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PREFACE

During the almost two centuries since the Royal Geographical Society was founded, methods and motivations for exploration by land and sea have changed in various ways, as indeed has the language used to describe them.

With a few exceptions, I have replaced the term ‘discovered’ with phrases such as ‘first sighted by a European’. This is to make it absolutely clear that a lake, river or mountain had been known to the indigenous peoples living in its vicinity, for hundreds, sometimes thousands of years before it was ‘discovered’ by explorers and travellers from abroad.

The same applies to the naming of these features, all or most of which had been known to the inhabitants by a variety of names. Europeans devised names of their own choosing, frequently as a tribute to the reigning monarch of their country, or some dignitary, or perhaps a sponsor of their expedition. Sometimes, explorers preferred to leave the names of geographical features unchanged: Livingstone, for example, did not attempt to re-name Lake Ngami, or Lake Bangweulu (whose name translates poetically ‘where the water meets the sky’); but he did re-name the spectacular falls on the Zambezi in honour of Queen Victoria.

Many of these European names have since reverted to their indi­genous names, so that Thomson’s Falls, in Kenya, is now known generally as Nyharuru; and, in Australia, Ayers Rock, a place sacred to the Pitjatjantjara peoples, is once again Uluru.

There are occasions when the term ‘discovery’ may be used unambiguously. For example, when referring to Antarctica, the home of Emperor penguins; where Scott, Shackleton and others made their heroic journeys in frozen wastes devoid of human life.

Unlike the Arctic, there is no record of indigenous peoples having settled at the South Pole, and sightings of glaciers and mountains by European explorers were thus legitimate ‘discoveries’. The same is true of deep ocean discoveries made by Sir John Murray, Jacques-Yves Cousteau and Sylvia Earle.

The Royal Geographical Society’s founding purpose – which it maintains to this day – was to further geographical and scientific knowledge. Journeys in untravelled lands and faraway places were spurred on by curiosity, wonder and the pursuit of learning. However, it is important to acknowledge from the outset that early exploration was also closely bound up with commerce, conquest and conversion of indigenous ­peoples to religious traditions other than their own.

Adventurers, such as Raleigh in South America, were motivated partly by the search for treasure. In the eighteenth century, Timbuktu and the legendary gold-fields of the Niger, were objectives equivalent to Raleigh’s dreamt-of El Dorado. But journeys by explorers were also undertaken for more altruistic reasons – a desire for knowledge, for its own sake, as well as geographical and scientific purposes. Interest in exploration and discovery was compounded, and often corrupted, by ambition, greed, visions of power and colonial aspirations, besides the lure of the unknown and the urge to explore and travel in strange places whose inhabitants were as amazed and intrigued by parties of Euro­pean wanderers, as the Europeans were by them.

Exploration became a forerunner of incursions into far-off lands by missionaries, merchants, armies and administrators who served the needs of an ever-expanding empire and the seemingly inexhaustible demand for fresh markets and materials created by the Industrial Revolution.

I have concentrated on the character, personality and achievements of a handful of brave men and women. In bringing these stories together, I hope to create a broad portrait of travel and exploration by including just some of the pioneers in the field. I have selected them from hundreds more, but we should not assume that these eighty or so, however outstanding they may be, are in every sense superior to the rest. By the same token, a great many more men and women have under­taken journeys which are very remarkable, without being honoured by a Royal Geographical Society gold medal. The selection of medallists has always been difficult, and since only two medals are awarded annually, and no more than one medal for each expedition, this has meant that many individuals have apparently been overlooked, despite their achievements being recognised and valued by fellow explorers and scientists.

It is encouraging to see an increasingly diverse selection of medallists – both in gender and ethnicity – and it is to be hoped that this trend will continue. Nor should we overlook the vital roles of indigenous people who accompanied European explorers in almost every continent; and I hope that more books will be written giving them the recognition they deserve.


INTRODUCTION

The Royal Geographical Society is one of the oldest geographical institutions in the world, preceded only by the Société de Géographie founded in Paris in 1821 and the Gesellschaft für Erkunde founded in 1828 in Berlin. The Society’s Gold Medals, approved every year by Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, and five previous generations of her family, are the highest honours awarded anywhere in the world for outstanding contributions to geographical science, and to a greater knowledge and understanding of our planet.

The great traveller and travel writer, Freya Stark, asked: ‘What is it that divides mankind?’ Her answer was – ‘The horizon’. For some, the horizon represents a safe enclosure. For others, like Freya Stark, it offers an irresistible invitation to adventure. A spirit of quest and curiosity to discover what lies beyond the horizon, is shared by every adventurer who has received a Royal Geographical Society Gold Medal.

By the time the Royal Geographical Society was established in 1830, the Earth’s oceans and seas had been successfully navigated and its continents travelled, although by no means thoroughly explored. It is beyond doubt that the Society ‘reflected characteristics of our island’s race passed down from an earlier tradition … founded, in part, upon the forces of circumstance’. Nor can there be any doubt that this tra­dition ‘in greater part … stemmed from a spirit of quest, a curiosity to discover what lay beyond the seas, an urge to reach out towards the ends of the earth’. Looking back on the early explorers and their journeys, it seems clear that the story of the Royal Geographical Society began when British monarchs (and later, governments) first encouraged maritime enterprise and the exploration of unknown countries and continents. In doing so, British navigators and their crews reprised the daring exploits of Portuguese and Spanish seamen who had preceded them.

One of the most influential presidents of the Royal Geographical Society, Sir Clements Markham, firmly believed that the Cambridge scholar, alchemist, translator and traveller Sir Richard Eden (1520–76) had been the ‘Father of English Geography’. Eden’s widely read translations of books written by European explorers, including A Treatyse of the Newe India and The Decades of the Newe World or West India, gave vital encouragement to British overseas ventures and geographical studies from the sixteenth century onwards. From 1570 these early ventures were further motivated by a decline in trade between the Protestant regime of Elizabeth I and Catholic trading partners in Europe, which resulted in Britain’s need to establish new trade-links with the East.

Eden’s importance cannot be overestimated; and there can be no question that the Royal Geographical Society and its precursors, the Royal Society, the African Association and the Raleigh Travellers Club, owed their very existence to this exceptionally gifted Tudor scientist and writer.

The Royal Society of London for the Improvement of Natural Know­ledge was founded by the architect Sir Christopher Wren at Gresham College in November 1660, and given its Royal Charter in 1662 by King Charles II. Its motto nullius in verba, which translates as ‘take nobody’s word for it’, underscored the Royal Society’s determination to accept at face value nothing that had not been tested and proved scientifically.

The Royal Society contributed to geographical research involving exploration and travel, a far-sighted (though far from exclusive) strategy which thrived under Sir Joseph Banks, the Society’s president for more than forty years. Sydney Parkinson, a Scots-born artist employed by Banks, who accompanied Captain James Cook on his voyage to the South Seas, compiled the first vocabulary of the Tahitian language and made almost a thousand drawings of animals and plants collected by Banks and the naturalist, Daniel Solander, a disciple of Carl Linnaeus. Between 1788 and 1791, at Port Jackson, the site of present-day Sydney harbour, scientists funded by the Royal Society carried out the first astronomical observations and research undertaken in Australia.

The Association for Promoting the Discovery of the Interior Parts of Africa was founded on 9 June 1788, at a dinner for members of the Saturday’s Club, a select group of learned gentlemen, held in the fashionable St Alban’s tavern off Pall Mall. To start with, the African Association, as it became generally known, had two principal aims in view: the discovery of the River Niger, and the discovery of Timbuktu, West Africa’s legendary city of gold. Each of its members was required to subscribe five guineas a year, for four years, to finance exploration in the interior; but the more affluent often contributed far larger sums, encouraged in the belief that Africa was a continent where vast fortunes could be made.

From the outset, despite a swing towards geographical and scientific exploration for its own sake, commerce had been a powerful incentive for exploration, which overshadowed more altruistic aims, such as a thirst for knowledge and the sense of national and personal honour attached to geographical discovery. Although relatively few in number, the ­African Association’s subscribers supported many expeditions, the most celebrated of them by Dr Mungo Park, who was the first European to sight the River Niger in 1796. Park’s heroic journey not only proved that the Niger existed, but also confirmed reports by Herodotus, more than two thousand years before, based on evidence brought back to Libya by a party of young Nasamonians, that the river flowed from west to east.

In 1806, Park drowned while attempting to escape from hostile tribesmen, during a subsequent expedition to discover how and where the mighty river terminated. Having lost his life endeavouring to trace one of Africa’s three greatest rivers to its end, Park’s lasting fame was assured; but he had paid the ultimate price for immortality, a fate shared by some of the future Royal Geographical Society’s greatest explorers and Gold Medallists. Park’s tragic death, however, left only the whereabouts of the Niger’s source and its terminus to be located and mapped by his successors.

The African Association embraced patrons of culture, foremost of all the 3rd Earl of Bute, a former Prime Minister, a renowned bibliophile and close friend of King George III, who shared the king’s passion for botany; eminent scholars, among them Richard Payne Knight, an authority on ancient art, and William Marsden, the leading orientalist of his age; travellers, including the artist Henry Salt who accompanied Lord Valentia’s travels to India, Ceylon, the Red Sea, Abyssinia and Egypt in 1802–06; evangelicals, notably William Wilberforce, leader of the Anti-Slavery movement; politicians, such as the Earl of Carysfort and Sir Henry Gough Calthorpe MP; and friends or relatives of the Association’s twelve founders. Its membership also included three influential women: the Countess of Aylesbury, Lady Belmore and Lady Ducie, formerly Sarah Child, whose first husband, the late Robert Child, had been one of London’s richest bankers. Apart from their social status, wealth and useful connections, their presence reflected the eighteenth century’s prescient acceptance of women as rational beings, with the right to exercise their free will.

Sir Joseph Banks became the African Association’s treasurer and its undisputed leader. Aged thirty-five, innovative and immensely rich, Banks was already famous for his journeys and scientific achievements. He had sailed to Newfoundland as ship’s naturalist aboard the prophetically-named HMS Niger, with Lieutenant Constantine John Phipps, a school-friend from Eton, in 1766; and accompanied Captain James Cook on his historic voyage to the South Seas in 1768–71, which in 1770 culminated in the first European sighting of Australia’s east coast. Australia had been first sighted by Willem Janzoon in 1606 and was known as New Holland until 1817, when the name, Australia, proposed by the explorer Matthew Flinders, was officially adopted. Janzoon sighted and mapped an area west of Cape York peninsula, in what is today northern Queensland. But James Cook was the first European to explore and map areas of the continent’s east coast. As secretary of the Dilettante Society, founded in 1734 and devoted to investigating, recording and studying Greco-Roman ruins in the eastern Mediterranean, Banks himself had already sponsored expeditions to Asia Minor.

To Banks and his circle, the discovery of the River Niger and its fabulous gold-fields had been a priority. At the time the African Association was founded, the exact whereabouts of the river and its treasure were still unknown, even to European merchants living on the coast. It is not difficult to understand why classically educated members of the Association were astonished that, compared with geographical progress in east and southern Africa, and other parts of the world, knowledge of West Africa (and especially of the Niger) had advanced scarcely at all since the time of Herodotus and Ptolemy. Banks and his colleagues, nevertheless, felt convinced that whoever possessed this knowledge would have access to untold wealth, for as long as supplies of gold lasted, and a valuable trade route linking Britain and West Africa by river, land and sea.

Of the early adventurers sent by the African Association to discover the Niger, only one survived. ‘Mad, romantic, dreaming’ John Ledyard died in Cairo, in 1789, from self-administered medicines, before his journey had begun; Daniel Houghton died from thirst and starvation, at the western rim of the Sahara; Friedrich Hornemann vanished without trace, somewhere between Tripoli and the Fezzan; Henry Nicholls succumbed to fever in Calabar, close to the Niger’s confluence with the sea; Mungo Park drowned at the Bussa Falls on the Niger; and Johann Ludwig Burckhardt died in Cairo of dysentery, having spent eight years in Egypt, Nubia and Syria studying Arabic, and Muslim customs, in preparation for his journey across the Sahara. The sole survivor, the orientalist Simon Lucas, returned safely to England, having been forced to abandon his journey across the Sahara because of a tribal uprising.

On 13 August 1826, Major Alexander Gordon Laing became the first European, and the first Christian, to enter Timbuktu, whose inhabitants and beautiful, mud buildings greatly impressed him. In contrast, René Caillié, who arrived there two years later, dismissed the legendary city as ‘dreary’ and ‘a mass of ill-looking houses’. Soon after leaving ­Timbuktu, Laing was murdered as he slept and, according to the testimony of his servant, decapitated.

The Raleigh Club was an exclusive dining club for wealthy, independent travellers, founded by Sir Arthur Capell Brooke in 1827 at the Thatched House tavern in St James’s as an alternative to the recently founded Travellers Club in Pall Mall. Its members met at intervals to talk about their journeys and share the traditional food and drink of countries they had visited.

The Geographical Society of London was proposed at a meeting of the Raleigh Club on 24 May 1830, and established at a further meeting, on 16 July 1830, held in the Horticultural Society’s London premises at 21 Regent Street. The Geographical Society’s founders included Sir John Barrow, the brilliant, at times dour and inflexible Permanent Secretary to the Admiralty; Robert Brown, the celebrated botanist, who accompanied Matthew Flinders on his voyage to Australia; the hydrographer, oceanographer and astronomer, Admiral William Henry Smyth; John Cam Hobhouse, Lord Byron’s friend and travelling companion; and Roderick Impey Murchison, aged thirty-eight, the youngest member of the group and already a respected geologist, who was destined to play a leading role during the next forty years as the Society’s ‘presiding genius’. It speaks volumes for the original proposals – and the integrity of presidents and council members who succeeded Sir John Barrow and his committee – that the Society’s basic objectives have never varied, from 1830 up to the present day.

It seems that the final push needed to establish the Geographical ­Society of London, the future Royal Geographical Society, resulted from a letter signed ‘ACC’, printed in the Literary Gazette on 24 May 1830, which prompted the Raleigh Club’s historic meeting. The anonymous writer deplored the ‘want’ of a Geographical Society, and suggested that one should be formed ‘as a point of union to travellers and scientific men, and a depository for geographical information’. In 1930 the Royal Geographical Society’s historian, Hugh Mill, suggested that the letter had been written by nineteen-year-old Thomas Watts, who later became Keeper of Printed Books at the British Museum, and the initiator of the Museum’s impressive domed Reading Room. It is not clear, however, what connection there was between Watts and the initials ‘ACC’. And, furthermore, supposing Mill’s intriguing theory had been correct, it seems strange that Watts never belonged to the Geographical Society he helped to create, nor attended any of its meetings.

In due course, as their membership dwindled and Sir Joseph Banks’s health deteriorated, both the African Association and the Raleigh Club were absorbed into the Geographical Society of London, which expanded rapidly under the patronage of King William IV. Furthermore, in the decade following the Napoleonic war, the British government, encouraged by the Niger’s strategic and commercial importance, gradually replaced the African Association’s waning sponsorship of exploration. The Association continued to be involved, however, until its eventual merger with the Geographical Society of London in 1831. By then, explorers had shown that the Upper Niger (Mungo Park’s Joliba) flowed from its source at Kissidougou, in the highlands of Gambia, eastward to Timbuktu; and from there, south of Timbuktu, the Lower Niger flowed down to its immense delta, pouring thousands of cubic feet of water, every hour, into the Bight of Benin in the Gulf of Guinea.

The Founder’s and Patron’s Gold Medals originally took the form of a ‘Royal Premium’, an annual gift of fifty guineas from the recently crowned ‘sailor king’, William IV, which was first awarded in 1831 for the encouragement of science and discovery. The earliest Gold Medals were engraved with a likeness of the king, as Patron of the Geographical Society of London. The first of these medals was presented in 1836 to the Arctic explorer, Captain Sir George Back, for his discoveries and his ‘memorable journey’ down the Great Fish River; in 1837 to Captain Robert FitzRoy, for ‘his survey of the South American coasts from the Rio de la Plata to Guayaquil in Peru’; and in 1838 to Colonel Francis Rawdon Chesney for ‘valuable materials in comparative and physical geography in Syria, Mesopotamia and the delta of Susiana’. Shortly before his death in 1837, ‘as a final act concerning the Society’, the king had proposed, with admirable foresight, that eligibility for medals should also be extended to ‘foreigners’.

On 31 October 1838, a year after Queen Victoria’s coronation, the medals committee decided that the monarch’s annual gift should be used to provide, as well as a Founder’s Gold Medal, a Patron’s Gold Medal; and that these should ‘not … be considered as first and second medal, but as bearing the like value’. At a further meeting held at the Admiralty, on 22 November 1838, the medals committee agreed to invite William Wyon RA, chief engraver at the Royal Mint, who had engraved the king’s Coronation Medal (and the Society’s original Gold Medal), to engrave the new Patron’s Gold Medal with Queen Victoria’s portrait and the words ‘Victoria Patrona’ on its obverse side. At the same time the committee invited Wyon to engrave a new Founder’s Gold Medal with William IV’s head in profile, and ‘Fundator’ inscribed below it. The first Patron’s Gold Medal was awarded in 1839 to Dr Eduard Rüppell for his travels and researches in Nubia, Arabia and Abyssinia; while Thomas Simpson received the first new Founder’s Gold Medal for tracing the hitherto unexplored coast of North America.

From the beginning, the Society ruled that only one medal should be awarded for any one expedition. This rule was strictly adhered to; except in 1913, when no Founder’s Medal was awarded, and Captain Robert Falcon Scott’s widow received, on her husband’s behalf, the Patron’s Gold Medal; while another Patron’s Gold Medal was awarded posthumously to Dr Edward Wilson, Scott’s close friend and staunch companion.

The medallists included in this book are some of the greatest explorers and travellers in all of the world’s continents, oceans and seas, over the past two hundred years. Yet we must not overlook other remarkable men and women who made fascinating journeys in Asia, Africa, the Americas and the Polar regions, and were not awarded either grants or medals by the Royal Geographical Society. To name only three: the Belgian-French opera-singer, Buddhist scholar, mystic, translator and prolific author, Alexandra David-Néel, travelled from 1916 to 1924 in disguise, with her adopted son, Lama Yongden, for thousands of miles east to west across China, Mongolia and Tibet, on foot or riding ponies or yaks. After an interlude of three years at Kumbum monastery in Amdo, where she and Yongden translated the forty Prajnaparamita sutras, in 1924 Madame David-Néel became the first European woman to enter Lhasa.

In 1911, the Japanese army officer, ascetic and explorer, Nobu ­Shirase, did not attempt to challenge Scott or Amundsen in the race to the South Pole. Instead, the expedition he led to Antarctica in 1910–12 made the first landing on the coast of King Edward VII Land, and progressed as far southward as latitude 80 degrees 5’ South. Shirase spent the remainder of his life struggling to repay those who had sponsored him; and, having done so, he died poverty-stricken, aged eighty-five, living alone above a fishmonger’s shop in Tokyo.

Another of the ‘overlooked’, botanist, entomologist, naturalist and artist, William John Burchell, returned to England in April 1815, having completed a journey of 4500 miles across southern Africa – where he became the first European to traverse Bushmanland – bringing back with him tens of thousands of specimens he had collected, many of them new to science. In 1825–30 Burchell travelled extensively through the forests of Brazil, and returned once again laden with vast numbers of insects and plants, examples of which he drew and painted with great skill. His life from then on was devoted mainly to caring for his elderly mother and arranging his collections. In May 1863, Sir Roderick ­Murchison praised Burchell’s Travels in the Interior of Southern Africa as a work whose ‘narrative may be ranked among the classics of English travels, from its simple, vigorous and truthful style, and its numerous illustrations, made with scrupulous fidelity on wood and stone by his own hands’.

The Society’s Royal Premium was awarded to Richard Lander in 1832, for his journeys in West Africa to discover where the River Niger ends; and it is with Richard Lander that the story of the Royal Geographical Society’s medallists begins.
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AFRICA: In 1830 Richard and John Lander explored the River Niger to its end in the Bight of Benin, Gulf of Guinea.
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