African bar, and I had certainly never negotiated a bus station at midnight.
      

      
      This book is the story of what happened next, the journey that emerged from the collision of my ill-laid plans with African
         reality in all its messy, complicated, unpredictable glory. It began with a broken promise and dashed hopes, and proceeded
         by improvisation, accident, mistake, interventions of luck, acts of kindness, innumerable delays, frustrations, detours and
         distractions. It was punishing to mind and body. In three months I was never at ease, always wary and uncertain, often sick
         and feverish. The purpose and meaning of the journey were never quite clear to me, because I kept clinging to the broken wreckage
         of my plans, even as I grew more and more absorbed by what was happening around me in contemporary Africa.
      

      
      I had trained and prepared for a physical adventure in the wilderness, but the biggest challenges were intellectual, simply
         trying to understand where I was, how it had come to be this way, what it was like to live here, and what was likely to happen
         next. My Western mindset often seemed uniquely ill-suited to the task of understanding this maddening, mesmerizing, impossible
         continent, and it seemed no coincidence that the plans of the so-called international community kept failing here in unexpected
         ways.
      

      
      The questions I ask about Africa are very different now, but I have no solutions. All I can offer are the experiences and
         impressions of a traveller who fell backwards out of the safari bubble, struggled to keep his balance, tried to keep his eyes
         open, fell short of most of his objectives and blundered his way in a spellbound daze towards a hole in the ground.
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‘The best book about Africa since
Paul Theroux’s Dark Star Safari’
T. C. Boyle






