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Chapter 2

Mapping Miasma, Containing Fear:  
Richard Burton in West Africa

On 17 June 1864 Vice Admiral Sir John Hay addressed the House of 
Commons, severely criticising Lord Palmerston’s government and pro-
posing that a motion of censure be passed on the Cabinet. Emotionally 
overwrought by his brother’s recent death on the Gold Coast, Hay 
asserted, ‘The same men who ten years ago sent a British army to perish 
of cold, of hunger, of want of shelter in a Crimean winter . . . have now 
sent British troops to perish of fever, of thirst, and of want of shelter on 
the burning plains and fetid swamps of West Africa’ (McIntyre 1967: 
80). These two engagements – the war with Russia and the colonisa-
tion of Africa – are quite different in terms of geographical locale, date 
and national significance. However, Hay’s speech suggests they were 
perceived as part of a similar trajectory of Britain’s involvement abroad, 
about which many subjects felt deep worry and ambivalence.

Historian David McIntyre argues that Hay’s speech, spurred by the 
government’s decision to allot more troops to the protection of its 
trading colonies, was ‘the first spark’ in ‘what became a blaze of public-
ity in criticism for the British West African settlements’ (1967: 81). The 
result of this debate was that Edward Cardwell, the Secretary of State for 
the Colonies and head of the Colonial Office, ‘called a halt to expansion’ 
(96). He used the 1865 report of the parliamentary Select Committee 
on Africa (Western Coast) to formulate his policy (now known as the 
‘Cardwell Policy’). While discouraging expansion, the new policy also 
dictated that Britain encourage Africans to develop ‘those qualities 
which may render it possible for [Britain] more and more to transfer to 
them the administration of all the Governments with a view to [Britain’s] 
ultimate withdrawal’. Instead of being under British control, the ideal 
was for ‘self-governing African states’ to serve as ‘agents of British influ-
ence’ (100). Enforcement of this policy was extremely uneven. By the 
mid-1870s there was a renewal of intervention in native disputes and 
more aggressive colonial expansion. However, Cardwell’s early 1860s 
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Richard Burton in West Africa    53

investigation and the subsequent reform of colonial policy indicate the 
strength and volubility of the public’s doubts regarding West African 
exploration. As evidenced by Hay’s commanding speech, certain indi-
viduals who criticised imperial expansion wielded significant clout. In 
order to give force to their arguments, protesters portrayed West Africa 
as a hopelessly fatal environment for European subjects. According 
to their chain of reasoning, further investment of money, resources or 
manpower in the development of Africa was not only wasteful, but 
antithetical to the good of the nation.

Images in Victorian discourse of lonely, dying soldiers and colo-
nists, exposed to danger by the parent nation, highlight such threads 
of ambivalence. Although the hunger and ‘want of shelter’ that killed 
British troops in the Crimea were mainly the result of government 
mismanagement, the ‘cold . . . [of the] Crimean winter’ was an inherent 
climatic challenge for which many felt British troops were unsuited, 
both in training and constitution. Hay’s statement that men were ‘sent 
to perish’ implies that death is inevitable when subjects of a temperate 
climate travel to more extreme environments. The medicine of climate 
dictates that external elements such as heat and cold create an internal 
imbalance in the body and that this imbalance leads to disease. In the 
tropics, disease was often given the nebulous label of ‘fever’. Hay argues 
that the troops were sent to ‘perish of fever’: by substituting ‘fever’ for 
heat, which would form a neater syntactical parallel with the ‘cold . . . of 
a Crimean winter’, he makes ‘fever’ as much an inherent fact of the West 
African environment as temperature is of other places.1 To those who 
doubt the potential for ‘acclimatisation’, the ‘burning plains’ of West 
Africa become at least as, if not more, dangerous a threat to the British 
constitution as the cold of the Crimea.

As has been previously established, many explorers, doctors and scien-
tists in the 1850s and 1860s believed that tropical illnesses were caused 
by climatic influences such as miasma, rotting vegetation, dampness or 
merciless heat. We now know that encountering new ‘disease environ-
ments’ means encountering bacteria, viruses and protozoa against which 
our bodies have limited defences, but many mid-Victorians thought that 
new disease environments were just that – foreign environmental factors 
hostile to their physiological balance. Travel writers had an especially 
acute motivation for deciding upon and following a disease prevention 
rubric, given that many believed their health was under constant threat. 
Acclimatisation can be defined as successful, permanent adaptation to a 
new environment. Whether or not a certain traveller thought his or her 
body could adjust to the new climate strongly influenced whether he or 
she deemed colonial expansion to be practicable or foolhardy.
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Extremely high mortality rates in West Africa, which was popularly 
termed the ‘White Man’s Grave’, catalysed debates about the viability 
of colonial expansion. The invocation of West Africa as potentially 
fatal for whites was not simply a rhetorical move. While regular 
quinine prophylaxis began to lower the white mortality rate from the 
1840s, its most dramatic effects were not felt until after 1875 in British 
West Africa (Curtin 1989: 107). Curtin estimates that British military 
mortality in West Africa between 1859 and 1875 averaged 151 per 
1,000 (1998: 70). Disease prevention during the latter decades of the 
nineteenth century gradually improved, especially after Ronald Ross’s 
discovery in 1898 that mosquitoes transmitted malaria. Even by the 
period 1909–13, however, the rate of ‘6 to 24 deaths per 1,000 per year’ 
still left tropical Africa ‘the most dangerous region in the world’ (Curtin 
1989: 69). While the improvement in medical treatment was impressive, 
death rates ‘were not low for Europe at that time’. Curtin asserts that, 
even as late as the beginning of the twentieth century, ‘to send officials 
to West Africa . . . exposed them to a risk of death five to seven times 
higher than the expected death rate at home’ (1989: 85).

Ambivalence regarding the colonisation of West Africa is evident 
in the political speeches, tracts and exploration literature of the mid-
Victorian era. West African settlements, colonies and protectorates 
were alternately characterised as deathtraps or sites of unlimited trade 
potential. The Anglo-British citizens who depended on the region for 
their livelihood and lifestyle were understandably conflicted. Naturally, 
they were loath to agree with those who thought the area to be inherently 
unsuitable for whites. In order to explain their repeated illness and justify 
their continued presence abroad, mid-nineteenth-century travel writers 
creatively and selectively combined different strains of medical, racial 
and political rhetoric in ways that enhanced their own narrative author-
ity. Such figures include the ‘great adventurers’ such as Livingstone, 
Speke, Stanley and Richard Burton, but also less frequently cited writers 
such as Winwood Reade, James McWilliam and Thomas Hutchinson, 
whose works have similar, though sometimes more extreme, rhetorical 
and stylistic hallmarks to those of their more famous contemporaries.

Some Victorian opponents of African colonialism asserted that the 
climate was irredeemably fatal to whites; others, such as Cardwell and 
Christian missionaries, claimed that Africans should be nurtured into 
self-sufficiency. African explorers and traders were among the most 
voluble and extremist in their opinions regarding acclimatisation and 
its relationship to race; within this group, Sir Richard Francis Burton 
was one of the most famous and prolific. Burton’s personal investment 
in African colonialism, his subscription to certain medical and racial 
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doctrines, and his hostility towards African natives are all interwoven 
within his travel writing. This chapter traces the arc of Burton’s engage-
ment with the tropical climate and its effects on the white body, from 
Goa and the Blue Mountains (1851), to The Lake Regions of Central 
Africa (1860), to Wanderings in West Africa (1863). When Burton visits 
the ‘ghost town’ of Goa in India, he forms conclusions that later influ-
ence his perception of Africa: races must be kept separate in order to 
guarantee imperial success. In The Lake Regions of Central Africa, he 
uses vivid sensory details and detailed first-person descriptions of illness 
in order to bolster his own heroic persona and also to de-authorise 
his companion, John Speke. Finally, in Wanderings in West Africa, he 
zooms out to create hygienic maps, allowing space for ongoing white 
settlement at higher African elevations.

This chapter considers how Burton struggles to reconcile the vulner-
able white body with the colonial impulse. Sustained engagement with 
Burton’s medical narration is noticeably absent from previous discussions 
of his work. Mary Louise Pratt famously cites a passage from Burton’s 
Lake Regions of Central Africa in order to illustrate ‘the  conventional 
means which create qualitative and quantitative value for the explorer’s 
achievement’: the narrator often aestheticises the landscape, then imbues 
it with ‘density of meaning’, and finally assumes a position of ‘mastery’, 
gazing out across the landscape with a stance that Pratt calls ‘monarch 
of all I survey’ (1992: 204–5). However, Pratt does not fully connect 
the passage from Lake Regions with its immediate context. While she 
mentions that Burton’s ‘discovery’ of Lake Tanganyika is ‘particularly 
problematic’ because ‘he had been so ill he had to be carried much of the 
way by African assistants’, she presumably does so only in order to draw 
attention to the often false or constructed heroism inherent in moments 
of colonial ‘arrival’ (204).

The fact of Burton’s severe illness is not merely an ironic footnote 
to this passage, however: it is inextricable from the ‘qualitative and 
 quantitative value’ with which he imbues the landscape. He romanticises 
his promontory position and outlook partly due to its contrast with the 
unhealthful jungle, swamps and marshes through which he has just trav-
elled; he assumes that his readers will read the productive potential of 
the ‘headlands’ and ‘capes’ in terms of their healthful positioning, venti-
lation and elevation. Many of the most vehemently imperialist texts such 
as Burton’s were written to counteract what explorers felt was Britain’s 
sluggish imperial impulse. By focusing on concepts of environmental 
pathology in mid-century travel writing to Africa, one may witness how 
writers such as Burton attempt to depict and then delimit dangers to the 
white body.

This content downloaded from 108.51.163.119 on Fri, 30 Aug 2019 20:02:00 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 56    Exploring Victorian Travel Literature

Believing that Britain had the right to colonise and the right to benefit 
from colonisation was not the same as believing that Britons could 
survive abroad. In Burton’s case, he first documents disease and then 
maps the space for possible health in order to encourage further West 
African colonisation. The imperial ‘gaze’ has been the subject of rich 
critical discourse. David Spurr believes this commanding view is the 
‘originating gesture of colonization itself, making possible the explo-
ration and mapping of territory which serves as the preliminary to a 
colonial order’ (1993: 15–16). I suggest that the ‘gaze’ of pro-imperial 
explorers such as Burton functions to map the healthfulness of the land 
and thereby to contain worries regarding the ability of the white body 
to survive in the tropics. The colonising ‘gaze’ is often a medical gaze: its 
process of knowledge-formation is inextricable from the diagnostic gaze 
of a medical geographer.

In analysing Burton’s heroic manipulation of his own illness and his 
authoritative ‘mapping’ of health and the environment in West Africa, 
I assume that he helps to consolidate colonial knowledge and to change 
the course of colonial politics. Such a reading is in line with Ben Grant’s 
assertion that ‘The appropriation of foreign territories and people in 
the service of British imperialism was written as an appropriation by 
certain individuals, with their own interests and obsessions’ and that the 
‘aggrandizement of the nation, therefore, went hand-in-hand with 
the self-aggrandizement of its subjects’ (Grant 2009: 5). This chapter 
illustrates how Burton aggrandises the ‘white man’s burden’ of tropical 
disease through first-person narration of illness in the service of empire.

When approaching Burton’s African writing from this perspective, 
I take quite seriously the fact that both The Lake Regions of Central 
Africa and Wanderings in West Africa are framed by explicit discussions 
of illness. In the preface to Lake Regions, Burton says,

I had intended this record of personal adventure to appear immediately after 
my return to Europe, in May 1859. The impaired health, the depression of 
spirits, and worse still the annoyance of official correspondence, which to me 
have been the sole results of African Exploration, may be admitted as valid 
reasons for the delay. (1860: vii)

This claim gives insight into what Burton hoped would be the outcome 
of his African travels – legitimate discovery and resulting fame. These 
hopes contrast with the devastating reality of shattered health, contro-
versy and public conflict with John Speke. With this framework in mind, 
Burton’s heroic depictions of his own illness become significant, as do 
his ominous portrayals of the African tropics. Further, Burton’s dispar-
aging remarks in Lake Regions imply that Speke was responsible for 
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his own illness, which addled his brain: these passages show that illness 
from miasma could be used as grounds for moral judgement in a similar 
way as illness from contagion.

Burton also makes understanding illness and how it impacts on 
colonialism the frame for his 1863 work Wanderings in West Africa. In 
the Preface, Burton explicitly addresses his readers’ worries about the 
fatal West African climate, asserting that he has satisfied the underlying 
purpose of his journey – ‘to investigate the subject of West African mor-
tality’ (1863: xiv). He assures his readers: ‘My conviction now is that 
the land might be rendered not more unhealthy than the East or West 
Indies.’2 Currently, West Africa’s ‘fearful mortality’ is caused ‘princi-
pally [by] the bad positions of the settlements’ – an error he seeks to 
remedy by documenting the problems inherent in their current  position 
and suggesting methods for amelioration (xiv).

Ben Grant outlines Burton’s ‘geographical morality’, or his tendency 
to superimpose racial and moral hierarchies on geographical locations. 
Such an approach effectively links Burton’s study of racial anthropol-
ogy with geography, but does not include colonial medicine within the 
understanding of both systems of knowledge. This chapter explicitly 
connects Burton’s ideas of medical topography and climate with his 
experiences of illness, arguing that his texts create a kind of colonial 
medical map meant to facilitate the expansion of imperial power. For 
example, in the two-volume Wanderings in West Africa (written in 1862 
and published in 1863, during the period of the Colonial Office debate 
on West Africa), Burton uses a long-range gaze in order to diagnose 
environmental ills and prescribe the hygienic reforms that he believes 
will make West African colonial expansion more feasible. Burton 
implies that whites have the capacity to acclimatise but blacks do not, 
thereby portraying natives as static and incapable of improvement. As 
demonstrated in Chapter 1, individuals who move successfully between 
disease environments wield power over other races: Mrs Seacole accesses 
this power by valorising her own hybridity. In contrast, Burton chooses 
to write landscape in a way that inscribes Africans within geographical 
boundaries, effectively trapping natives in a delimited characterological 
and geophysical space wherein whites are the conquerors, and blacks 
the conquered.

Burton’s focus on images of rot, putrefaction and filthy water becomes 
significant for understanding his description of unhealthy locales. When 
not on land, Burton’s mode of transport, the steamboat, gives him a 
comforting sense of separation from Africa’s environmental influences. 
In Burton’s writing, he first establishes that low-lying, damp land is 
unhealthy, as are the settlements located there; he then suggests that 
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natives are well suited to such places, and should be kept there to do the 
manual labour necessary for colonial excavation of natural resources. 
Whites, however, should be moved to higher, cleaner places:

When Sanitaria shall be erected, and the white population settled at an 
altitude above sea level, where it can regain its energy and resolution, when 
greater facilities of locomotion and intercourse are afforded, and, lastly, when 
the Africans are compelled by circumstances to become a working people, the 
‘Black Coast’ will become a valuable possession. (1863: 237)3

Burton’s various ideological subscriptions, to hygienic science and 
its techniques of medical mapping, as well as to white supremacy 
(based in polygenism), are far from coherent: these knowledge systems 
overlap and sometimes contradict each other, creating tension within 
his writing. Alan Bewell states, ‘All disease representations can be said 
. . . to be autobiographical, as expressions of an individual sense of 
pathogenic threat, and culturally specific, as they reflect the character-
istic ways larger social groups see themselves and others’ (1999: 5). By 
closely examining his description of health and the environment, one 
may observe Burton’s emphatic attempts to resist, or at least to delimit, 
an ‘individual sense of pathogenic threat’. Seacole’s work provides 
examples of how to inspire fear of biological weakness in an audience, 
but close examination of Burton’s work shows us that trying to contain, 
subsume or avoid such fear can lead to over-compensatory, racist rhe-
torical backlash.

Richard Burton

Richard Burton was born on 19 March 1821 to parents Martha and 
Joseph. His father was a former lieutenant colonel in the British army 
who took his family abroad after he fell into disfavour with his supe-
riors.4 The Burtons led a ‘peripatetic existence’, living in Blois, Lyons, 
Pisa, Siena, Florence, Rome, Naples and Pau during the span of nine 
years, which may explain Richard Burton’s eventual mastery of over a 
dozen languages. After being expelled from Oxford’s Trinity College, 
Burton served in the East India Company’s army from 1842 to 1849. 
His exceptional ability at language acquisition made him well suited 
for gathering information from local subjects and reporting back to his 
superiors. He shifted from interviewing in army uniform to native dress, 
supposedly so as to obtain more accurate data.5 He recorded his experi-
ences serving in India in Goa and the Blue Mountains (1851), Scinde, 
or the Unhappy Valley (1851) and Sindh and the Races That Inhabit 
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the Valley of the Indus (1851). Burton’s travel narratives combine his 
formidable skill of translation with the attention to detail he cultivated 
while serving in the army, embellished by a preference for the salacious 
and dramatic.

In 1853 Burton accepted a challenge from the Royal Geographical 
Society, which was offering two hundred pounds to ‘anyone who would 
explore the interior of Arabia’ (Kennedy 2005: 58). He decided to go 
one step further, executing a trek to Mecca in the guise of a Muslim 
pilgrim. His choice was strongly influenced by his desire for maximum 
theatricality, fame and effect. These he achieved: his journey and the 
resulting narrative, A Pilgrimage to Al-Medinah and Mecca (1855), 
‘brought him into the national spotlight’ (Kennedy 2005: 58). However, 
the attention was not all laudatory. Burton gained a certain notoriety 
by shocking his readers with details about infanticide, abortion and 
homosexual brothels in the lands he visited. Although some readers no 
doubt found these details titillating, many thought Burton went too far. 
His public persona took on a degree of the taboo associated with the 
practices and customs he delighted in describing.

Before graduating into a true man of the world, Burton still needed 
to assume the increasingly glamorous mantle of Victorian African 
explorer. Those elements of Africa that made it most intimidating 
– enormous uncharted territory, aggressive native tribes and hostile 
disease  environments – also made it the ultimate challenge against which 
a traveller could test himself, afterwards laying claim ‘to the status of 
national hero, an avatar of progress, reason, empire and civilization’ 
(Kennedy 2005: 93). Burton’s physical strength, willpower, linguistic 
and mapping skills and ‘ethnographic curiosity’ made him ideally suited 
to the role of African voyager (93).

First, Burton was engaged by the Royal Geographical Society to 
explore the Lake Regions of Africa; with Speke, he discovered Lake 
Tanganyika. Burton suffered greatly from his exposure to unfamiliar 
African disease environments: upon his homecoming, his fiancée Isabel 
described him as resembling ‘a mere skeleton . . . his yellow-brown skin 
hanging in bags, his eyes protruding, and his lips drawn away from his 
teeth’ (qtd in Lovell 1998: 305). During his travels, he told her, he had 
suffered from twenty-one attacks of fever, ‘in addition to being partly 
paralyzed for some months and partly blind for others’ (Lovell 1998: 
305). After two years at home, Burton accepted the position of British 
Consul to Fernando Po. His voyage down the west coast of Africa to 
assume his post yielded a two-volume text, Wanderings in West Africa. 
In this book, Burton sought to explain why whites continually became 
ill in Africa. He chose to meet this challenge by focusing on images of 
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miasma, rot and putrefaction, portraying portions of Africa’s low-lying 
landscape as disease-ridden but higher elevations as healthy.

Acclimatisation was a fraught topic during the mid-Victorian era. 
Many anthropologists and scientific theorists held that groups of people 
became constitutionally accustomed to the climate in which they lived. 
Potentially, such groups adapted to local conditions more and more as 
generations passed, though such adaptation was not always articulated 
in evolutionary terms. However, certain individuals’ constitutions were 
thought not to be suited for the location in which they resided, leading 
them to seek out the curative effect of locations with healthier atmos-
pheres. As previously noted, terms such as ‘race’, ‘species’ and ‘type’ 
were in flux and under constant debate: theorists discussed whether 
groups of people adapted on the scale of country, continent or race. Of 
further concern was whether one group could change location and re-
adapt, or whether each group was meant to range only within a given 
geographical area. Monogenists, those individuals who assumed one 
common human ancestor, were predisposed to believe in acclimatisation 
and evolution, since change over time was the obvious way to account 
for differences between races. Polygenists, imagining multiple centres 
of origin for the different races, often counted among their numbers 
the diehard anti-acclimatists, who believed that a given race’s land of 
origin was its only natural habitat. Polygenism lent itself easily to racism 
through the oppressive gesture of labelling another race as an entirely 
discrete species, inevitably lower than one’s own.

The colonial project short-circuited this rhetorical loop: it demanded 
that its proponents – often deeply racist, polygenist men – justify the 
appropriateness of travelling and settling in foreign, climatologically 
hostile lands. Burton’s service in the name of Empire leads him to have 
an investment in the potential for acclimatisation: to live in Fernando 
Po for several years without such a possibility would seem to him tan-
tamount to suicide. However, he emphatically rejects monogenism and 
resists sharing with blacks a common human ancestor. Perhaps, then, 
Burton’s infamous bravado and authoritarian tone work to mask the 
contradictions and fissures within his scientific racism.

As a subscriber to humorally based hygienic science, Richard Burton 
believed that disease comes from noxious vapours and damp, low-lying 
air, not human contact. Hygienic science gained in popularity from 
the 1830s, and was at its peak when Burton travelled to West Africa. 
It slowly lost prestige as new discoveries bolstered the tenets of germ 
theory, but persisted as a major influence well into the dawning of the 
new century. Authors continued to use humorally inflected imagery to 
heighten the threatening quality of disease environments, as it allowed 
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them a rhetorical flexibility that later contagionist imagery did not 
suit.6

Humanist reformers often embraced hygienic science and thereby did 
much good for the poor and downtrodden of English society. By trying 
to eliminate filth and its resultant ‘poisonous vapours’, such reformers 
often unwittingly removed pockets of cholera-contaminated water, 
flea-breeding rat nests and mosquito larvae-filled cesspools. But these 
reformers mainly focused on the dwelling places of the lower classes 
and refused to acknowledge that disease could be spread by the upper 
classes: thus began a policy of state-regulated health that selectively 
targeted specific sectors of society (see Foucault 2004; Gilbert 2004: 
xiv). Similarly, Burton exploits the elitist potential of hygienic practices 
by portraying the places where blacks reside as dirty and squalid. As 
some sanitary reformers in London assumed that the filth amid which 
the poor lived mirrored their inner debasement, so too Burton presents 
‘uncivilised’ blacks as suited to their low-lying, dank settlements because 
they cannot know otherwise.7

In his African travel writing, Burton expresses the hope that white 
colonists can acclimatise to select ‘healthful’ regions of Africa; however, 
he holds that it is pointless for them to attempt to live in existing 
coastal settlements as the placement of most is ‘execrable’ (1863: 146). 
These should be left to the blacks, whose colonial masters govern from 
on high.8 Richard Burton is the only one of the five authors under 
study in this book who both uses fear-inspiring images of climate and 
also encourages West African settlement. The foreboding elements he 
invokes are limited to specific locations, and he believes that he can offer 
practicable measures to counteract the poor climate. In case these ‘sci-
entific’ and ‘rational’ suggestions are not enough to inspire enthusiasm 
for West African colonialism, Burton also shames, bullies and flatters his 
readers. He mocks measures inspired by contagionism, which he views 
as outdated and inhibiting free trade; he implies that France is better 
at taking advantage of the possibilities of West African colonisation 
than England; and he paints the native blacks as childish and lowly, far 
 inferior to European subjects.9

Containing Illness: Environment and the Body

The sanitary reformers’ tool for reform was the medical map. Upon 
this document they outlined low-lying areas of filth or decay and then 
sought to superimpose hygienic renovations. As Pamela K. Gilbert 
explains in Mapping the Victorian Social Body, ‘Sanitary and medical 
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mapping enabled mappers to both represent what they perceived before 
them and . . . an ideal to which the territory could hopefully be made to 
conform’ (2004: xv). While Burton left the actual cartography to Speke, 
he uses his travel writing both to outline the unhealthy elements of the 
African landscape and then to prescribe measures for their possible 
improvement.

Burton uses concepts of ‘environmental pathology’ to justify the separa-
tion of races: a rhetorical move that is in line with the classic functions of 
colonial geography. In Orientalism (1978) and Culture and Imperialism 
(1993), Edward Said stresses that the practice of cartography helps 
colonisers to create geopolitical divides in new territories that benefit 
their national interests. Gilbert concurs: ‘All maps are rhetorical. That 
is, all maps organize information according to systems of priority and 
thus, in effect, operate as arguments, presenting only partial views, which 
construct rather than simply describe an object of knowledge’ (2004: 16). 
In his writings about Africa, Burton’s gaze unites the functions of the sani-
tary medical map, meant to facilitate ‘cleaning up’ the landscape, with the 
colonial map, meant to facilitate the extraction of resources.

Burton uses visuality – what he sees and knows – to identify healthy 
and unhealthy climates: a seasoned hunter and adventurer, he casts his 
eye over a placid landscape. Scholars such as Dane Kennedy (1996), 
Judith T. Kenny (1997) and Mark Harrison (1999) have shown that 
the spatialising colonial gaze often read elevation as healthful in India. 
Indian hill stations provided racial separatism along with cooler climates 
for their residents and ‘symbolized superiority and difference’ (Kenny 
1996: 656). In fact, Kenny claims, ‘Europeans’ oldest method of protec-
tion in the tropics was altitude’ (656). Burton was influenced by this 
model of ‘imperial geography’ in India, ‘with the natives in the plains 
and their British rulers in the hills’, which informed how he engaged 
with other landscapes such as Africa (Grant 2009: 27). However, not 
all sources of tropical disease from climate can be seen – if one assumes 
that Burton’s writing maps the effects of climate on the body and on the 
landscape, it becomes relevant to analyse his other sensory perceptions 
as well. Sensations of cold, clamminess, feverishness and exhaustion are 
all relevant, as are Burton’s descriptions of taste and smell. This chapter 
traces an arc of Burton’s sensory ‘mapping’ from his dire warnings 
in Goa and the Blue Mountains, through his heroic manipulations in 
Lake Regions of Central Africa to his large-scale analysis of land and 
 environment in Wanderings in West Africa.

Burton wrote Goa and the Blue Mountains about his travels to the 
Indian hill station of Ootacamund, or Ooty, while on medical leave 
from army service in Sind. A significant portion of the book describes 
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his journey through Goa, ‘a Portuguese colony languishing in the ruins 
of past imperial glory’ (Kennedy 1991: v). Goa had become a ‘virtual 
ghost town’ during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries 
as a result of a succession of terrible cholera and malaria epidemics, 
which killed many and inspired many more to flee into the countryside 
(Kennedy 1991: ix). Burton draws lessons from Goa’s fate regarding the 
‘danger of imperial decline’ (xi), calling it a ‘A city of the dead’ (Burton 
1991: 58). Although economic and disease factors played a part in Goa’s 
downfall, these were merely the manifestations of the weak Portuguese 
constitution, undermined by over-indulgence and miscegenation. Burton 
intones,

Pestilence, and wars with European and native powers, disturbances arising 
from unsettled home government, and, above all things, the slow but sure 
workings of the short-sighted policy of the Portuguese in intermarrying and 
identifying themselves with Hindoos of the lowest castes, made her fall as 
rapid as her rise was sudden and prodigious. (45)

Burton’s book thereby enters into circulating debates regarding 
whether whites could survive over the long term in India: in the 1850s a 
parliamentary select committee concluded that Europeans should hold 
supervisory roles rather than widely settling in India (Kennedy 1991: 
xii). While in Goa, Burton seems to agree that whites risk degeneration 
from long-term colonial settlement, in his later African travel narratives 
he tries to carve out a space for British health. The dramatic contrast 
Burton creates in Goa between ‘the moonlit scenery of the distant bay, 
and the dull grey piles of ruined or desolate habitations, the short-
lived labours of man!’ (61) establishes a pattern he will follow in Lake 
Regions of Central Africa and Wanderings in West Africa. These later 
texts are also haunted by spectres of imperial failure in the form of aban-
doned homesteads and mouldering colonial outposts, which are linked 
to the inescapable degenerative effects of climate.

Goa demonstrates how closely Burton feels climate is connected to 
disease: during his travels to Goa by ship, Burton complains that ‘the 
wind that pours down the creek feels damp and chilly, teeming with 
unpleasant reminiscences of fever and ague’ (20). His own sensory 
perception is the best tool of measurement here, as the ‘damp and chilly 
wind’ cues his body’s memory, perhaps of an earlier exposure to similar 
conditions, which was then followed by malarial illness. Due to the 
nebulous sources of tropical disease, it is Burton’s own sensitivity and 
his ability to connect present with past circumstances that proves his 
medical authority. No other ‘test’ is needed than his observation and 
experience.
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Burton bolsters the lived experience of unhealthy climates with more 
general observations of India’s medical geography. For example, he 
believes he knows better than those who attest to the healthiness of the 
hill station at Coonoor. He says,

The situation is not considered a good one: its proximity to the edge of the 
hills, renders it liable to mists, fogs, and . . . the malaria which haunts 
the jungly forests belting the foot of the hills. Those who have suffered from 
the obstinate fevers of the plains do well to avoid Coonoor. (265)

The source of his superior knowledge becomes evident when he con-
demns the famous health resort of Ooty in similar terms: Burton believes 
himself to be more qualified to assess the Indian environment than gov-
ernmental health authorities as a result of his status as a ‘demi-Oriental’: 
‘we demi-Orientals, who know by experience the dangers of mountain 
air in India, only wonder at the man who first planted a roof-tree upon 
the Neilgherries’ (270).

One observes in his writings on India that, although Burton uses the 
example of Goa to justify the separation of Europeans from Indians, he 
does not support consistently the method of sending all Europeans to 
higher elevations as he does later in his writings on Africa. Burton prided 
himself on having passed as Arab during his journey to Mecca, and had 
a life-long fascination with Oriental culture: he styled his moustache in 
what he thought an exotic manner, sought out and translated cultural 
texts such as the Kama Sutra and collected Oriental erotic art. That 
he labels himself ‘demi-Oriental’ in the above passage, differentiating 
himself from the ‘purely European reader’, demonstrates how actively 
Burton sought to ally himself with certain marginal or other identities, 
cultivating an image of himself as ‘outside the boundaries of class and 
custom’ (Kennedy 2005: 57). If Ooty’s mountain air is not healthful, 
then he may descend into the valleys of India, where he can spend enjoy-
able time with the natives.

Burton is much less predisposed to generosity of spirit with Africans 
than he is with ‘orientals’, and therefore much more absolute in his 
recommendations for the geophysical as well as cultural separation of 
whites from blacks. Dane Kennedy and Ben Grant have both observed 
that this may partly stem from Burton’s inability to pass as an African 
native, which made him feel an outsider. When describing the African 
landscape, Burton falls back on traditional schematics: high altitudes 
are healthy and natives belong below. Burton applies his skill of colonial 
medical mapping to underscore the difference between Africans and 
Europeans. His literary methods work to keep blacks in their place – not 
just in terms of racial gradation, but in terms of geographical locale. 
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Any other kind of treatment could encourage the Africans to rise up: 
‘A ruling race cannot be too particular about these small matters. The 
white man’s position is rendered much more precarious on the coast 
than it might be, if the black man were always kept in his proper place’ 
(1863: 211).

The Royal Geographical Society funded Burton’s 1856 expedition 
through central Africa, which was meant to help identify sources of 
viable trade. He was accompanied by John Hanning Speke, with whom 
he later had a very public feud over Speke’s professed discovery of the 
source of the Nile. Burton’s Lake Regions of Central Africa uses vivid 
sensory description, enhancing Burton’s heroic persona through detailed 
first-person narrations of illness. Burton also depicts his knowledge of 
tropical ‘fever’ as more advanced than Speke’s. Although both men 
become seriously ill, Burton implies that he uses better reasoning and 
intuition in order avoid or minimise illness, which demonstrates his 
superior knowledge of the African environment.

Overcoming tropical illness is a sign of heroism and a necessary step 
in colonial exploration. Burton says that the expedition guides, ‘the 
Hindus’, showed ‘extreme unwillingness to open up the rich regions of 
copal and ivory to European eyes’ (1860: 67). A brief ‘coast-fever at 
Zanzibar’ ‘deceived’ them that Burton’s ‘ardour for further adventure’ 
had ‘cooled’, and ‘their surprise at finding the contrary to be the case was 
not of a pleasant nature’ (67). Burton both invests the African interior 
with the potential for untold riches and also implies that whites should 
not be discouraged by a ‘seasoning’ illness but rather continue on their 
course. He whets his readers’ appetites for more adventure by casting his 
guides as the recalcitrant racial others who guard local treasures.

In his lecture ‘To the Heart of Africa’, presented in the 1860s and 
anthologised in the posthumous Wanderings in Three Continents 
(1901), Burton’s travels through Central Africa are presented in a con-
densed manner. He uses sensory description in order to create for the 
listener a visceral experience of travelling from higher to lower tropical 
elevations. The following excerpt follows his trek from Rufutah to the 
Inenge basin. The beauty of higher elevations is linked in Burton’s mind 
to their healthfulness, so that the gaze of the coloniser is also the gaze of 
the medical geographer. Like a pall cast over a fairytale landscape, the 
‘malarial’ air of the lower jungle chases away health and good spirits:

The dove, the peewit, and the guinea fowl fluttered about. The most grace-
ful of animals, the zebra and the antelope, browsed in the distance. Then 
suddenly the fair scene would vanish as if by enchantment. We suddenly 
turned into a tangled mass of tall, fetid reeds, rank jungle, and forest. After 
the fiery sun and dry atmosphere of the plains, the sudden effect of the damp 
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and clammy chill was overpowering. In such places one feels poisoned by 
miasma; a shudder runs through the frame, and cold perspiration breaks over 
the brow. (1901: 113)

By invoking familiar, placid game animals at the beginning of the 
passage, Burton creates the sense of a non-threatening, bucolic land-
scape. The land’s natural healthfulness is signified by the fact that the 
dove, harbinger of peace, and the zebra and antelope, identified as the 
‘most graceful of animals’, favour these high plains. However, as he 
descends, Burton feels the unhealthy circumstances through his senses 
of touch, smell and his body’s ‘gut’ responses. In the jungle, the reeds 
are ‘rank’, his skin ‘clammy’ and ‘cold’. Miasma is mysterious and 
 uncontrollable, mainly perceptible through its effects on the body.

In Lake Regions, Burton does not hesitate to write off entire districts 
through which he passes as unfit for colonisation by emphasising the 
inherent climatic factors that make settlement impossible, including 
polluted water, rotting tropical vegetation and ‘sickly’ sunlight. For 
example, he says that the water sources in the district of Muhonyera 
acquire ‘from decomposed vegetation’ an ‘unnaturally sweet and slimy 
taste’ (1860: 63). Although decomposing vegetation is nothing if not 
‘natural’, the fact that it makes water unpalatable and perhaps unsafe 
for British consumption makes the entire area ‘unnatural’ for white 
habitation. He says that ‘this part of the country’ is ‘little inhabited 
by reason of its malarious climate’ but ‘abounds in wild animals’ (63). 
Similarly, in the ‘malarious river-plain of the Kingari River’, ‘the water 
was bad, and a mortal smell of decay was emitted by the dark dank 
ground’ (69). Burton echoes the common Victorian association of the 
tropics with ‘excess’ – an overabundant growth of vegetation may 
support large numbers of wild animals, but it also leads to rot and 
decomposition and is therefore unhealthy for whites. As Nancy Leys 
Stepan attests, the mid-century explorer believed that ‘the heat and 
humidity of tropical places stimulated growth that was luxurious but 
also rank and wanton; tropical plants were wonderfully novel but at 
times bizarre; the animals were unusual but often deadly’ (2001: 48). 
In contrast to the low-lying and unhealthy Muhonyera, the distant 
‘mountain-crags of Duthumi’ are depicted positively as a place where 
‘the eye, long weary of low levels . . . rest[s] with a sensation of satisfac-
tion’ (Burton 1860: 64–5). The ‘eye’ being able to ‘rest’ when viewing 
the mountain implies the health-giving qualities of higher elevations; 
further, as Burton is able to ‘sense’ unhealthy locations through feelings 
of discomfort, so too a visual  ‘sensation of satisfaction’ indicates the 
potential for well-being.
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Burton depicts malarial environments as causing illness. At Tunda, 
he says, ‘after a night passed amidst the rank vegetation, and within the 
malarious influence of the river, I arose weak and depressed, with aching 
head, burning eyes, and throbbing extremities’ (1860: 71). He believes 
his illness is due to ‘the alternations of damp heat and wet cold’, fatigue, 
‘the exposure to sun and dew’ and ‘last, but not least, the wear and tear 
of mind at the prospect of imminent failure’. It is both the inconstancy 
of the climate as well as the insecurity of his position that makes Burton 
susceptible to fever, but he says ‘it was too dangerous a place to show 
fear’ and believes that because he has fought off worry, he has fought off 
the worst of the illness (72). The contrast this passage sets up between 
the nearly impossible odds against success and the narrator’s determina-
tion to make the attempt can be heard through successive later narratives 
of exploration, including memoirs by Stanley as well as imperial adven-
ture fiction, such as King Solomon’s Mines (1885) by H. Rider Haggard.

It becomes a test of the explorer’s character to understand and attempt 
to counteract the negative forces of the African climate. In Kiruru, where 
‘the weather was a succession of raw mist, rain in torrents, and fiery 
sunbursts; the land appeared rotten, and the jungle smelt of death’ (82), 
Burton takes shelter in a warm and dry cottage while Speke ‘remained in 
the reeking, miry tent’. Burton claims that Speke’s poor judgement ‘laid 
the foundation of the fever which threatened his life in the mountains of 
Usagara’ (82). What Ben Grant calls Burton’s ‘moral geography’ is also 
here a medical moral geography – the man who stays in a ‘reeking, miry 
tent’ is both less civilised and also to blame for his own resulting illness. 
Burton will use similar language in Wanderings in West Africa when 
he associates blacks with lower elevations. In both instances, only an 
inferior person remains in a poor location, because he lacks the refine-
ment and sensitivity needed to ‘sense’ an unhealthy area and also lacks 
the motivation to leave it.

If each individual is responsible for becoming ill, then Burton must 
use very delicate rhetorical manoeuvring in order to maintain his own 
superior character when both he and Speke suffer from acute disease. 
Although a ‘fever-fit’ ‘thoroughly prostrated’ him, Burton is quick to 
stress that his experience of ‘marsh fever’ lasted only twenty days of 
what he calls the usual three weeks’ duration, and that his ‘companion 
suffered even more severely’ (1860: 84). Burton claims that Speke ‘had 
a fainting fit which strongly resembled a sun-stroke, and which seemed 
permanently to affect his brain’ (84). This jibe is no doubt meant to call 
Speke’s competence and thereby his later claim to fame into question, 
in contrast with Burton’s own expertise, medical authority and physical 
resilience.
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Although Burton invests Africa with much potential for trade, he 
believes it is dangerous for white subjects to linger too long in one 
place. It is evident that he fears degeneration through prolonged contact 
with tropical climates when he says, ‘A prolonged halt causes general 
sickness’ (1860: 94). Africa’s sickly atmosphere corrupts the material 
symbols of Britain’s military power and national virility:

The humidity of the atmosphere corrodes everything with which it comes in 
contact; the springs of powder-flasks exposed to the damp snap like toasted 
quills; clothes feel limp and damp; paper, becoming soft and soppy by the 
loss of glazing, acts like a blotter; boots, books and botanical collections are 
blackened; metals are ever rusty; the best percussion caps, though labeled 
waterproof, will not detonate unless carefully stowed away in waxed cloth 
and tin bins; gunpowder, if not kept from the air, refuses to ignite; and wood 
becomes covered with mildew. (94)

The moisture of the atmosphere undermines the dual functions of the 
colonial expedition – to explore and to record. Forward momentum is 
stalled through the corruption of metal, wood, gunpowder and powder-
flasks. The expedition is unable to contribute to colonial knowledge 
by taking observations and collecting specimens, as the climate makes 
paper, books and botanical collections ‘black’ or ‘soppy’.

Historians of empire and science as well as postcolonial critics have 
shown how explorers often conflated local peoples with their environ-
ment. Specifically, imperialists were anxious about the potential of the 
jungle, forests and fields to ‘mask’ native bodies. As Richard Drayton 
observes in Nature’s Government (2000), colonial expansion was often 
justified by the ‘improvement’ of tropical landscapes. ‘Cultivation’ of the 
landscape also functioned as a tool of control and containment of indig-
enous subjects. The following chapter, examining the writing of Sierra 
Leonean doctor Africanus Horton, shows a very different model for 
engaging with tropical vegetation. However, here Burton demonstrates 
characteristic imperial hostility towards native plants, which he thinks 
shelter native bodies. He is able to ‘read’ the riverbeds and shores, but 
stops short when he reaches the encircling brush. The lines of pebbles 
and seashells provide visual clues regarding how tides interact with the 
landscape, out of which Burton creates a kind of verbal topography: 
‘Especially near the estuary, river-terraces, like road embankments, here 
converging, there diverging, indicate by lines and strews of water-worn 
pebbles and sea-shells the secular uprise of the country and the declen-
sion of the stream to its present level’ (1860: 103).

This rhythmic language and the bucolic depiction of this environ-
ment shift when Burton’s eye is blocked by impenetrable marsh grasses: 
‘Produced by the black soils in the swamps and marshes’, the grass ‘rises 
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to the height of 12–13 feet, and serves to conceal runaway slaves and 
malefactors: the stalks vary in thickness from a goose-quill to a man’s 
finger’ (103). The grasses thrive in an unhealthy marshland environ-
ment, nurtured by ‘black soils’ and in turn hiding black bodies. Burton 
depicts the brush as impenetrable and strong, blocking the intruding 
colonist with metaphorical hands made from stalks as thick as a man’s 
finger. He lumps together ‘runaway slaves and malefactors’ by por-
traying both as fugitives from justice – a linguistic link that says much 
regarding his underlying ambivalence about slavery. Burton would 
not be alone among mid-century imperialists in implicitly condoning 
slavery. Even if slave trading had been abolished, Burton’s scientific 
beliefs as well as his imperial politics justified the exploitation for British 
profit of goods obtained through inter-tribal warfare and slavery. 
Historian Anne Phillips claims that through much of the nineteenth 
century, ‘British government turned a blind eye to local slavery in order 
to reap the benefits of agricultural production’ (1989: 29). Finally, the 
foregoing passage recalls M’Cosh’s representation of ‘savage inhabit-
ants’ who look on ‘composedly from the skirts of the woods’ as whites 
face extermination from disease. Although natives are not pinpointed 
in these instances as the source of contagion, they are seen as complicit 
with, and perhaps even the will behind, the impenetrable and often fatal 
African environment.

In Lake Regions of Central Africa, Burton draws upon the structures 
of medical guidebooks in describing the progression of tropical diseases 
and then follows the same structure in his own first-person narration of 
illness. This superimposing of official description on to lived experience 
serves to enhance both Burton’s medical and colonial authority as well 
as to bolster his brave and heroic persona. He describes in great sensory 
detail how it feels to suffer from severe malaria. I suggest that such nar-
ratives contributed to Burton’s growing image as a man with extensive 
knowledge regarding African ‘conditions’: that is to say, to be familiar 
with the ‘conditions’ of the environment and the disease ‘conditions’ 
they engendered were skills as crucial to an explorer’s authoritative 
reputation as his understanding of the political and cultural conditions 
of the colony.

When describing the Mgeta valley, Burton claims that ‘the principal 
diseases’ are ‘severe ulcerations and fevers, generally of the tertian type’ 
(1860: 104). Tertian ‘fever’ was identified by the life cycle of the malar-
ial parasite, which causes fever to peak at intervals of more than two 
days. One sees a pattern emerging whereby Burton delimits the types of 
African ‘fever’ through a succession of labels. His initial bout of malaria 
he calls ‘coast-fever’, the illness in Dunkuru he calls ‘marsh fever’ and 
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the following description is of ‘seasoning fever’. He delimits all by place 
and period, though of course he cannot know when or where he first 
contracted malarial parasites. The ‘Mkunguru’, or ‘seasoning fever’, as 
Burton describes it,

begins with coldness in the toes and finger-tips; a frigid shiver seems to creep 
up the legs . . . nausea ushers in the hot stage: the head burns, the action of 
the heart becomes violent, thirst rages, and a painful weight presses upon the 
eyeballs: it is often accompanied by a violent cough and irritation. Strange 
visions, as in delirium, appear to the patient, and the excitement of the brain is 
proved by unusual loquacity. When the fit passes off with copious perspiration 
the head is often affected, the ears buzz, and the limbs are weak. (1860: 105)

This passage shares many markers with Ford’s description of fever as 
cited in the Introduction, including a strict chronological progression; 
an interrelationship between physical and mental symptoms, so that the 
observer can ‘read’ the progression of the disease through visual as well 
as behavioural indications in the patient; and a menacing overtone from 
words such as ‘severe’, ‘violent’, ‘rages’ and ‘painful’. There are direct 
overlaps with Ford’s diction – while Ford says that perspiration ‘ushers 
in’ (1856: 10) the resolution of the fever, Burton says nausea ‘ushers in’ 
the ‘hot stage’; Ford says the first hints of fever are ‘mental excitement’ 
while Burton identifies ‘excitement of the brain’ as part of the feverish 
stage. The similarities between the language of both texts demonstrate 
Burton’s familiarity with medical description, which he adapts to suits 
his own observations.

Burton’s most sustained first-person description of fever appears as 
he approaches the town of Kajjanjeri in Lake Regions. He defines his 
illness as ‘a formidable obstacle to progress’ (1860: 403), a challenge 
to the momentum of imperial exploration. He decouples this episode 
of malaria from previous ones, claiming ‘the miasmatic air of Sorora 
had sown the seeds of fresh illness’ (403). By identifying the first sign 
of impending fever as a state of emotional distress – an ‘unusual sensa-
tion of nervous irritability’ – Burton is able to claim greater insight than 
would be accorded an external observer. He can sense the preliminary 
stages of illness in himself, observing both the irritability and the follow-
ing ‘general shudder as in the cold paroxysm of fever’ with more acuity 
because he is living them.

The following narrative makes marked use of sensory detail, as 
Burton says ‘Presently the extremities began to weigh and to burn as if 
exposed to a glowing fire’ (404). He continues

The whole body was palsied, powerless, motionless, and the limbs appeared 
to wither and die; the feet had lost all sensation, except a throbbing and 
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tingling, as if pricked by a number of needle points; the arms refused to be 
directed by will, and to the hands the touch of cloth and stone was the same. 
Gradually the attack seemed to spread upwards until it compressed the ribs; 
there, however, it stopped short. (404)

Burton writes his loss of health as a loss of agency and will. The rhythm 
of ‘palsied, powerless, motionless’ communicates his total debilita-
tion, while the use of the third person (‘the whole body’, ‘the hands’, 
‘the feet’, ‘the arms’) captures the disassociation Burton feels from his 
body as well as mimicking the objective detachment of a doctor or an 
experimental scientist. He builds suspense by saying ‘the attack seemed 
to spread upward until it compressed the ribs’ so that the reader may feel 
relieved when ‘it stopped short’.

When ‘the attack’ ‘reache[s] its height’, Burton quotes Tennyson’s 
poem ‘The Princess’ to illustrate his brush with death: ‘I saw yawning 
wide to receive me “those dark gates across the wild/ That no man 
knows” ’ (403). The quotation paints Burton as a heroic lover, wounded 
while fighting for a maiden’s love, rather than an imperialist on a quest 
for the source of the Nile, which lends romantic rather than political 
overtones to his ‘quest’ and suggests that readers should sympathise with 
him as they would with a man seeking love rather than the more worldly 
goal of riches and fame. He portrays himself as selfless and noble when 
he says, ‘If one of us [he or Speke] was lost, the other might survive to 
carry home the results of the exploration. I had undertaken the journey 
. . . with the resolve to either do or die. I had done my best’ (404).

Although the local guides minister to him, Burton dismisses their 
knowledge by saying his illness is ‘beyond’ their skills. He stresses that 
he is ‘at a distance of two months from medical aid’, which implies that 
qualified medical aid could only be found in the form of a European-
trained doctor. Instead, he treats himself – ‘I tried the usual remedies 
without effect’ – and diagnoses himself as well – ‘the duration of the 
attack presently revealed what it was’ (severe malaria with paralysis) 
(405). Burton’s service to empire takes a toll that extends past the 
duration of his expedition: ‘The contraction of the muscles, which were 
tightened like ligaments above and below the knees, prevented me from 
walking to any distance for nearly a year; the numbness of the hands and 
feet disappeared even more slowly’ (404–5). As the foregoing examples 
illustrate, in his early African travel writing, Burton maps disease on to 
the landscape and on to his own body in order to enhance his narrative 
authority and craft the persona of explorer and expert. He builds on this 
authority in Wanderings in West Africa, but focuses on hygienic maps of 
hospitals and landscapes rather than first-person illness narrative. This 
shift arguably is caused by his growing commitment to encouraging the 
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consolidation of British colonial power in West Africa. Detailing per-
sonal experiences of disease could potentially undermine this purpose.

As miasma has a corporeally degenerative effect, according to clima-
tism, in Wanderings in West Africa it also has a degenerative effect on 
the landscape. The mist helps perpetuate decay. One may imagine the 
houses and structures Burton depicts as metaphorically linked to the 
white body: both are unable to ward off the unhealthy environment at 
low elevations. His chapter ‘A Day at St. Mary’s Bathurst’ illustrates 
these strategies. With this entry, he begins to describe the African 
environment as more foreboding, no doubt because he feels he has left 
behind ‘the parallels, north of which . . . health and comfort [make] their 
home’ (1863: 128). As Burton’s steamer approaches the coast, ‘the sun 
burst[s] through the thick yellow swamp-reek and the dew-clouds with a 
sickly African heat’ (143). Miasmatic imagery is densely packed into this 
sentence: the air’s smell and colour, ‘yellow swamp-reek’, metonymi-
cally stand in for the air itself; the clouds are damp ‘dew-clouds’; and the 
sun is personified as strong enough to ‘burst’ through even thick billows 
of moisture. Combined with the adjectives ‘sickly’ and ‘yellow’, these 
images indicate a potent, unhealthy atmosphere.

Burton writes a hygienic map of the settlement at St Mary’s, focus-
ing on the climatic factors he thinks most important. Upon arriving, 
he notes the town’s layout and low elevation: ‘everything is horizontal, 
straight-lined, and barely above sea-level’ (144). He locates the dwell-
ing places, identifying their proximity to dirty water: huts ‘rise from 
swamp and sand, terminating abruptly up the river’. He then observes 
select habitations more closely. He finds that ‘the house walls’ are 
‘stained and gangrened with mildew; a fearful vegetation of . . . palms 
[and] plantains . . . occupies every inch of soil, and the inundations 
of the river sometimes find their way into the ground floor’ (144). He 
focuses on miasma surrounding the town and emphasises the resulting 
decay inflicted upon structures by the damp atmosphere. The buildings 
are like bodies in that they have become ‘gangrened’ with mildew: the 
wetness of the air, combined with the pervasive water, is making them 
sick.10

Much as the sun, earlier personified as forceful, bursts through the 
clouds, here the water ‘finds its way’ into the habitations. Both are per-
vasive and cause disease. Finally, excess water causes a riotous growth 
of native plants, the excess of which is ‘fearful’ to Burton. Instead of 
being life-giving, Burton labels this water ‘brackish and bad’ (145). He 
makes his assessment explicit: ‘the island and settlement of St. Mary (of 
old a cemetery) seem to be selected for unhealthiness, for proximity to 
mud, mangrove, miasma and malaria’ (145). Alliteration cleverly relates 
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all these factors: wetness and mud grows mangroves, and miasma causes 
malaria.

In a hospital it is crucial for the beds of sick men to be as elevated as 
possible. Burton maps the disease environment of the military hospital 
at St Mary’s, enacting in miniature the process he will then apply to the 
wider African landscape. He describes the military hospital as ‘murder-
ous’: ‘There is a sick ward upon the ground floor! – one night on the 
ground floor is certain fever’ (156). Having addressed the unhygienic cir-
cumstances caused by damp, Burton turns his attention to the unhealthy 
air: ‘In the first story the beds are crowded together, each patient having 
800, whereas 2000 feet of air should be minimum . . . in these regions, 
no first story is thoroughly wholesome, unless a free current of air flows 
beneath it’ (156).11

In fact, Burton believes ‘the chances are that all the [European] 
Bathurstians are dying of dysentery and yellow fever’ (146). Chapter 1 
highlighted Mary Seacole’s assertion that the Jamaican climate attempts 
to ‘exterminate’ whites; Burton uses similar rhetoric to a different end 
when he says ‘All throughout the coast there are periodical clearings off 
of the white population’ (149). Whereas Seacole includes all of Jamaica 
in her statement, Burton limits the negative effects of the African envi-
ronment to the coast; and whereas Seacole implies that the climate’s 
attempts to ‘exterminate’ whites are ongoing, Burton says whites are 
‘cleared off’ only ‘periodically’. Even the phrase ‘there are periodical 
clearings off’ removes any sense of an agent: whites are not the victims 
of an omnipotent force, according to this schema, just of their own stu-
pidity. Observing the high death rate, Burton exclaims ‘after looking at 
the settlements – no wonder!’ (149). In other words, the ‘clearings off’ 
are avoidable by relocation.

As hospital patients should be kept as high as possible off the ground, 
similarly Burton believes it is critical that whites reside at high altitudes 
in Africa, away from miasma, damp and rot. In contrast to the hospital, 
he uses the ‘old convalescent-house at Cape St. Mary’s’ as an example 
of an ideal location. An eight-mile trip inland from Bathurst, Cape St 
Mary’s is higher and dryer than the coastal town. Burton narrates his 
journey there: ‘The scene at once improved: it illustrated on a small 
scale how much better is the heart of Africa than its epidermis . . . the 
swamp disappeared, and as the ground rose, the coup d’œil assumed 
. . . a “park-like” appearance’ (163).12 Once arriving at the sanatorium, 
Burton declares, ‘I was charmed with the site after the horrors of St. 
Mary’s’ (165). The ‘Cape House’ is ‘built upon the top of the cliff, 
ready to catch all the breezes that blow across the broad Atlantic’ (164). 
This breeze is the antithesis of low-lying miasma: it is even called ‘The 
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Doctor’. Residents believe that because it sweeps in directly from the sea 
it is not ‘laden with the miasmata of the swamps’ between Cape House 
and Bathurst (169–70). Burton proclaims ‘A wonderment seized me – 
how long will it be before the Europeans of the settlement remove [here] 
en masse?’ (165).

Fissures

Richard Burton’s suggestion that the Europeans of St Mary’s ‘remove 
. . . en masse’ to the hills, to govern black Africans from a distance, 
was in line with contemporary, scientifically justified racial separatism. 
Written by 1862 and published in 1863, Wanderings entered directly 
into circulating scientific, anthropological and cultural debates about 
the ‘Negro’s place’. Burton was the vice president of the Anthropological 
Society of London, and its president was the British anthropologist 
James Hunt. Hunt gave the Society’s inaugural address in 1863. The 
resulting paper, entitled ‘The Negro’s Place in Nature’ (1864), was 
instrumental in setting the foundations of scientific racism, and was 
dedicated to ‘My Dear Burton’. Hunt quotes Burton’s earlier writings 
on Africa in his speech, wherein Burton also limits blacks within both 
defined characterological and geophysical space. In his speech, Hunt 
argues that scientific data regarding black individuals’ skull shape, brain 
size and height prove their inferior intelligence, morality and culture. 
The ‘Negro’s place’ is therefore at the bottom of the racial hierarchy, 
and their destiny is to be ruled. He believes any deviation from this fate 
is unnatural. Hunt says, ‘From the most remote antiquity the Negro race 
seems to have been what they now are’ (1864: 14). Physically, he asserts 
that there has been ‘little or no self-migration of the Negro races since 
the earliest historical records’ (14). Hunt joined a burgeoning group 
of polygenist racial theorists who argued that blacks were at an earlier 
developmental moment and were stuck there permanently.13

In his marginal notes on James Prichard’s Natural History of Man 
(1843), Burton seems to agree that man can change and adapt through 
successive generations when he asserts ‘some improvable some not’ 
(qtd in Grant 2009: 103). However, black Africans, especially those 
Burton terms the ‘Negroid’ type, are emphatically not improvable. In 
Wanderings, Burton implies that Africans will never become ‘civilised’ 
or rise to the level of whites: ‘The aboriginal American has not been 
known to slave; the African, since he landed in Virginia, has chosen 
nothing else . . . has never, until egged on, dreamed of being free’ (1863: 
175). This ‘type’ of African subject is affiliated in Burton’s work with 
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low-lying, unhealthy landscapes. Just as they do not ‘dream’ of attempt-
ing to elevate their own political status, so too, Burton argues, do these 
blacks fail to raise their physical circumstance above the swamps and 
marshes. By associating ‘Negroid’ Africans with an illness-producing 
environment, Burton implies that they are themselves pathological as 
well as working to justify sacrificing blacks to the most malaria-ridden 
districts while Europeans decamp to the hills. For example, when speak-
ing of the fatal colony at St Mary’s, which he spends so long critiquing, 
Burton says ‘[it was] designed for the use of . . . Africans’ (1863: 146).

Burton attempts to gloss over the fissures in his pseudo-scientific 
arguments for racial separatism. If he were to conform to polygenism’s 
strictest interpretation, Burton would have to concede that whites were 
unable to travel beyond their ‘zone’ of origin – the temperate, northern 
climates – and thus colonial settlement anywhere in the tropics would 
be a foolhardy prospect. Instead, he says that if whites are ‘unfitted to 
contend’ against the climate of the African coast, it is ‘by reason of their 
habits’, not their innate constitutions. He believes that even the most 
civilised black is ‘inferior to the acclimatised European . . . in enduring 
the fatigues of actual warfare’ (1863: 168). Burton thus implies that 
whites can acclimatise to new environments, but that they should not 
take the risk of attempting to settle in notoriously unhealthy locations.

Certain of Burton’s contemporaries, just as convinced as he was of 
Africans’ inferiority and animalism, allowed for no such possibility. 
These writers’ rhetorical differences may have stemmed from self-
interest: Winwood Reade, for example, though a friend of Burton’s, 
did not similarly depend on ongoing imperial expansion for his liveli-
hood. In examining the ideologies of racial medicine within mid-century 
West African travel narratives, one comes across many moments when 
authors’ rhetoric is in danger of breaking ‘a serious sweat’, as Elaine 
Freedgood describes it (2000: 3). Theories such as Burton’s and Reade’s 
are often self-contradictory and reveal the authors’ underlying anxieties 
regarding the relationships between races and their suppressed doubts 
regarding the inevitability of white domination.

Thomas J. Hutchinson and Winwood Reade shared with Burton some 
key beliefs: that elevation is crucial to whites’ health in Africa and that 
Africans are innately ‘lowly’. In Narrative of the Niger, Tshadda, and 
Binuë Exploration; Including a Report on the Position and Prospects 
of Trade up those Rivers, with Remarks on the Malaria and Fevers of 
Western Africa (1855), Hutchinson’s style and organisation is quite 
similar to Burton’s. Both men’s official position as British Consuls to 
Fernando Po causes them to evaluate each location they visit in terms 
of its potential usefulness to the British Empire. They both attempt to 
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be empirically accurate and are stylistically blunt. One quickly notices 
a similar hygienic mapping, or ordering of visual and factual informa-
tion. Each settlement’s history is briefly summarised, along with its 
appearance, orientation and resulting healthiness or unhealthiness. For 
example, each of Hutchinson’s chapters contains a subheading that 
reads ‘Appropriateness of location’, ‘Geographical position of the town’ 
or ‘Sanitary character’. Hutchinson, like Burton, was also a sanitarian 
who believed that elevation was the key to health in Africa: for instance, 
in Impressions of Western Africa. With Remarks on the Diseases of the 
Climate and a Report on the Peculiarities of Trade up the Rivers in the 
Bight of Biafra (1858) he says malaria has ‘no influence 2000 feet above 
the surface of its germination’ (1970: 222). They also both assert that 
blacks should be compelled to become a ‘working people’. Hutchinson 
is less vituperative in his characterisations of African natives. Perhaps 
this discrepancy is motivated by their differing perceptions of disease. 
Hutchinson, a firm believer in prophylactic quinine use, feels that he 
has a systematic tool with which to avoid disease. To Burton, African 
disease is threatening, invisible and inherent to the low-lying landscape. 
His impulse for self-preservation might have augmented his vehement 
racism, making him much less likely to look with any sincere human 
interest at blacks.

The histrionics in Winwood Reade’s Savage Africa (1863) demon-
strate the sensationalised use of medical rhetoric and give us some idea 
of the emotional impact even Burton’s somewhat more subtle rendering 
of the African environment might have had on his audience. Reade 
makes no attempt at either objectivity or professionalism, but embraces 
wholeheartedly his role as entertainer for ‘armchair explorers’. Savage 
Africa’s subtitle: with notes on the habit of the gorilla; on the existence 
of unicorns and tailed men; on the slave trade; on the origin, character 
and capability of the Negro, and on the future civilization of Western 
Africa proclaims its function as sensationalist travel narrative. Reade’s 
journey took place at the same time as Burton’s, and his book was pub-
lished the same year as Burton’s Wanderings in West Africa; however, 
Savage Africa displays more extreme and transparent scientific illogic. 
As Robbie McClaughlan observes, ‘Reade simply glosses over the gaps 
in empirical understanding with imagined projections and creative 
conjectures marked by a spurious scientific rigour’ (2012: 2). Its excess 
highlights the same oppressive project that motivates other, somewhat 
more measured texts.

Through examining passages that touch upon Africa’s mortality for 
whites, one finds a certain kind of medical mapping employed in Savage 
Africa to create a threatening atmosphere. As a more self-consciously 
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embellished text, Reade’s book opens with lush, romantic images of the 
‘rosy bosom’ of Madeira’s hills. Uninhibited by a need to remain scien-
tifically accurate or to maintain professional distance, Reade executes 
juxtapositions similar to those found in Burton’s passage of ‘descent’, 
but adds unabashed melodrama:

It is but a lovely charnel-house, this island of Madeira. It is a boudoir and it 
is a hospital – a paradise and a tomb. Here comes Death, with mock laughter 
and in tinseled robes. A garland of roses hides the cypress on his brow. He 
leads his victim to the tomb to the music of the spheres, and then all changes 
suddenly, like a horrible dream, and some weeping family, whose dear one is 
gone from them, fly from the scene of a bitter woe. For them Madeira is no 
longer beautiful; for them the sun is darkness, the flowers are ashes, the warm 
soft air is heavy with disease. (1863: 17)

Although similar to Burton’s Wanderings in West Africa in its juxta-
position of the familiar with a darker reality (dove and peewit in the 
former, boudoir and roses here), Reade’s passage could arguably be 
set anywhere, in any sensation novel that uses standard symbolism and 
archetype for effect. It has not the understated power Burton summons 
when describing his own physical sensations (‘clammy’, ‘cold perspira-
tion’). Further, Reade’s Death is generic: though presented as mysterious 
and devious, it is not characterised as uniquely miasmatic or ‘tropical’.

Thus, one observes that popular interpretations of travel to Africa 
drew upon their readers’ awareness of the area’s heightened risk for 
whites, but were not as scientifically explicit about the source of risk. 
Authors such as Reade use more foreshadowing, more melodrama and 
more foreboding when speaking of Africa, as merited by the region’s 
reputation as wild and unhealthy. Explorers such as Hutchinson and 
Burton, in contrast, feel a professional duty to maintain the illusion of 
scientific accuracy because their observations may be earmarked for use 
by their government employers in determining colonial policy. Though 
more subtly, the contradictions inherent in Burton’s deployment of 
illness narrative are just as linked with theories of race.

Reade proposes a far-fetched explanation for racial skin-colour dif-
ference. Like Burton, Reade is inclined to believe that higher races are 
drawn to higher elevations, far away from disease. However, although 
Burton refuses to acknowledge the two races’ common ancestry, Reade 
not only acknowledges it but suggests that blacks are not at fault for 
their skin colour – they may in fact be a fairer, civilised race that has 
degenerated into blackness from residing in Africa. He casually men-
tions that full-sized animals dwelling on plains become smaller over 
generations after relocating to lower elevations, in order to suggest a 
similar dynamic in humankind: ‘Thus animals can palpably degenerate 
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in the lowlands of Western Africa. It is an additional argument towards 
proving the degradation of the men’ (1863: 407).

In a frightening move, Reade then metonymically links blackness 
to sickness: ‘I am inclined to believe that the black hue of the negro 
answers to livid color among us; that it is the color of disease’ (409). He 
believes the ‘constant and intense heat’ causes what was originally red 
skin to become black, and that the dampness and moisture causes hair 
to curl tightly (408, 409). Coded in Reade’s description is the view that 
successful acclimatisation is impossible – each race is meant for a certain 
atmosphere, and is depleted by atmospheres to which it is not suited. 
Reade differs from the most extreme anti-acclimatisation theorists in 
that he does not equate migration between climatic environments with 
immediate death, but with weakening over generations. Regardless, 
such beliefs make successful, long-term colonisation of Western Africa 
by whites foolhardy and improbable. In his longer text African Sketch 
Book (1873), based on three years’ residence and travel in Africa, Reade 
is even more vehement on the subject. He asserts that every white person 
in West Africa will become ill with fever. The West African climate is 
‘uniformly bad’ and he recommends that no trader or officer go there of 
his own free will (1873: I, 13–16).

Reade was in strong company: medical experts of the mid-Victorian 
era such as Henry Ford and J. C. Nott, as well as famous racial theorists 
such as Louis Agassiz, to varying degrees portrayed tropical climates as 
debilitating to whites (see Ford 1856; Agassiz 1859). As demonstrated at 
this chapter’s opening, popular pressure was building in the late 1850s 
and early 1860s for the British government to restrict West African 
colonisation. Anti-acclimatisation theorists’ voices were loud and strin-
gent, and lent power to popular protest. These theorists argued that the 
African climate’s incapacitating effect on European soldiers and explor-
ers did not decrease with time. Their message would seem to directly 
undermine the viability of colonial expansion and settlement.

J. C. Nott, in his book Types of Mankind, expresses the anti- 
acclimatisation view most succinctly: whites, he says, ‘deteriorate 
physically when moved to hot climates’ (1854: 63). In order also to 
stay true to his ideals of white supremacy, Nott stresses that it is the 
enormous intelligence of whites that makes them want to wander the 
earth, and their innate superiority that drives them to civilise foreign 
lands: ‘Some are born to rule, and some to be ruled’ (79). In this way, 
Nott continues in the spirit of his theoretical predecessors who asserted 
that whites’ impulse to conquer was generated by their superior natures, 
while tempering those predecessors’ colonial enthusiasm with what Nott 
believes is current scientific knowledge. ‘There is a limit beyond which 
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[whites] cannot go with impunity,’ he argues. Instinct ‘ties them to the 
soil that witnessed their birth’ (66). The link between his theory and 
colonial expansion becomes evident when he asks, anticipating Hay’s 
1864 address, ‘How many are sacrificed annually to climates foreign to 
their nature?’ (67).

Richard Burton’s polygenism and supremacism would seem to pre-
dispose him to agree with Nott. After all, Nott’s assertion that there are 
‘[n]umerous centres of creation, wherein we find creatures fixed, with 
peculiar temperaments and organizations’ is clearly polygenic in flavour 
(66). However, for Burton to agree with such an assertion would be to 
admit that his race makes him ill-suited to his job and to his lifestyle, 
and that he should curtail his travel. Instead, he allows for the possibil-
ity that whites can acclimatise to Africa’s environment, especially at 
higher elevations. Further, though Burton might have been attracted 
by Reade’s blatant conflation of blackness with a state of degeneration 
and disease, to acknowledge that both blacks and whites acclimatise 
represents a slippery slope down which he refuses to slide. After all, if 
blacks were once ‘red’ in skin, before they inhabited diseased lowlands, 
who can be sure they were not even lighter? Who is to say the races are 
really separate?

Burton’s basic belief in blacks’ inferiority predisposes him to mistrust 
the argument that posits their superior disease resistance. Instead, in 
Wanderings in West Africa, he propounds black subjects’ increased 
weakness, as evident through the following passage’s convoluted mixture 
of anecdote, stereotype and bluster:

It has been a favourite theory that the Jamaican negro and others withstand 
the heat and miasmata of Africa better than the white man; the contrary is 
probably the case. The semi-civilized African dies of phthisis14 much more 
readily than the Englishman; and if exposed to hardship, he becomes . . . 
rotten after the first year . . . Although negroes have a singular immunity from 
yellow fever the small pox is a scourge to them, and they die like sheep of dys-
entery and bilious remittent . . . They are very far from being brave. (158–9)

To predict that a black person will become rotten after a year is, of 
course, patently unspecific and unscientific. Burton also uses the lan-
guage of religious superstition rather than fact when he says that ‘small 
pox is a scourge to them’, in order to indicate that he believes blacks to 
be doubly cursed. Smallpox damages the skin permanently, marking its 
victims as cursed with ill health just as blacks’ skin colour marks them 
as racially inferior; further, that blacks are singled out by a ‘scourge’ 
implies that they have incurred God’s wrath. Burton believes that trying 
to civilise an African native will do more damage than good, as the 
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native is restricted by his own inferior intelligence.15 Finally, he makes a 
misguided conceptual leap from blacks’ susceptibility to certain diseases 
to cowardice when he says ‘they are very far from being brave’, thereby 
conflating their emotional and physical constitutions. ‘Negroes’ easily 
become ill from smallpox: they have not enough grit in their character 
to withstand disease. Such a scientific muddle shows the inherent contra-
dictions and obfuscations at the heart of much colonial discourse.

There are very few instances in which Burton expresses doubt and 
despair; however, these instances give a clue as to the inner struggle 
necessary to maintain such relentless confidence in the colonial project. 
Passing from the West African settlement of Frederiksborg to James 
Town, Burton sees the ruins of two old stone houses where former 
colonists resided. Such moments may bring to his mind those earlier 
days, when he visited the ‘ghost town’ of Goa and blithely laid the fault 
for its downfall at the feet of its European subjects. As Burton’s colonial 
medical map of St Mary’s seems to equate the state of the ‘gangrened’ 
houses with colonists’ illness, so here he equates the empty houses with 
their death. He says,

The beauty of the view, the contrast of ruin and perennial growth, the ter-
rible sereneness of Nature, unchanged, inexorable . . . filled my mind with a 
sudden and profound sadness. Like the builders of these deserted homesteads, 
I have sought this coast, determined to show what can be effected by energy 
not undirected by intellect. And now, under that glowing sun, and with that 
ever-smiling prospect before me, a voice seems to say that all my efforts shall 
be in vain, perhaps even vainer than theirs. (1863: 161–2)

Burton’s goal in Wanderings was to prove that the potential existed for 
whites to seek their fortune in Africa. They had the power to explore 
foreign territories and also to apply hygienic remedies to the landscape 
in order to make it habitable. When Burton focuses on the low-lying 
vapours and dampness of the west coast, he is able to perform imperial 
optimism. However, when he is faced with deserted homesteads whose 
inhabitants had probably died under the ‘glowing [African] sun’, he feels 
a ‘sudden and profound sadness’ for which he can offer no remedy.

Notes

 1. For a more detailed discussion of West African fever see Chapter 4 on Mary 
Kingsley’s Travels in West Africa (1897).

 2. Notice that Burton is not saying that the West African environment can be 
made salubrious, just that it can be made tolerable: the ‘West Indies’ was a 
region also known for high white mortality rates.
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 3. By saying that whites can regain their ‘energy and resolution’ at higher alti-
tudes, Burton is drawing upon the idea that ‘malaria’, or ‘bad air’, depletes 
and corrupts Europeans’ natural vigour.

 4. Burton’s father refused to testify in the divorce proceedings of King George 
IV and Queen Caroline.

 5. The information-gathering and reporting skills he developed during this 
time set the stage for the structure of his works. In his Burton biography 
entitled The Highly Civilized Man (2005), Dane Kennedy describes these 
early texts as ‘encyclopedic’ in their in-depth treatment of native ‘terrain, 
crops, land holdings, taxes, languages, literatures, education, medicine, 
intoxicants, religions, customs and ceremonies’ (42).

 6. There is a certain amount of slippage between the two theories, because 
‘attention readily shifts between agency and process in disease’ (Pelling 
1978: 21). Sometimes a difficulty can arise in distinguishing ‘concepts of 
contagion, infection and miasm[a]’: ‘Confusion arises from the failure to 
distinguish between the material or influence (living or non-living), which is 
transmitted between persons or environments, and the process of transmis-
sion or affection, direct or indirect’ (21).

 7. Kingsley makes a similar gesture, as discussed in Chapter 4. She refers to the 
African native’s ‘place’ as ‘his own . . . swampy valley’ (1897a: Appendix I, 
680).

 8. Burton subscribes to the ‘doctrine of ethnic centres’: he believes the 
‘European to be the brains, the Asiatic the heart, and American and African 
the arms, and the Australian the feet, of the man figure’ (1863: 175). Racial 
hierarchies manifest in his writing as hierarchies of geophysical elevation.

 9. For example: ‘[France’s] warlike imperial colonial policy contrasts strongly 
with our Quaker-like peacefulness; about Gambia the natives have sneer-
ingly declared that they will submit to the French, who are men, but 
not to us’ (1863: 137). He also makes multiple derogatory references to 
contagionist practices of quarantine and health inspections that have ‘not 
been pulled down’ since the cholera outbreak of 1856. He finds the regula-
tions to which both travellers and residents are subjected ‘arbitrary and 
exclusive’. He mocks extensively the ‘old, toothless, nut-cracker-chinned 
health-officer . . . forbidding any more daring soul to near the gangway’ 
until thorough inspections have been made (1863: 18).

10. Gangrene is ‘A necrosis or mortification of part of the body, extending over 
some considerable area in a visible mass. Sometimes used to denote the first 
stage of mortification’ (OED online).

11. Burton identifies the air itself as the disease-causing factor, not the bacte-
ria or viruses carried by the air. However, when he says ‘[o]n the second 
floor are the quarters of the medical officers, within pleasant distance of 
an atmosphere fraught with small-pox and dysentery, typhus and yellow 
Jack’, one observes how the measures proposed by hygienic reformers often 
incidentally did lessen disease (1863: 156). Of these four listed diseases, 
dysentery would be decreased by eliminating polluted water sources; yellow 
fever might decrease when standing water where mosquitoes breed was 
eliminated; and smallpox would decrease the further away a contagious 
individual was from others. These benefits would be accomplished even 
without the practitioner’s full understanding of how diseases worked.
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12. For further discussion of the imagery of membranes, skins and borders in 
Wanderings, see Jessica Howell ‘Fatal Skins: Richard Burton’s Colonial 
Lexicon’, MA thesis, University of California, Davis, 2004.

13. The cross-pollination between Hunt’s ideas and those of other theorists 
mentioned in his paper deserves brief explanation. While not emphatically 
polygenist, Hunt agrees with and quotes Josiah Nott’s assertion that inter-
breeding between blacks and whites may produce subjects with decreased 
fertility. According to this idea, mixed-race offspring would have further 
degraded ‘natures’ or characters. In her book The Origins and Growth 
of the English Eugenics Movement (1985), Lyndsay Farrall argues that 
eugenics, or the belief that social problems such as poverty and crime can 
be eliminated through selective breeding, also has its roots in Darwinian 
thought. The eugenicists’ goal was to produce fitter subjects. When com-
bined with racist bias that dictated that ‘mixed breeds’ were degenerate, the 
goal soon became to produce racially pure subjects, which would hopefully 
be more ‘fit’. Many argue that such thinking fed directly into later Nazi 
propaganda.

14. ‘A wasting disease, especially one involving the lungs; specifically, 
 tuberculosis’ (OED online).

15. See Chapter 4’s discussion of Mary Kingsley’s polygenism, which inspires 
her to similar rhetorical moves. She argues that teaching the native and 
‘giving him’ white religion is in fact quite damaging.

This content downloaded from 108.51.163.119 on Fri, 30 Aug 2019 20:02:00 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


