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The explorer and author of Walking the Americas and Walking the Himalayas delivers “a bold

travelogue, illuminating great swathes of modern Africa” (Kirkus Reviews).Starting in November

2013 in a forest in Rwanda—where a modest spring spouts a trickle of clear, cold water—

writer, photographer, and explorer Levison Wood set forth on foot, aiming to become the first

person to walk the entire length of the fabled river. He followed the Nile for nine months, over

4,000 miles, through six nations—Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda, South Sudan, the Republic of

Sudan, and Egypt—to the Mediterranean coast.Like his predecessors, Wood camped in the

wild, foraged for food, and trudged through rainforest, swamp, savannah, and desert, enduring

life-threatening conditions at every turn. He traversed sandstorms, flash floods, minefields, and

more, becoming a local celebrity in Uganda, where a popular rap song was written about him,

and a potential enemy of the state in South Sudan, where he found himself caught in a civil

war and detained by the secret police. As well as recounting his triumphs, like escaping a

charging hippo and staving off wild crocodiles, Wood’s gripping account recalls the loss of

Matthew Power, a journalist who died suddenly from heat exhaustion during their trek. As

Wood walks on, often joined by local guides who help him to navigate foreign languages and

customs, Walking the Nile maps out African history and contemporary life.“Woods emerges as

a dutiful and brave guide.”—Los Angeles Times“Many have attempted this holy grail of an

expedition—so I admire Lev’s determination and courage to pull this off.”—Bear Grylls“A

brilliant book.”—Financial Times
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SOUTH SUDANApril 2014The moment we entered the compound, I knew things were bad.

The South Sudan Hotel had been opened in the run-up to independence in 2011, promoted

widely as a safe place for foreign dignitaries to stay while visiting Bor, but as we approached I

saw the hotel minibus sitting gutted on the edge of the road, riddled with bullet holes.Through

the gates, the scene was no different. The reception hall had been devastated. Fire had

charred the walls and the desks had been trashed. We waited in the ravaged compound for

some time before the manager appeared from one of the missing doorways and welcomed

us.‘What happened here?’The manager smiled. ‘Come,’ he said, ‘we still have rooms.’He led us

across the hotel forecourt. Along the verandas most of the doors had been kicked in, the rooms

torn apart. The floor was dusted with broken glass from the smashed lights overhead. When

we finally reached our rooms, the metal door hanging off its hinges and a footprint lay where

the handle used to be. ‘Fifty dollars,’ the manager began. I looked inside the obliterated room.

No water, no electricity, but it was still the best option we had. ‘We’ll take it,’ I said.Before the

manager left, he tried to explain. The ‘small protest’ we had heard about was actually a large-

scale demonstration by the Dinka, the semi-pastoral people who make up almost a fifth of

South Sudan’s population, against the Nuer, another of South Sudan’s ethnic groups. The Nuer

and Dinka have a long and complicated history of attack and counter-attack along this part of

the Nile. Today, the Nuer had barricaded themselves into a United Nations compound, but the

Dinka had stormed the building and opened fire. In the ensuing chaos, forty-eight Nuer were

killed, while seven Dinka lay dead. Now, the whole of Bor sat under a stalemate of sorts,



waiting for the next eruption. All foreigners, the manager explained as he walked away, were

valid targets as far as the Dinka were concerned.There was no food at the hotel, so after some

time we ventured back into the town centre – fully aware of the risk, with real trepidation.

Soldiers, policemen and hundreds of armed civilians still flocked the city’s filthy streets. The

market place stood empty – burnt to the ground by rebels in January – and all of the banks had

been looted. An ATM machine hung like an eyeball out of its socket on an outside wall. Inside,

credit cards, cheque books and filed accounts were strewn across the floor. Rebels and

government soldiers alike had used the bank’s date stamps to plaster the walls with evidence

of their pillage. The pillars around us were covered in graffiti. ‘Fuck you Nuer!’ cried one, and

‘Dinkas Defeated!’ claimed another. Bor, it seemed, had changed hands three or four times

since the hostilities began only a few months ago. What was happening today was just another

episode in the ongoing fight.We ate at a small Ethiopian restaurant but we didn’t stay long. The

looks we got from fellow diners – all armed to the teeth – were enough to drive us back to the

relative safety of the hotel.In a hotel without power, night seemed to come suddenly. After dark,

I lay staring at the ceiling, wondering what tomorrow had in store. I had crossed the border into

South Sudan from Uganda only one month previously. In that time, I’d come two-hundred-and-

forty miles north through a country described by the UN as the most fragile in the world –

refugees on the roads, armed gangs roving and raping through the countryside, a government

on the verge of collapse – but there were still four hundred miles to go. From here on, the

hostilities were only going to grow fiercer – and, as if that wasn’t enough, between here and

the border lay the vast sprawl of the Sudd, the biggest swampland in the world. It had been the

Sudd that stopped the Romans venturing further south in their conquest of Africa, the Sudd

that held back Livingstone and Speke and the other Victorian explorers whose journeys I had

hoped to emulate in their exploration of the Nile. For a second, in the hotel room, the lights

flickered on and then off again, and I was left wondering: was it worth it?In that moment, the

night came alive. Gunshots punctured the silence, machine-gun fire rattling perilously close to

the hotel. I sat up. Through the shuttered windows, I saw the darkness illuminated in flashes of

brilliant red, tracers lighting up the skies above Bor.I scrambled out of bed, stumbling onto the

veranda. In the room alongside me, Siraje, my Ugandan porter, was already awake. As the

thud of heavy weapons played in bursts outside the hotel, we hurried to pack our rucksacks.

‘Where to?’ Siraje asked. Outside the room, I looked across the courtyard. Soldiers and armed

civilians were already gathering among the shadows. Who were they?There was only one way

to go. ‘Up,’ I said, and started to run.Across the courtyard, close to the river’s edge, a half-

finished five-storey building stood as a reminder of better times. We burst through the shattered

door and swept away the hanging wires that blocked the stairwell. Running up the concrete

stairs, we didn’t stop until reaching the open rooftop. If the hotel was to be stormed again, I

judged this would be the safest place.From here, we could see the street fight being played out

in snatches of light, machine-gun fire in the thoroughfares, fires erupting in buildings a few

streets away. The night was warm, and the sounds and smells put me in mind of my tour in

Afghanistan, which seemed such a long time ago.The fire-fight lasted for forty-five minutes,

finally slowing down to a succession of sporadic bursts. As the worst abated, I looked to the

north. All that I could see, by the light of the waning moon reflected in the shimmering waters of

the Nile, were the rooftops of Bor, stretching on into an indistinguishable horizon. But I knew

what was waiting for me up there. Beyond the boundaries of the town, the marshes seemed to

go on forever. Miles away to the north, the key towns of Bentiu, Malakal and Renk were being

contested by rebels. Escaping villagers were following the river south, searching for sanctuary

in hastily erected camps – and, always, there was the spectre of the impenetrable Sudd.In that



moment, it seemed I had a decision to make. Four hundred miles of war-torn swampland lay

ahead of me on my journey, but the question was – was this stretch of the Nile going to deny

me, as it had so many others?BEGINNING AT THE END: THE SOURCE OF THE

NILEDecember 2013I don’t know where the idea to walk the entire length of the Nile came

from. It was a question I’d been asked a hundred times or more, by well-meaning family,

friends, and the occasional journalist, in the weeks before I set out on the expedition. I’d given

each of them a different answer – but all of them were true. When George Mallory was asked

by a reporter from the New York Times why he wanted to climb Mt Everest, he retorted with

perhaps the three most famous words in mountaineering history: ‘Because it’s there.’ In the

end, I could think of no better way to express the singular urge that drove me to Africa. I

wanted to follow in a great tradition, to achieve something unusual and inspire in others the

thirst to do the same. Much of my motivation was selfish, of course – to go on the greatest

adventure of my life, to see what people can only dream about and test myself to the limits.

But, ultimately, it came down to one thing. The Nile was there, and I wanted to walk it.I sat in a

truck, rising high through the Rwandan hills. Even now, that same question was buzzing in my

ear. The man sitting beside me was staring out of the window, looking smart in a green polo

shirt, his hair closely cropped. He smiled as the banana plantations passed us by.I liked Boston

because he hadn’t asked why. Boston was different; he instinctively knew that those who have

to ask ‘why’ would never understand. Ndoole Boston, descendant of Ngumbirwa, King of the

Nyanga, was to be my guide for the first leg of this journey, and he was more interested in the

practicalities of our mission.‘How far is it?’ he said, as the green expanse of the Nyungwe

rainforest came into view.‘Four thousand miles.’Four thousand, two hundred and fifty miles, to

be precise – and that didn’t even include the diversions we were bound to have to make in

trying to cross the river’s most inhospitable domains.We had driven all day yesterday and

camped in these rain-drenched hills, but this morning the wait was almost at an end. Mist

seeped through the forest as we rose, but occasionally we’d burst through one of the reefs and

I could see the forest dropping steeply away beneath us. It was, I knew, almost time.At last, the

car came to a halt on the very edge of the Nyungwe Forest. It was known locally as the ‘buffer

zone’, an expanse of planted pines and eucalyptus, trees alien to Africa but introduced in

colonial times to meet the growing need for firewood. Stepping out of the truck, I got to thinking

how very English it all looked, like a tiny piece of Staffordshire plucked up and planted on top of

the indigenous tropical forest. Under other circumstances, it might have been disappointing –

but not for me, not today.Our local guide was waiting for us under the trees. Amani was a

representative of the National Tourist Board of Rwanda, a Tutsi by ancestry. There was no

mistaking him against the backdrop of dense foliage: he was wearing a fluorescent red plastic

raincoat and carried a tattered child’s rucksack over his shoulder. No sooner had I set foot

outside the truck than he was shaking my hand earnestly. ‘Come, it’s this way!’ he declared,

taking off into the bushes before the introductions were even concluded.Setting off to follow,

Boston muttered into my ear, ‘Don’t trust this man. He is a government agent.’ I looked sidelong

at him; Boston was deadly serious – but, up ahead, Amani was waving us on with the vigour of

a young man who genuinely loved his job.‘Government tourist agent,’ I said, and started to

follow.Amani was a government guide by profession but, as we entered the forest, I got to

thinking he was probably far more at home taking corpulent Russian businessmen around the

night spots of Kigali than he was hacking through the jungle. Before long, it seemed he had lost

his bearings, and I doubted he could find his way back to the trail where we had begun. Still,

his efforts at pretending he knew where the river flowed were second to none and soon,

whether by accident or design, we had joined a path that screamed out ‘tourist trail’. I could tell



this path was well-trodden because its edges were crisp and clear, the encroaching foliage

beaten back. Spanking new signs and litter bins reinforced my impression that this was as

tame as England’s own woodlands.As we went, Amani gave us a spiel I knew must have been

given to a thousand other visitors. ‘Most people think the source of the Nile is in Uganda at

Lake Victoria,’ he began, ‘but most people are wrong. What you’re about to see is the true

source of the river – it’s furthest tributary.’Once again, Boston wasn’t impressed. I heard him tut

beside me. Boston, it seemed, had his own beliefs about where the true source of the Nile was,

but people have been fighting over the origins of this magnificent river since before recorded

history began, and perhaps this was not the right moment to try to settle it once and for

all.‘Here,’ said Amani, ‘I hope you are not disappointed . . .’At Amani’s side, we stopped.

Despite the tourist trail, the tiny spring below us was every bit as insignificant and natural as I

had hoped. A hole in the rock sprouted a trickle of water so pure it glistened in the mist.

Dropping to my knees, I took an army-issue metal mug from my rucksack and dipped it into the

water. It tasted cold and sweet, and would live forever afterwards on the tip of my tongue.‘Not

disappointed at all,’ I said, and offered the mug to Boston.This was the Nile. More than four

thousand miles to the north, the waters trickling through my fingers would meet the spectacular

coast of the Mediterranean Sea. I was going to follow them, walking every step of the way.What

we were standing beside was only one of many contenders for the true source of the river.

What we think of as the Nile is actually the confluence of two great rivers, the Blue Nile, whose

waters rise in the highlands of Ethiopia, and the longer White Nile, whose tributaries stretch

further south, through Uganda, past Lake Victoria and Tanzania, until they turn into the faint

trickle whose waters I was now tasting. Even this is contested. White Nile purists are fervent in

their belief that the Nile only truly begins at Jinja on the northernmost shore of Lake Victoria,

but those with a less conservative approach argue that the river actually flows into Lake

Victoria from the west. Here it has no name, but a few miles downstream it is known as the

Mbirurumbe, and after that the Nyaborongo, and after that the Kagera; as wide as the Nile and

longer than the Thames, the Kagera itself has tributaries originating in both Rwanda and

Burundi. It was the longest of these, by a scant thirty miles, that Amani was showing us

now.The Nile has captured the imagination of mankind since the days of the Pharaohs, and the

mystery of its source is one that held explorers at bay for millennia. The location of this little

spring was a question that confounded Alexander the Great. It was a secret denied to the

Roman Emperor Nero despite his expeditions upriver from the delta far to the north. In Rome,

in 1651, a public fountain – the Fountain of the Four Rivers – was erected to depict the four

major rivers of the known world, and the Nile was portrayed by a god with a cowled head,

symbolising the fact that nobody could ever know from where the waters came. For a

fascinating period in the middle of the 19th century, the urge to discover this tiny water source

became a kind of grail quest for a particularly dedicated, and often idiosyncratic, group of

British explorers. Piece by piece, these reckless, intrepid individuals had forced the mighty Nile

to give up its secrets – by guile, pig-headedness and sheer power of will. Some of those

explorers gave their lives to accomplishing this quest – others gave their legs, or their sanity

itself – and in doing so, opened the world up to great swathes of the African interior.Those

Victorian explorers – David Livingstone, John Hanning Speke, Henry Morton Stanley, Samuel

Baker and countless others – had lived long in my imagination, and it was faintly surreal to be

standing here, having reached the apex of their quest so easily, with a big wooden sign that

announced, in bold yellow letters, ‘THIS IS THE FURTHEST SOURCE OF THE NILE’ in the

corner of my vision. My quest, however, lay in the opposite direction. The idea of recreating this

fantastic voyage of discovery in reverse had first come to me in the winter of 2011, and it had



taken almost two years to reach this point. For as long as I can remember, I had wanted to

embark on an epic journey, one that harked back to the great expeditions of times past, a

journey that would test me both physically and mentally in a way that no other could. I had

done plenty of expeditions before, of course, and more or less devoted my life to travel and

exploring the world. At the age of 21, I had hitch-hiked home from Cairo by way of a very

troubled Middle East, including a reckless perambulation through Iraq just after the fall of

Baghdad in 2003. A year later, I continued my roadside-thumbing career with a four-month

voyage overland to India, following the fabled Silk Road. Again, I took the road less travelled,

by heading through the middle of an insurgent-infested Afghanistan and fanatical Iran. It wasn’t

the thrill of warzones that drew me to these hostile environments; rather, I hungered to discover

the people in these places, the way humanity shines in the most troubled places of the Earth.

The Nile itself had first cast its spell over me in 2010 when, as part of a charitable expedition, I

had driven overland from London to Malawi to deliver ambulances to communities in need.

Now, three years on, I had given in to its irresistible spell. I wanted to see the places

Livingstone, Speke, Stanley and the rest had discovered as they cut their path into the heart of

this most challenging continent. And, as in my expeditions in the past, I wanted to learn more

about the people who lived along this mighty river, people whose lives were dictated by its ebb

and flow. In a continent in which borders are always in flux, the Nile is a constant. I wanted to

see how it shaped lives from the ground, day by day and mile by mile.‘So,’ said Amani. ‘Now

you begin, no?’I stood and put the metal mug back in my rucksack. ‘Let’s start walking.’The

spring that fed into the puddle that, in turn, disappeared under the dense foliage soon faded

into memory. As the day wore on, the excitement of having left the source of the Nile turned

into something new: the promise of movement itself. Just as the Nile begins with a tiny trickle of

water, this year-long voyage was beginning with a few tiny steps. No more planes, buses or

Land Cruisers; no more anticipation and worry; now, only forward motion. On foot.In the space

of a few hundred metres, the forest seemed to alter immeasurably. Coming down the forested

escarpment, we left behind the pines and eucalyptus. As we walked, the jungle grew more

tropical, thick with oversized ferns and vines that wrapped around teak and mahogany

giants.Amani had nominated himself our leader, though as we progressed I could tell that my

first impression of him hadn’t been far off the mark. The difficulty in following a river from a

forest source is that it keeps going underground, or gets hidden by the vegetation, ferns and

thorn bushes that fill the jungle floor. Above us the canopy was so thick that it was almost

impossible to see the sky, and it seemed that we were walking in a perpetual twilight. On

occasion, I could hear where the water trickled. It was this tiny trickle that would become the

greatest river on Earth, the life’s blood of civilisations that had risen and fallen since time

immemorial. This elusive trickle gave life to six nations before it met the sea, but today it proved

impossible to follow.It soon became evident that Amani was not practised at blazing a trail. His

occasional entreaties – ‘This way!’ ‘Here is the river!’ – soon proved themselves little better

than wishful thinking.At my side, Boston silently shook his head. ‘All he does is go east,’ he

muttered. ‘He thinks, if we get out of the forest, he will see the river then. These Rwandans,

they’re not jungle people like the Congolese.’I had known Boston for less than a week, though

he came highly recommended by two friends, Tom Bodkin and Pete Meredith, who had availed

themselves of his services in the past. Pete in particular had spoken highly of Boston’s skills;

Boston had looked after the logistics of one of Pete’s own expeditions, to make a film about

kayaking the Nile’s biggest rapids, a feat never before attempted. What they hadn’t told me was

that Boston wasn’t really a guide at all. In fact, Boston had never had any formal training in

anything, and I was quickly beginning to understand that he was a jack-of-all-trades wheeler-



dealer. Whatever you wanted Boston to be, that was him.He was also the most outspoken man

I had met in all my travels, and it was evident he was not going to pull any punches where

Amani was concerned.Ndoole Boston had grown up in eastern Congo, at a time when that

country had been rife with fighting and internal conflict. Boston was proud to come from a royal

bloodline. ‘My great-grandfather ruled a tribe in the mountains west of Lake Albert,’ he had told

me, before adding that, ‘He ate men. It was normal then. He was the king, and would eat

whoever he wanted – men, women, enemies. It was usually enemies – but, if he had a lazy

servant, he’d eat him too.’ Across the generations, though, savage cannibalism had given way

to religion and Boston’s paternal grandfather, Mwalimu Ndoole Nyanuba, had been a

Pentecostal pastor with his own church in rural Machumbi. Boston’s own father had rejected

family tradition again, becoming first a professor of geography who passed his disgust for

religion onto his son, and later an MP under Zaïre’s – later, the Democratic Republic of

Congo’s – Mbutu regime. In 1993, as Boston told me, tragedy struck, when his father died

under mysterious circumstances. ‘Poison,’ Boston declared as we followed Amani aimlessly

through the forest. ‘He was probably murdered, although I’ll never know. That was the year I

became a soldier.’After Boston’s father died, Boston became the head of his family. When he

was only seventeen years of age, his mother encouraged him to take up arms and head out to

fight the roving gangs that plagued eastern Congo and protect their family ranch. In no time at

all, Boston had become head of his own militia, commanding some 300 troops, and it was with

these men that he joined the then-rebel forces led by the future president, Laurent-Désiré

Kabila, in 1996. Boston’s unit were instrumental in taking the cities of Kisangani and

Lubumbashi from government forces, and bringing about the end of the Mbutu reign.In 2005,

eight years before we met, Boston had fled the Congo. His flight followed months of targeted

assassinations of former soldiers and activists like himself, and escalating violence against his

family. His ‘home’ was now in Kampala, the capital of Uganda. Boston would accompany me on

my journey that far, but there we would part ways, I on my journey ever north, Boston back to

the comforts of his wife Lily and their three children.Around us, the jungle was becoming

denser, and the trickle of water seemed to be ebbing further away. With it impossible to keep

the river – if this could truly be called a river – in sight, the only really effective method was to

look around at the mean height of the trees and estimate which way was downhill. By following

invisible contours, I hoped we would stay abreast of the water. The theory seemed to work,

albeit slowly, but by the time we stopped to refuel with lunch we’d covered only five hundred

metres in a straight line, despite our GPS having logged a distance of 4km walked. We hadn’t

completed our first day of this journey, and already I had a sign that I was actually going to

walk much further than the 4,250 miles I’d planned.‘We need to cover more ground,’ said

Boston, with an ironic smile pointedly directed at Amani. ‘It is not even hard going! It reminds

me of my time in the Congo, but there it is much thicker.’There was an element of malice in

Boston’s voice, and I could tell that he was trying to provoke Amani in some way. Boston, the

proud fighter, didn’t want to cede any authority to this skinny Tutsi who, he believed, was

leading us in circles. ‘You know, Lev,’ he went on, ‘we Congolese are jungle people. We know

the forests. Rwandans, well, they just look after cows. They know nothing of trees. Do you know

what they call snakes in DRC?’I hadn’t a clue.‘Go into any restaurant in Kinshasa and you can

ask for two types of fish. Water fish and tree fish.’‘What’s a tree fish?’ This sounded like the

beginning of some terrible joke.‘It is a snake. Everything is related to the trees in the Congo.

Lev, I believe I should lead from now on.’As I tried to pick my way through the logic of this

particular argument, Boston unsheathed the machete I had bought for him and encouraged us

to take off. It was a sturdy army-issue panga with a comfortable wooden handle, not like the



flimsy machetes that are for sale all over the African bazaars. Gripping it with an iron fist, he

pushed past Amani and started cutting blindly at vines and branches. I gave Amani what I

hoped was a conciliatory smile and, together, we followed.Boston’s path didn’t seem any better

than Amani’s – but his panga was making short work of the dense vegetation, and our

progress was faster. With Boston blazing the trail, too, we were able to stay closer to the

occasional gurgle of water that marked the Nile’s first passage. In places the water didn’t seem

to flow at all, and the only indication that we were following the mighty Nile was the soft earth

underfoot. Sometimes this bog seemed to suddenly grow deeper and more expansive, so that

we had no choice but to pick a way across. Thick and glutinous beneath the feet, it had the

same effect as quicksand, and on more than one occasion I plunged into the quagmire up to

my waist. As I wriggled, shouting profanities and grappling for Amani to help me, Boston

seemed to float above the filth, keeping his boots as clean as the moment they came out of the

box. He really was a jungle man.As Amani hoisted me from the quagmire for the second time, I

fixed my gaze on those boots. A nice pair of desert Altbergs, they were the best money can

buy. I knew it – because I’d bought them for him. He looked back at me from the undergrowth

ahead, beaming. He was proud of those boots, determined not to get wet feet.With Boston

hacking away, I could better take in the wonders of the Nyungwe Forest. Amani might have

been a poor bushwhacker, but he was good at one thing: it was Amani who first saw the

colobus monkeys leaping through the trees above us like little black ghosts. By mid-afternoon,

we had dropped a couple of hundred metres in altitude, following the natural contours of the

valley. In a short distance, the stream had grown from a pure, clean trickle to a bog and then,

as it filtered through layers of vegetation, it finally emerged as a fully-fledged little river. At the

moment it was hardly a foot’s length across, but it was clean again and definitely flowing.

Trailing my fingers in the stream, it felt as if the water – even more than me – wanted to be rid

of its forested womb and head out into the open sunshine beyond.The water and I both got our

wish when, in the late afternoon, we emerged from the Nyungwe. The forest ended suddenly,

snatching us from the close darkness under the canopy to the bright sunshine of fields and

mountains. It had been silent in the forest, save for the gurgling of the river and the occasional

sniping of Boston and Amani, but now there were new sounds: the lowing of cows.After leaving

the sweaty humidity of the forest, it was a relief to be welcomed by the sight of this open plain.

From the trees the stream trickled down, through small waterfalls, and seemed to be revelling

in its first touch of daylight. With Boston’s panga back in its sheath, our feet followed the water.

The first sign of life was a single large cow, wading in the long grass at the bottom of a hill. On

the hillside were the first signs of human habitation. Neatly furrowed fields and a few banana

trees stood before the distinctive shape of a track leading south. At the bottom of the track, still

clinging to the stream, several small huts hid behind a stand of tall brown-and-white eucalyptus

trees.It dawned on me that what I was looking at was the first village that depended on the

Nile.‘Come on,’ said Amani, with renewed vigour. ‘These are Batwa. Let’s speak to them before

they run away.’Amani had already set off when I realised who he was speaking about. Outside

the huts were the outlines of four diminutive people.‘Pygmies,’ said Boston as he watched

Amani stride ahead, shaking his head in what I thought was reproach. ‘Do not believe what this

man tells you. He is a government agent.’‘What’s that got to do with it?’‘The Twa were in this

country long before Hutu and Tutsi,’ Boston told me. ‘Amani will not tell you that.’I followed

Amani to the edge of the village, where he was already in conversation with the Batwa men

outside their huts. Only one of them appeared particularly small, and none of them looked

concerned at our approach. They simply sat on a grassy bank, looking rather nonplussed at

this band of sweaty pedestrians who had emerged from their forest.As I approached, their



leader, a man a little more than five feet tall introduced himself as ‘Kazungu’.‘Isn’t that what you

call white people?’ I asked Amani.‘No,’ Amani replied, ‘that is Muzungu, but it means the same

thing. Look at him – he is lighter than these others.’The village was nothing more than a

collection of five small huts among the banana trees. As Kazungu led us around, Amani

translated his story in fits and starts. At my side, Boston occasionally snorted. I made daggers

at him with my eyes. No matter what spin Amani was putting on this story at the behest of his

government superiors, I still wanted to hear it.‘Kazungu’s fathers lived in the Nyungwe. They

were forest dwellers. They did not grow crops like they do now. They hunted and foraged. But,

after 1994, things had to change. Education for all!’ announced Amani. ‘The Batwa came out of

the forest to join the one Rwanda.’Amani was veiled in how he spoke about it, but he was

making a tacit reference to the event that still, in spite of everything else, defines Rwanda: the

genocide of 1994, which had both put this beautiful country on the world map, and changed its

history forever.Since 1990, Rwanda had been engaged in a bloody civil war. The Hutu-led

government was desperate to suppress the Rwandan Patriotic Front, a rebel organisation

largely made up of refugee Tutsis based across the border in Uganda. Some of these refugees

had been settled in neighbouring countries for a generation, but still considered themselves to

have fled from the country that was rightfully theirs. For three years a war was waged between

the two, until a ceasefire in 1993 seemed to bring an end to hostilities. It was not to last long. A

plan was being prepared that would eventually see a power-sharing government in place in

Kigali, but to many Hutus this felt like a concession too far. Tension was high, and a delicate

balancing act would need to be performed to ensure peace.It didn’t come. All that was needed

to trigger something devastating was a smoking gun, and it came in early 1994. On 6 April, a

plane carrying the Hutu premier of Rwanda was shot down on its approach to Kigali, killing all

on board. To prominent Hutus in the armed forces, this was nothing more than a political

assassination. On the very next day, the genocide began in Kigali and spread rapidly outwards

to consume the whole of Rwanda. Soldiers and police quickly executed prominent Tutsis in the

capital and, within hours, roadblocks had been established to contain refugees. Systematically,

the Hutu police and militias swept Kigali and, checking the documentation of every citizen to

ensure ethnicity, began a genocide that would go on to claim an estimated one million

lives.Perhaps the most terrifying thing was that Hutu civilians were later pressurised to take up

their own guns and machetes and join in the slaughter. So it was that Hutus turned on Tutsis

across the country, and Rwanda was defined forever as a place of genocide. The killings lasted

a hundred days, brought to an end only by the mobilisation of the RPF across the border and a

military campaign that moved south, from Uganda, capturing first the north of the country and,

finally, Kigali itself. We would reach Kigali in about a week’s time, if the walking was good,

crossing the killing fields to reach the centre of the tragedy itself.I looked at Amani. He was still

talking, but I was thinking less about the Batwa and their village than Amani himself. He was, I

knew, a Tutsi by ancestry. I wondered what his experience of those hundred days had been

like, how many friends and family members he had lost, what it now felt like to be living in a

country carrying those fresh scars. Those were all questions Rwanda itself was trying to

answer every day.‘Since 1994, we do not have ethnicity. All Rwandans have the same

language, the same history, the same culture. There is only one ethnic group – the

Banyarwanda. We are all the same, and we are all Rwandans. It includes Kazungu and his

village here. That is why they came out of the forest.’‘So they were forced out?’Boston felt it

was time to interject. ‘In Rwanda, you cannot even remember. You cannot say my father came

from here, or my grandfather came from here. Talking about those kind of things – it is not

allowed.’It sounded draconian to me, but when I asked Kazungu – through Amani – if he and



his people missed the forest, he just shrugged. ‘In the village,’ he said, ‘we can grow bananas,

eat potatoes, eat beans. We can even own a cow, or a mobile phone – if we are rich

enough.’‘There are Batwa in Uganda also,’ said Boston. ‘They lived in the Bwindi Impenetrable

Forest. But the government forced them to leave. Do you know why?’‘Why?’‘Because the forest

was needed for gorillas. Can you believe?’‘It makes all Rwandans feel like Rwandans,’ said

Amani. We had reached the middle of the village, and one of Kazungu’s headmen was

approaching with a plastic bucket. When he set it down, I saw that it was filled with honey and

pieces of comb.Kazungu said something to Amani. ‘It is for us,’ he began, ‘to give us strength

for our walk. It is wild honey. They sell it on the roadside for fifteen dollars a kilogram.’Reaching

into the bucket, I took a spoonful of the hard yellow substance. No sooner was it in my lips than

I regretted it.Picking bits from my teeth, I looked round to find Kazungu’s face open with

laughter.‘Lev,’ began Amani, not unkindly. ‘You have to get rid of the wax first . . .’The stream

grew wider as, renewed by our taste of wild honey, we walked into the afternoon. Downstream,

the valley broadened and the perfectly clear water ran between manicured fields of sweet

potato and maize, small tea plantations and – higher up – pine forests that disappeared into

high cloud. Amani was keen to point out how almost all of Rwanda’s land was put to use to

feed its people. Agriculture was one of the ways society held itself together since the dark days

of the genocide. ‘Rwanda,’ he kept saying, much to Boston’s chagrin, ‘is about co-operation and

setting differences aside. This above all else.’The constant reminders of how the disparate

peoples of Rwanda were compelled to unite were beginning to grate. Boston’s silence was

telling. Yet, as evening approached and thoughts turned to making the expedition’s very first

camp, another stark reminder of the past was about to appear.We had come fifteen kilometres

out of the forest and, by the time dusk drew near, we’d reached the plantations outside the

village of Gisovu. On the hillside above, overlooking the vibrant greens of the riverside, stood a

high-walled compound, with crumbling watchtowers in each of its four corners and an

intimidating metal gate against its south-west walls. As Boston, Amani and I set up our small,

blue tents, my eye was constantly drawn to this imposing fortress. Even at a distance I could

tell that its walls were pockmarked, not just with natural decay but with the unmistakable marks

of bullet holes – vicious reminders of the past.As we finished setting up camp and brought

together kindling for a fire, a crowd was appearing out of the village. ‘Hutus,’ said Boston as the

chief made himself apparent.‘What is this place?’In the shadow of the fortress, the village

chairman was approaching. A fat man in his fifties, he wore a tattered blue shirt and a face

bearing a benevolent grin. As Amani stood to greet him, they shook hands warmly.‘It was a

prison,’ Amani explained. ‘Gisovu Prison, for genociders.’I looked across the riverbank, to

where the crowd was growing. Boston gave a firm nod. ‘Yes, Lev,’ he said. ‘These

genociders.’Amani returned with the village chairman. ‘Do you want to see the prison?’ he

asked. ‘They are happy for us to do so. It is . . . full of cows now. The government gave it to the

community after the prisoners were all released.’Part of me didn’t want to see this place, but

another part wanted to understand. With Boston and Amani, I followed the chief up the steep

hillside to the great iron gate. When he pushed it open, I expected him to show us around but,

instead, he simply waved us on. The prison, to them, was a thing of the past, to be forgotten –

but to me it felt very real.Inside, the prison was in a state of disrepair. Walls had crumbled, long

grasses had grown up. Piece by piece, the stone was returning to the earth. Another twenty

years, I thought, and it would be gone, not even the bullet holes in the walls to remind us what

had happened here. The smell of cow manure was strong as we crossed the open yard and

into the cells that remained. Shards of the day’s last sun filtered in through shattered windows

and holes in the roof. Spiders had built empires of webs in the corridors and, as Boston and I



clawed through, I saw that the cells were daubed in faded graffiti in a language I didn’t

understand.‘What does it say?’ I asked Amani, but Amani only shook his head. ‘I do not know.’

By the way his eyes were lingering on the words, I knew that he was lying. Whatever the

prisoners had scrawled on these walls cut into his own memories of that terrible year. Amani, I

knew, was thirty-one years old. It made him eleven in the year of the genocide.‘What happened

here, Amani?’He stared for a while. ‘This was a prison for genociders. Eventually, it wasn’t

needed any more. Prisoners who confessed could halve their sentences and go and work in

the fields or the city instead. We did not keep them locked up. We set them to work, rebuilding

Rwanda. You have already seen some of them, in the village out there. Probably every man in

that village killed a Tutsi. A friend, a neighbour, somebody they’d known since they were

children.’‘There’s more,’ I said, tracing the bullet holes scored into the cell wall. ‘There was

fighting here.’‘When the genocide began, hundreds of Tutsi were rounded up and brought here.

The Hutus crammed them, eighty into a cell, before they opened fire.’I was standing in the

scene of a massacre, in a place that had later been used to imprison those responsible. Twenty

years had passed, but the feeling of dread in the air was still palpable.‘Amani,’ I ventured, not

knowing if it was the right thing to ask, ‘what happened to you in 1994?’But Amani only shook

his head and brushed past Boston as he made to leave the cell. ‘I will tell you stories about

Rwanda, Lev, but not my own. It is too painful.’That night, in our camp beneath the prison, there

was quiet. As the red African sun descended into a horizon clad with pines, the river turned the

colour of copper. I trailed my hand in the water. I was thinking, again, of how this same water

would one day reach the coast. But I was thinking, as well, about the thousands of Tutsi

corpses that had been thrown into this same river as a kind of symbolic gesture, the Hutus

sending the Tutsis back home to North Africa, from whence they believed they had come. The

prison looked down on us, the mellow sound of the river filling my ears, and I knew for certain

then that this was going to be a journey through the past as well as the future.KIGALI, NEW

HISTORY AND OLD TERRORSDecember 2013The journey from the source of the Nile to

Kigali, the capital of Rwanda, lasted more than a week. From Gisovu Prison the hills had been

tough, but we found friends in the villages along the way and, when we didn’t make camp at

the banks of the Nile – now more recognisably a real river – we found places to stay with the

local people. It had not always been easy and, for the first time, Amani’s presence on the

journey had felt like a real boon; it was Amani who negotiated the stables for us to sleep in on

the final night before we reached the city, while Boston lurked just out of my field of vision,

muttering murderously that the village chief was a backward, illiterate brute.Sometimes

children from the villages followed us on our walk and, though we knew they were there, they

managed to remain totally unseen, concealed in the banana fields that often flanked the river’s

brown torrents. ‘Muzungu!’ they goaded us. It was colder than I had anticipated, and the rain,

when it came, came in wild, concentrated bursts, flurrying down from the steep escarpments

and mountainsides all around. On the fifth night it stayed for hours and, in the darkness,

Boston, Amani and I had to abandon our camp at the edge of the river and scramble for higher

ground.On the day we arrived in Kigali we had walked more than 53km – an epic march, and

completed entirely in flip-flops; after ten days of travelling, my feet were so blistered and

swollen they no longer even fitted in my boots. The day had been spent wading through the

stagnant water of the paddy fields, an early reminder of how people across Africa depend on

the Nile for agriculture. Boston, wearied by the day – not to mention his constant bickering with

Amani – was arguing vehemently that we should give up and spend the night in a village, but

the thought of an actual bed in a Kigali hotel spurred me on. Finally, limping, we left the paddy

fields behind and entered the western suburb of Nzade just as darkness was falling.When we



reached it, central Kigali was throbbing; this small, hilly city had an air of the tropics and, in

stark contrast to the rest of Rwanda, it never seemed to sleep. I had flown into the city only ten

days before, but that felt like a lifetime ago. Though we found a place to stay, the only room we

could find was a dormitory at a youth hostel, Discover Rwanda, in the heart of town. As we

carried our packs into the bare room, to be faced with rows of naked bunks, the look on

Boston’s face was implacable. I got the feeling he would have preferred the cow sheds and

swamped riverbank that had been our bed for the past week. Still, I was grateful for a few home

comforts. Ten days walking the riverbank had taught me some stiff lessons about my body, and

a hot shower, cold beer and a decent meal were the restoratives I needed.In the morning, I set

out to explore the city. I’d promised myself two days of rest here, while my body recuperated. I

was going to need it. Much of the time I’d have to spend provisioning for the journey ahead –

new boots were a must, and I intended to find somebody who could stitch new pockets to my

rucksack as well – but Kigali has a unique part to play in the history of the Nile, and I wanted to

explore that while I was here.Kigali is the boom-town of Rwanda. Twenty years ago, this was

the centre of the genocide, but today it shines like a beacon in the heart of central Africa. On

the day I had first arrived, I’d been intrigued to find it clean, orderly and fresh. Its broad

avenues were green and leafy, and gated mansions adorned the hilltops amidst lush trees and

vegetation. A city of a million people in a country of only twelve million, life in Kigali is the polar

opposite of the village life that dominates much of the nation, and it feels metropolitan in a way

no other part of Rwanda could match. In two days here, I was to eat Chinese, Italian and Indian

meals, and there were moments when, as the glistening sheen of glass-plated banks and shiny

Land Cruisers rolled by, it would be easy to forget that this was the scene of one of the world’s

greatest tragedies.It was a stark contrast to the image I first had of Rwanda, one cultivated by

movies, books and news bulletins. Just the name of this country invokes images of darkness,

machetes and death; it has become so synonymous with the genocide of 1994 that it was

difficult to balance my preconception with this gleaming, up-and-coming capital city. But it was

on my first day in Kigali, before we had set out for the source of the Nile, that I got my first

inkling of the way this country has forcibly pulled itself up from that dark episode, the nadir of

its history. There was an element of truth in Boston’s observation that Amani towed a kind of

party line; moving on from the genocide, I was to discover, required a kind of collective

decision, an effort to make amends and work together – and this could only be achieved by a

form of coercion.On the day I flew into Kigali and first met Boston, the city was unusually quiet.

The hustle I had expected from this capital city was non-existent. Cars didn’t cram the roads,

horns didn’t blare at intersections; the shops were all shuttered up and the people in the streets

barely whispered a word. I strode through the strangeness with Boston and whispered, ‘Is it a

national holiday?’‘Of a kind,’ Boston snorted, and rolled his eyes towards some bushes on the

edge of a small park. ‘Look.’Behind the bushes, a group of men were all holding automatic

rifles.‘Police,’ Boston said, ‘in plain clothes. It is umuganda.’Umuganda, Boston explained, was

a custom particular to Kigali itself. On the last Saturday of every month, the entire population of

Kigali is required to devote itself to the city’s upkeep. For one day a month, business in Kigali

comes to a stand-still and every man, woman and child turns out to sweep the city’s streets,

tend its parklands and hedges. It is a remarkable feat of civic co-operation, but as Boston

directed my gaze to the police guarding over the boda-boda taxi drivers tending the park, I

understood it as something more: here was a great leveller, Hutus and Tutsis both being forced

to work for one common goal, on the streets of the city they were obliged to share. In the quest

to reach some form of reconciliation, the government was using every tool at its disposal – and

force has always been one of Africa’s most effective methods.‘They don’t have any choice,’ said



Boston. ‘They’re like prisoners.’It was not the last time we were to see the way the government

exerted its influence on the population in an attempt to find a resolution to its recent bloody

history. Between Gisovu Prison and the first suburbs of Kigali the perfect paddy fields had been

tilled by prisoners. Agents of the genocide, dressed in orange and pink boiler suits, these

prisoners were both the convicted and the accused – and here they were, in hard labour,

twenty years after the atrocities were committed. Some had been captured, some had handed

themselves in – in what was, I suppose, a mass-assuaging of guilt – but it was evident, in every

corner of Rwanda, that those events of twenty years before still defined the country. In a village

three days back along the river, Amani had introduced us to a local pastor. The pastor had

welcomed us with a feast of cassava, bananas, beef and hot milk – a platter of delicacies

compared with the provisions we were carrying – and, as we ate, he told us all about his work

in peace and reconciliation. Like Amani, the pastor was a Tutsi, and had lost close friends and

family members to the extermination of 1994. As he spoke, Boston grew incensed at what he

saw as Amani’s one-sided tour. The current policy, he exclaimed, was for the country to engage

in an act of wilful amnesia, and simply forget the truth of what happened. But Amani fixed him

with a look. ‘How would you feel if your mother had been gang-raped and beaten to death in

front of your eyes as a ten-year-old boy? That’s what happened to many people.’ In these

circumstances, Amani suggested, forgetting was just one of many useful tools in moving on.

These were the kinds of questions that Rwanda grappled with daily. How do you judge and

sentence half a population? Is forgiveness a real possibility, and how can we collectively put

paid to the past? In this context it was not so surprising to be watching Kigali’s citizens being

forced to sweep the streets. It seemed, in that moment, as much an act of collective penance

as it was a scheme to force co-operation. On the surface, Rwanda has turned itself from a

country destroyed by hate and racial violence to a seeming paragon of virtue – but, like

Amani’s insistence that the country has made accommodation with what happened here, it is

all a façade. The orderliness of Kigali is the result of heavy policing and arbitrary arrests.

Human rights are commonly flouted, boys regularly abducted by government officials and

families torn apart. In Kigali, you can go to Chinese markets and African bazaars, stay in

luxurious hotels and visit glistening modern banks – but while the country has taken several

steps forward, the hearts and minds of its citizens seem yet to have caught up.‘I want to see

the crocodile,’ said Boston, his face breaking into a half-deranged smile.He had been talking

about it all morning, as we traipsed from one market to the next on still-swollen feet. At the

back of a bazaar where cheap new imports from China were being sold alongside second-

hand European goods, I had found a small tailor’s shop, where a one-eyed tailor hunched over

a fake Singer sewing machine and fixed two new pouches to the sides of my rucksack. For the

few minutes’ work he had charged the exorbitant sum of $15 – he had clearly seen me coming,

but it was worth it. This was the last place in Rwanda I would be able to get them attached.

That was one of my first lessons about Rwanda – outside Kigali, there is virtually nothing. It is

as if the entire economy is built around creating a surreal urban veneer that bears no relation

to the rural reality.The crocodile Boston was intent on seeing was on show at the Natural

History Museum of Kigali. A sixteen foot monster, it had been killed in April 2012 and the

taxidermist tasked with preserving it – badly, as it turned out – had discovered a pair of shoes

and a woman’s hair braids inside. ‘A man-eater,’ Boston kept saying, clearly quite taken with the

idea. It reminded me, unnervingly, of the stories he had told about his great grandfather, the

cannibal king.On this occasion, I was happy to give in to Boston’s whim. There was another

reason to see the Natural History Museum, one more closely aligned with my own quest – the

building used to be the home of one Dr Richard Kandt.Richard Kandt is not a name as famous



in the pantheon of great African explorers as Burton, Stanley and Speke, but he holds a

special place in my heart, and he felt especially important to this expedition. It was Kandt who

first explored the Nyungwe Forest and, in 1898, declared it the true Source of the Nile.Kandt

was born in Posen, in latter-day Poland, in 1867. A physician by training, he had explored

swathes of German East Africa around the turn of the century and, in 1908, been appointed

Resident of Rwanda. Residents, of the time, were effectively government ministers asked to

take up residence in another country – and their duties often amounted to a form of indirect

rule. It was in this capacity that Kandt had founded Kigali itself. His name has lived long in the

memory here, and he is still, more than a century later, a feted citizen.Kandt’s house sits atop a

suburban hill and is one of the few original colonial era buildings in the city. As we entered the

museum, to be faced with racks of toy dinosaurs in what passed for their ‘Evolution Exhibit’, I

tried to picture it in the days when this was the official German residence. That was the thing

about the early African explorers – many of them were officially appointed colonialists, traders,

merchants, doctors and bureaucrats. Some had long titles and family histories, while others

were misfit chancers who saw Africa as a way to make their name and, hopefully, pocket lots of

cash on the way. I was saying as much to Boston, but his eye had already been drawn to the

racks of bad taxidermy that surrounded the museum’s prize exhibit. The crocodile certainly was

huge, and its glass eyes looked as callous as its man-eater reputation deserved, but there was

something almost pathetic about the way its body had been mangled in its

preservation.‘Exploration’s changed,’ I thought, drifting through the exhibits. ‘Now it’s a pauper’s

game.’It wasn’t, of course, the only way it had changed. Before I set out on this expedition I had

been asked, more times than I care to remember, about the idea of exploration. The question

of what it means in the modern world isn’t so easy to answer. To some, the very idea seems

archaic – and, in a world of Google Maps, where every valley and hillside has already been

plotted, the traditional age of exploration is certainly gone. But exploration has always been

about more than pure discovery, or of being the first to do something. The famous Victorian

explorers were, of course, not the first into Africa; Africa is a continent where mankind has lived

for longer than any other, and when Stanley found Livingstone he was doing so in a land where

civilisations had existed for millennia. In the modern era, it is more important than ever to

acknowledge this fact. There is a certain romanticism attached to the Victorian explorers, but

the truth is that their motivations were not really so clear-cut as we would like to think.

Livingstone was, first and foremost, an evangelical missionary, Stanley an egomaniac journalist

and mercenary whose talents for self-publicity knew no bounds. John Hanning Speke was a

glory-hunter with no reservations about making bold and often unfounded geographical claims,

while Richard Burton had more in common with a 1970s hippie than a classical adventurer; his

desire to immerse himself in cultures was most often expressed in relentless fornication. Kandt

himself was one of a breed of explorers working at the behest of their governments. Their

missions were officially sanctioned exploits – all part of what we would come to know as the

Scramble for Africa, as Europe’s colonial powers sought to carve up the newly discovered parts

of the world.As I wandered through Kandt’s old residence, part of me knew I was on a different

kind of journey from the ones I had grown up reading about, but our journeys did have some

things in common. Like them, I was here exploring people. Constantly in flux, constantly

evolving, there is always something new to discover about people – and I was here to bring

home stories of what life was like in corners of the world that do not always make it into our

headlines. I had this, at least, in common with the heroes in whose footsteps I was following.I

stopped to linger over a photograph in the hotel lobby that depicted the house as it had

originally been, back in Kandt’s time. In the frame a grand bungalow sat alone amongst the



bare hillsides, with only a few wattle huts for neighbours. The Kigali of Kandt’s time, I realised,

was little different from the country we had been walking through – but, whereas that country

had remained in the past, Kigali had somehow contrived to join the modern world.‘Boston,’ I

said. ‘Are you done?’Boston was positively slavering over the thought of the crocodile, and it

took some moments before he looked up. ‘Let’s hope we don’t meet any further north.’Kigali’s

Genocide Memorial Centre is not far from the place where Kandt used to live, and it is much

more than a museum. When we arrived, Amani was waiting for us at the gates. Eager as ever,

he took my hand in an enthusiastic hello.The Memorial Centre stretched before us, and there

was no denying its beauty. The air was heavy with the scent of eucalyptus, and the gardens of

the hilltop were vivid and bright, their flower beds perfectly arranged. Colourful birds – western

citrils and mustard yellow canaries – darted around in the trees. Somewhere, as Amani began

to tell us of this place, I heard children playing.‘It has been open ten years,’ said Amani, ‘and

that was ten years after the events. It is all here, everything that happened.’He was speaking

about a record of the genocide. I already knew that one of the principal aims of the Memorial

Centre was to bring together the testimonies of all those who had survived, and taken part in,

the atrocities – as well as taking part in the Gacaca trial process, the traditional community

courts whose role had been to try those accused of involvement. But it wasn’t until we reached

the foot of the Memorial Centre building, a piece of modern architecture seemingly at odds with

the natural surroundings, that I understood that Amani meant something different as well.

Outside the building, which looked somewhat like an English crematorium, were a series of

large concrete slabs inscribed with names. Trellises and decking served as a path between

these great stones. We followed it in silence, finally reaching the centre’s exterior wall which

was dominated by a single, vast brass plaque. Here were inscribed hundreds of names written

in a list that was still incomplete, petering out half-way down.Amani was not being his usual

energetic self, and now I understood: the Memorial Centre is not just a museum to memories

of the genocide: it is a mass grave, a site of genocide itself.‘There are a quarter of a million

victims buried here,’ he explained. ‘We can collect only a fraction of their names.’Inside, the

centre was black, the only lights those illuminating the laminate display boards recounting

individual stories of those horrific months. Boston and I followed Amani from room to room. In

one, banks of bleached skulls glared at us, each one of them wearing the wounds from bullets

and machetes. In the next room, nothing but thigh bones, stacked from floor to ceiling. With

only our footsteps to break the silence, I slowly understood that the graves we had seen

outside were only a fraction of what the Memorial Centre could show, and even this was only a

fraction of the people who lost their lives in 1994. Death on a scale like this is hard to absorb,

even when you are faced with it so starkly.In the next room thousands of portraits stared at us.

These, Amani told us, were the images of those who had died: men, women, and children.

Most of them were smiling. These were photographs taken at Christenings, weddings and

graduations. Some were classic portraits, gazing to one side like posed Victorian sittings, while

others were taken from afar, in the background an object of pride – a new car, a motorbike, a

young couple in front of their first home. As I stared, I saw Boston focusing on a picture of a

mother who held her new-born children, and a man in a shiny, black suit.All of them were

dead.Beside me, Amani was unusually still. ‘Just walk around,’ he said. ‘See it for yourselves.’A

video, which showed indescribable scenes of murder on a constant loop, masked Amani’s

quiet exit. It wasn’t until an hour later, shell-shocked by what we had seen, that Boston and I

emerged from the Memorial Centre, back into the glorious sunshine, to find him sitting on a

bench beneath the eucalyptus trees. He looked emotionless, and the only noise was that of

cicadas.That night, I got to thinking about this first staging post of our journey. If ever there was



a place to give life to the cliché of Africa’s dark heart, it is here in Kigali. I sat in the incongruous

surroundings of an Indian restaurant and, as I looked into the eyes of the waiter, the diners,

and the people who passed outside, I understood in a way I hadn’t before that every one of

them had been there. Every one of them was a survivor or a perpetrator, locked together in

uneasy accommodation. There is a sense in which Kigali and Rwanda have worked a miracle

in forging a way ahead. Coercion, recounting, memorialising, and even a kind of ritualised

forgetting, have all been components of that – but the scars remain fresh, twenty years on, and

in some way they’ll remain fresh for the twenty to come.Across the restaurant, at the bar,

Boston was propped up with a drink, engaging some locals he had just met with one of his tall

tales. I caught his eye across the restaurant. ‘We have an early start,’ I mouthed at him – but,

right in that moment, he didn’t want to know.BANDIT COUNTRYTanzania, December 2013 –

January 2014From Kigali the river wound south and east. Two rest days in Kigali might have

helped heal the feet, but it had in other ways made me feel weaker somehow. Perhaps it was

the drying up of momentum, or the sobering thought of the city we were leaving behind. As a

parting gift, Amani had helped organise a local man who would walk with us to the border. We

hoped to reach it by Christmas, but there was no telling if it was possible; here, the river

disappeared into miles of thick, sometimes impenetrable swampland. Vianey, the porter Amani

had organised, took to it without complaint – but, always, in the back of my mind there was the

memory of how Amani had first described him. ‘Vianey,’ he had said, ‘is a genocide perpetrator.’

I did not know whether I believed it or not, and Vianey himself claimed to be only twenty-four

years old, but occasionally, in the right light, I got the impression that he could be much older,

so perhaps there was some truth in it after all. Like many Rwandans, I decided it was better to

look the other way and not broach the subject. I was sure it wasn’t a tactic of which Boston

would approve.Outside metropolitan Kigali the country returned to its impoverished, rural state.

We built our days by trekking from village to village. Sometimes the river was kept at bay by

dense papyrus marshes. These were the true Rwandan wetlands and, where the papyrus did

not dominate, the villagers had turned the land into paddy fields and cultivated rice. On a diet

of painkillers and rice wine bought at every village, we followed the twisting river south. The

paths were virtually non-existent and we resorted instead to trampling down the reeds and

walking for miles on what felt like a water bed; the reeds held our weight, but there was always

the sensation that they might break at any moment, plunging us into the stagnant marsh

beneath.‘Do you remember the crocodile?’ Boston kept asking. I laughed in reply, but in truth I

didn’t feel like laughing at all.We’d been walking now for two weeks and steadily become

attuned to the environment around us. That’s not to say it was easy; in fact the constant shifting

from swamp to field to mountain to jungle made for tough-going. In a day we’d sometimes gain

a thigh pummelling thousand feet as we crested a ridge, only to drop down again into a misty

valley where we’d get lost amongst the reeds and orchards, cursing the muddy slopes as we

fell over every few steps. Mentally it was tough too; although we’d started off eager to make

headway, the reality hadn’t even sunk in yet as to the magnitude of the distance we were

undertaking. Neither of us had any clue whether our feet and minds would hold up.The

Rwandan wetlands are dominated by great lakes and, though I knew none was as great as the

one we would eventually reach – Lake Victoria, the vast inland sea of southern Africa, was

already looming in my mind – after a few days the river wound between shimmering expanses

of grey and brown. On the west were the smaller lakes – Gashanga, Kidogo, Rumira and Miravi

– while, on the east, were the bigger, more majestic Sake and Mugesera. Soon we had to give

up our attempts to stay true to the riverbank itself and followed it at a distance, sticking to the

higher ground above the marshes, from which we could look down on these magnificent



natural reservoirs. A series of finger-like ridges pointed south to the point where the river curled

east and became the borderline between Rwanda and Burundi. The trek through the hills was

slow-going and, though I sometimes wondered about Vianey and his past, I was glad he was

with us to help shoulder our packs. As we tramped slowly onwards, the silence was broken

only by the drone of mosquitoes coming up from the swamps, and Boston’s continual lament.

He had somehow pulled a ligament in his left heel.‘I thought you used to be a soldier. A leader

of men,’ I said jokingly.‘That was a long time ago. I was a young man. I am not used to hills, not

after seven years in Uganda. Kampala is completely flat.’‘You spent long enough in the Congo,’

I said. ‘What about Goma? It’s full of mountains.’‘Yes,’ said Boston, with newfound nonchalance,

‘but who’s stupid enough to climb them?’Each day we gained and lost a thousand feet or more

in height – and, on the eighteenth day, reached the Rusumo Falls border crossing. Back home,

the festivities of Christmas would be fast approaching, but this was a different world. At 1600m

above sea level, the land felt almost Mediterranean. The villages had terracotta tile roofs, and

were surrounded by beautiful orchards and meadows. It was easy to get lost in daydreams as

the walking found its own rhythm, and to forget the thousands of miles that lay ahead, and for a

moment or two the pain in my feet, and to sink into blissful immersion in this wonderful foreign

land.At the falls, we stopped to take in the view. We were approaching the point at which three

borders meet: Rwanda was behind us, Burundi to the south, and ahead, Tanzania, where the

river banked north towards Lake Victoria. As Vianey set down our packs and stared into the

falls, I was reminded suddenly that this was one of the Rwandan genocide’s most memorable

images. It had been at Rusumo Falls that the genocide had come to the attention of the world,

when thousands of dead bodies that had been cast into the river further upstream floated

under the bridge into Tanzania while, on the bridge above, thousands of people tried to flee the

slaughter for sanctuary across the border. Many of those who fled were Hutu, fearing revenge

killings as the RPF swept south in response to the genocide.I looked at Boston, and Boston

was looking at Vianey, and I knew we were both thinking the same thing: had Vianey been

responsible for any of that? The idea of living among people who had systematically turned on

their neighbours and friends was still difficult to comprehend, and I was finding that the longer

we remained in Rwanda the more admiration I had for Amani.The Rusumo border heralded an

entry into an Africa more familiar than the Rwanda I had passed through. Between Rwanda

and Tanzania there is a kilometre-long no-man’s-land; Boston and I walked it together, and

crossed the bridge that would forever be associated with the genocide. As we ate fried

grasshoppers and ugali – a staple dish of the African Great Lakes, maize flour cooked with

water to form a kind of thick porridge – on the other side, I had to admit I was not unhappy to

leave the country behind. I had come into Rwanda with a preconception of the people built on

stories of the genocide. Those preconceptions had not been shattered. Rwanda was a haunted

place and I was eager to leave it for a country less consumed with guilt and barely concealed

scars.‘You hear that, Lev?’ Boston began as we returned to the river. At Rusumo the river

banked north-east. It would lead us across the border into Uganda before it finally joined Lake

Victoria, but that was still three or four days’ walk away.‘What?’ I replied.‘It is Swahili,’ he said,

and nodded sharply as if I would instinctively understand.‘So?’‘You know what kills Africa?’

Boston began. I could sense another tirade coming and, without Amani here to bear the brunt

of it, knew I would have to listen. ‘It is all these dirty, dirty languages Africans speak. If there’s

one thing good about Tanzania, it’s Swahili. They should impose it on everybody, like they do

here and in the Congo – but your liberals would say it was destroying indigenous cultures. Well,

I’ll tell you what destroys indigenous cultures – war and division and starvation. On my life, it’s

these ridiculous languages, ones only a few hundred or thousand people even understand, that



cause all of this. How can a country work when people can’t even talk to each other?’
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That guy..Today., “Don't judge a book by its cover!!. I almost didn't read this book because of

the cliché cover. The book is more than the author just walking the length of the Nile. The

author does a great job of explaining what he's going through and giving you just enough

history of each location and nation that he's walking through to make it much more than just an

adventure story. I think it was interesting to see the trials and pitfalls that he had to go through

just to cross borders and areas in certain African nations. If I had to ask for more I wish a

detailed map would've been included in the book to see where he was stage by stage. The

author also does a great job of not glorifying himself as this unbelievable person doing

unbelievable feats. The truth is this guy spent the better half of the year walking in through

Africa and doesn't have many negative things to say besides taking pity on certain situations.

Overall a terrific book and would recommend overwhelming. Also after doing a bit more

research it was documented on tv as well on Animal plant.”

Ebook Topsmakesitright, “if you miss out on this book, more is the pity for you; I am sorry for

your loss Lev. Lev, I feel like I know you personally after reading this book. I finished walking

the nile today at 1245. I will go back to all my bookmarks and investigate further. I will also buy

the hardback and keep it with my favorite books of all time. I am a world traveler and have had

the privilege of visiting South Africa, Tanzania and Kenya. I drove the coast of South Africa and

the inland wine country and visited inner city schools and the great Rift Valley in Kenya. I

traversed the great distances in the classes of color and privilege. i did it with your book too. I

imagine your journey as an arrow. you are the arrowhead with your entourage directly behind

the tip and the nile as the shaft. there were times in the book when I said, what the hell is he

doing. there were times I wanted to cry and ALL the time that I read it I was sooo amazed and

mystified. I love Africa with all my heart and will always dream of going back. your book helped

me to achieve that reality. Thank you Lev. and I am sorry for your loss.”

Susan Boychuk, “Extraordinary book. I was captivated by Levison Wood's writing and

enormous courage when I recently read "Walking the Americas." I immediately looked for

another of his books and have just finished "Walking the Nile". I can't find words to express

what an outstanding book this is. I couldn't put the book down -- page after page, it was a

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/kEYXd/Walking-the-Nile-Levison-Wood


fantastic experience. Many times it all felt so real it was as if I was walking alongside Levison,

Boston, Turbo ... I can truly say the book changed me in some ways. It taught me so many

things about human nature and the world we live in.I'm expecting delivery from Amazon of

Levison's book "Walking the Himalayas" and will be wasting no time to start reading it.Levison

is English, but I believe he "belongs" to all of us, whatever nation you live in. He is a citizen of

the world. I give this 10+ stars, if it were available.”

Alison D D, “Great read.... This was a really interesting read, I learned so much about the

areas along the Nile, the people, vegetation, animals, previous explorers and political problems

still ongoing in a lot of the areas.Levison Wood, a former British soldier, a writer and explorer

decides he wants to be the first to have walked the whole length of the Nile, a journey that

would take him 4,250 miles and through many diverse landscapes. When asked why he

wanted to do this journey, his ultimate response was “The Nile was there and I wanted to walk

it.”He had Guides that walked with him through different parts of the continent, needing to

change as the languages did. Friends and reporters would occasionally walk small part with

him. There was Tragedy, fear and amazement to witness throughout this journey. This is a

journey well worth reading.”

NickiMags, “A Modern Day Explorer Account. My husband read this book and this is his

review."This felt as much like a modern day explorer account as you can expect to get, when

the whole planet (land) has been explored. The character portrayals were excellently and

warmly done, and some of the dialogue hilarious. There was a nice balance between

commentary of the walk, environment description, history, and personal perspective. The

Sudan conflict he puts himself in is tense and gripping, as were many other parts of the

journey, conveying a sense of just how dangerous Africa can be. It would have been good the

have some maps, and photo's, though I was content to flit between google maps and images

to supplement the text. As other have said, I was surprised to discover that this was a TV

documentary, as there is absolutely no hint of this in the book. I don't exactly feel deceived, but

it did feel a little disingenuous."”

Dorothy Barbour, “Vivid recreation of a difficult undertaking. Wood traversed several countries

to achieve this feat of walking the Nile. Some of the countries were violent, all of them

demanding. He does deal to a certain extent with local life and characters but in essence his

task dominates his thinking, as it must. The reader may get attached to his individual guides;

Wood can't afford to miss them. One gets a clear picture of the challenge this presented and

he himself does at times wonder why he is doing it. In the midst of African turmoil, I did ponder

the appropriateness of his intruding on his "task" and endangering others by doing so. All in

all  that made for a compellling read.”

CeeJayKay, “Interesting Book. Very interesting book, he mentions the previous explorers of the

Nile, and some history of the places he visits which give the reader a feel for what Africa is like

and what is happening out there. The various tribal people he meets and some of their beliefs

and way of life, also the dangers out there. He mentions the vast destruction of the forests and

the wildlife which has been on a grand scale. Some parts of the book seem confused and I felt

that the book had been rushed to press without proof reading and preparing it adequately. The

source of the River Nile is never actually discovered, it seems to form from various small

sources eventually coming together. There is still a question mark over where it exactly

started.I didn't find this book as enjoyable as his Walking the Himalayas. This was probably



because I am drawn towards mountains, so the subject was much more interesting to me

personally, especially since I had previously read various books about the countries running

along the Himalayas.I would say that if there is a DVD on Walking the Himalayas it be worth

seeing just for the scenery of the hills and valleys and gaining an understanding of the barren

countryside and the beautiful isolated valleys they run through.”

Ann, “Excellent book.. This is a book I downloaded onto my Kindle for holiday reading and read

it within three days. It is a well written book and I found it compelling reading .... my sort of

read. It was interesting reading about the various countries and how the people welcomed him

and how in some cases not. Undertaking the walk was clearly a tremendous feat of

endurance, there were times when I wondered how he managed to keep going, especially

when he lost his friend.  Excellent book.”

Tremse, “Not a walk I'd like to take!. What can I say except, a brilliant read! From the start of

the walk in Rwanda to Egypt's Mediterranean coast, I felt I was there on the walk. This is what I

love about Levison Wood's books, they are descriptive without being too pedantic and readers

also learn about the countries he walks through along the way.There are some shocks and

surprises during the walk and despite some of the horrors encountered, Levison keeps it

entertaining throughout. There's a lot more to the journey in the book than the TV series but I

recommend both. I read the book first but enjoyed seeing the people and events described in

the book then brought to life in the TV series afterwards.”

The book by Levison Wood has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 781 people have provided feedback.
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