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Abstract 
Curiosity has helped people discover vast areas of this world, wild at the beginning, tamed, populated and 

helpful afterwards, when fairly dealt with. Literature mirrors plenty of negative, painful examples of the 

process of “exploring” Africa along the centuries, much of it being skilfully revealed in J. Reader’s Biography of 

Africa. The current paper argues that in spite of the fact that some writers have drawn the audience’s attention 

to the unfairness of such intrusions, as Joseph Conrad did with his novella Heart of Darkness, the situation has 

worsened dramatically, affecting its people and its environment. My focus is on Tim Butcher’s Blood River, a 

colorful and vibrant account of what life is like nowadays in the same place on the African map where Mother 

Nature has challenged the humans ever since H.M. Stanley, well known explorer and journalist, made 

important discoveries in Africa, then started to establish the first trading stations in the Congo. All through the 

book, Butcher keeps looking for an answer which is still bothering him at the end of the journey, as well as 

many other people who are worried for the Congo. Rodney is one of the African scholars who attempt a 

plausible answer. 

 

Keywords: Africa, nature, plunder, atrocities, the Congo 

 

Motto: “The sole purpose of human existence is to kindle a light in 

the darkness of mere being” (Carl Jung, “Memories, Dreams, 

Reflections”). 

 

 

Introduction 

Writers and researchers agree today upon a general incapacity to explain acts of outrageous 

brutality taking place in certain African countries, manifested during local, inter-tribal conflicts by 

indigenous population against their kin. In spite of a generally asserted theory claiming that the only 

reason for violent behavior in Africa is the innate violent nature of its inhabitants, there are scholars 

who argue that most of these acts are shockingly similar to the Europeans’ behavior perpetrated 

during the long years of slavery and colonialism. Although research is still in progress, some results 

have already been published and significant comparisons have been made between the way black 

people were treated by the white people during those dark periods of African history, and the 

behavior manifested by Africans towards other Africans nowadays. Numerous publications of 

explorers, missionaries or simple adventurers give relevant examples of the brutal, even extremely 

cruel acts perpetrated by the white intruders against the black population since their first encounters 

registered in the 15th century. This paper will focus on the peculiar relationship which developed in 

Africa between man and nature in circumstances of unfair treatment and plunder, mainly during the 

colonial time when Europeans, driven by their curiosity, first explored the continent, then, because 

of their rapacity invaded it, appropriated it, eventually attempting to change it according to their 

rules and laws of power. There are many examples when Mother Nature behaved like a distinct 

strong personality who repeatedly discouraged foreign intrusion, this being the real reason for the 

late discovery of the African continent. There were many European victims of the African climate, 

ferocious animals or tropical diseases, as civilization and technology were not strong enough in front 

of Africa’s nature. Here and there the white intruders succeeded in imposing their commercial and 

political logic meant to be put at the service of the West, but almost every white person paid a price 

for it. Most Europeans who travelled to black Africa declared to have remained physically or mentally 

affected by the African experience for the rest of their lives.  
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Africa Is Poor because It Is Rich 

 Mother Nature needed such a long time to warm its bosom, to cover its bareness with colorful 

meadows, cool forests, and crystal-clear waters, to save plenty of treasures in its deep pockets for 

her unborn children, who had to be properly fed and taken care of to have enough supplies to live on 

and on forever. Theories backed up by the discovery of fossil footprints older than three to six million 

years in African archaeological sites argue that this is the continent where the roots of our ancestry 

lie. I proceeded from John Reader’s complex study resulting from his deep wish to help people enrich 

their views about Africa and change their way of thinking about this part of the globe. He has the 

“conviction that, throughout recorded history, Africa has been woefully misunderstood and misused 

by the rest of the world. Humanity simply does not recognize its debts and obligations to Africa. In 

western imagery, Africa is the ‘dark continent’… Africa is believed to be inherently barbaric and less 

civilized than the rest of the world” (Preface, X).  

Reader gives a detailed account of the “physical processes which have determined the course of 

the developmental progressions and, where relevant, defines the ecological context in which they 

occurred” (Preface, XI). 

He claims that apart from its huge size, the position Africa has on the map is of vital importance 

for the ecological potential of which the human population could always take advantage. He 

scientifically explains how “the particularities of ancient geology have endowed the continent with 

immense deposits of mineral wealth” (Reader 9), which helped many African countries develop, but 

not entirely to their own advantage. The huge profits went to other societies which came into 

contact with the black continent and discovered Africa’s richness during the last five centuries. It is 

an illustration of how human curiosity became temptation, then turned into rapacity, the 

fundamental reason for perpetual exploitation, which leaves no chance for development especially 

because of barbaric and inappropriate practices which have severely affected indigenous 

populations, not only in Africa but also in other parts of the world where the sequence of events and 

the human contacts took place according to similar patterns. 

Human development is in close relationship with nature, or as Walter Rodney argues, with “man’s 

control over his environment – which means in effect that every continent can point to a period of 

economic development. Africa, being the original home of man, was a major participant in the 

process in which human groups displayed an ever increasing capacity to extract a living from the 

natural environment” (4). 

What can be noticed about the human societies, which have developed at a different rate from 

continent to continent, is the fact that periods of development alternated with periods of decline. 

Rodney comes with the example of Egypt which was at the top of wealthy societies 25 centuries ago, 

at a time when hunting for survival was the main activity not only in most parts of Africa, but also in 

other places of the globe such as the British Isles. He reminds us that such a progress could only take 

place “because of mastery of many scientific natural laws and their invention of technology to 

irrigate, grow food, and extract minerals from the subsoil” (Rodney 10). 

Unfortunately, when “two societies of different sorts come into prolonged and effective contact 

the rate and character of change taking place in both is seriously affected to the extent that entirely 

new patterns are created” (Rodney 20) as in the case of capitalism, imperialism, colonialism, where 

relationships are based on exploitation. Rodney argues that the logical consequence of an increased 

level of exploitation and export of the surplus is but to deprive the less developed societies of “the 

benefit of their natural resources and labor” which is “an integral part of underdevelopment in the 

contemporary sense” (20). I would add that this is also the consequence of the inappropriate 

approach of a new and unknown land and environment, which is to be noticed in some of the 

colonialist practices. As Rodney asserts, “when an outsider comes into a new ecological system, even 

if he is more skilled he does not necessarily function as effectively as those who have familiarized 

themselves with the environment over centuries; and the new comer is likely to look more ridiculous 

if he is too arrogant to realize that he has something to learn from the ‘Natives’” (64).  
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He gives an example of what happened in some cases of colonialist encounter: 

 
[M]ost African societies raised cultivation of their own particular staple to a fine art…the 

widespread resort to shifting cultivation with burning and light hoeing was not as childish as the 

first European colonialists supposed. That simple form of agriculture was based on a correct 

evaluation of the soil-potential, which was not as great as initially appears from the heavy 

vegetation; and when the colonialists started up-setting the thin top-soil the result was 

disastrous (Rodney 63). 
 

Even in such cases where the new-comers succeeded in controlling the environment by 

apparently taming nature and civilizing the natives, the final result was “underdevelopment”, or as 

Butcher wrote in his book about the Congo, “this [country] was not just undeveloped but 

undeveloping” (165). This is the reason why I focused on the Congo, named Zaire by the native leader 

Mobutu Sese Seko, or the Democratic Republic of the Congo by its new leaders after long years of 

international plunder. The present situation is considered by specialists the greatest humanitarian 

crisis of the 21st century, too complicated to be solved, in spite of its huge potential represented by 

its large quantities of valuable minerals contained in its ground, ”an estimated  $24 trillion worth of 

untapped deposits” (www.care4congo.org), which turns this country into a very attractive target for 

continental neighbors, for Europeans, Americans and Asians. It lies in the very heart of Africa being 

crossed by the second longest river in the world, the Congo River, called the Blood River in the travel 

book with the same title written by Tim Butcher. It is not only Butcher’s Blood River, but dozens of 

books written by European, American and African writers that attempted to draw public attention 

upon an incredibly tragic situation existing mainly in the Congo, Sierra Leone, Liberia and other 

places of Africa. My interest here is in the Congo for an aspect that still arouses many questions. It is 

the country with the richest mineral resources of the continent, the second longest river in the 

world, the Congo River, as I have just mentioned, the second largest rainforest called a “lung of the 

earth”, which provides oxygen for this poisoned and poisonous environment, but in spite of all these 

extremely generous natural conditions the living standard is at the limit of survival. 

 

Exploration Brought Colonization 

      Butcher became so very intrigued by what he discovered while working as a war-correspondent 

for The Daily Telegraph in 2000, during one of the bloodiest African wars, that he decided to revisit 

the Congo in the following years in order to understand the mechanisms at work “in a country where 

acute poverty makes lawlessness routine” (XII). A country where the fabric of traditional society has 

almost been destroyed during too long a period of plunder and injustice, atrocities and genocidal 

colonial and postcolonial practices, paradoxically still applied nowadays by the local militias and 

authorities upon their co-nationals, and where nature seems to keep fighting  against the intruders in 

its specific manners. 

The first step of Butcher’s courageous attempt was a serious three-year-long preparation 

meaning planning and research, which helped him discover unbelievable historical truths, some of 

them still covered by a veil meant to protect certain countries and personalities against the public 

opprobrium. Names which used to symbolize fame and power, even role models for children and 

youths of the colonial period were the carriers of brutal practices from Europe to Africa, where the 

natives were living according to their own rules and laws. In his attempt to understand and make his 

readers find out when the tragedy of this country has started, Butcher gives a detailed account of the 

historical and geographical events going back in time as far as 1482, when tenacious Portuguese 

mariners, who had already explored the upper western coast of Africa, came across a stunning 

escape while sailing towards the impressive delta of the Congo River. It was Diogo Cão, a Portuguese 

seaman who reported about “an immense river mouth guarded by two long spits of sand reaching 

far out from the mainland like the mandibles of a giant insect. He knew immediately that the river 

was greater than any so far discovered in Africa” (Butcher 31).  



Valeria Dumitrecu Micu, ”Mother Nature Pays Back Curiosity and Rapacity”.                                 

Identity and Conflict in Cultural and Geo-Political Contexts (Part II) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 3, no 1/2014  Page 5 

 

 

At that time the Portuguese and the Arabs had the means to get ashore the western, respectively 

the eastern African coasts. Apart from the trade practised for centuries between different countries 

inland or across seas and oceans, people used their knowledge and power, represented mainly by 

different kinds of ships and weapons, to kidnap the natives and sell them where good profits could 

be earned, being often helped by the natives themselves in a process that was to be perfected and 

known as the slavery system. The practice of taking prisoners was not new for the native tribes who 

used to apply it during their inter-tribal conflicts as war strategy. The Portuguese tempted the 

indigenous people with their weapons which could help them win those local wars. It was one of the 

first acts of introducing violence accomplished by means of European fire weapons during long years 

of contact between societies with different levels of development. 

Butcher admits that he “felt a personal link to the Congo and its turbulent history” when he read 

that “it had all been started by another reporter sent to Africa by The Telegraph more than a century 

before him” (5). It was Sir Henry Morton Stanley, the world’s best-known journalist of the time, who 

had impressed him when he was still a child, intrigued him when he became a journalist himself, and 

finished by challenging his curiosity to remake an almost impossible track Stanley had covered on 

land and on water along the Congo River due to his courage and intuition. 

Stanley had been “commissioned jointly by The Telegraph and an American newspaper, The New 

York Herald” (Butcher 6) to trace David Livingstone, a well-known missionary and explorer of the 

1860s, and that was an opportunity to discover that Africa was a promising land; so promising that 

Leopold II, king of Belgium, figured it as a chance for him to become a land owner, thus encouraging 

and supporting Stanley to accomplish a second journey, that time in order to trade the huge surface 

of the Congo in exchange for colored beads, bracelets, glass ornaments and lengths of fabric. The 

natives could easily be tricked into what was presented as a fair bargain for both parts interested in 

the business. Not knowing how to write, black people were taught how to sign by drawing a cross, a 

flower or simply two lines, as can be read in reports written by Roger Casement, a British official 

working in different countries of Africa, who had previously taken part in the 1884 expedition 

organized and led by Stanley, while aiming at getting the right of property upon huge territories 

representing what was to become the Congo Free State, under Leopold II’s single ownership. 

It had not been pure and simple curiosity in that “epoch-changing journey” (Butcher 6). It was real 

temptation for “a man from a wretched background who sought wealth and status through one of 

the most high-profile, lucrative, but risky career paths of his time, African exploration” (Butcher 42). 

The proof that he had made the right choice was the huge amount of money, £50,000, paid in 

advance by the British publishers Sampson Low, Marston & Company for a travel book Stanley wrote 

after his first trip of 1871. The book met unknown sales records, the author was acclaimed and 

invited across the Atlantic to give lectures on his journey, and Queen Victoria herself presented him 

with special honors. 

When he came back from his second voyage and published more about his latest adventures, 

revealing details about the brutal treatment he had used upon the natives, “he stirred angry 

controversy among humanitarian activists of the day. But their complaints were deafened by the 

hero’s welcome Stanley received when he returned to London in 1878” (Butcher 6). 

His second book, Through the Dark Continent, was one of the first documents attesting the 

inhuman behavior perpetrated by some ‘civilized’ people against other human beings within their 

homeland, which was not a colony at that moment, but which became one in exchange of beads and 

fabric. It became the largest colony ever, belonging to the obscure European ruler, Leopold II, who 

had found the way to become famous. It was the perfect source of human trade, ivory, rubber, and 

other goods. The worst consequences were that “Leopold jostling for the Congo forced other 

European powers to stake claims to Africa’s interior, and within two decades the entire continent 

had effectively been carved up by the white man. The modern history of Africa - decades of colonial 

exploitation and post-independence chaos - was begun by a Telegraph reporter battling down the 

Congo River” (Butcher 7). 
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An Attempt at Subduing Nature 

       It was the beginning of disaster for Mother Nature as well as for the humans there. Both were 

treated with tremendous cruelty: nature had to be tamed and plundered as well as the natives - 

countless rubber-tree branches were cut down while human hands were severed in guise of 

punishment for laziness or as a proof that the cartridges were not wasted in vain but for killing 

disobedient workers. The rubber crop was expected to be huge for the European developing car 

industry. In spite of this outrageous treatment of the natives, Stanley was trying to be convincing 

when speaking about promising projects and human ways of accomplishment: 

 
We travelled through the Congo making roads and stations, negotiating for privileges, surveying 

the vast area, teaching and preparing the natives for the near advent of a bright and happy future 

for them, winning them by gentleness, appeasing their passions, inculcating commercial 

principles, showing them the nature of the produce that would be marketable when the white 

man should come; and everywhere, we were accepted as their friends and benefactors (Helen 

Carr qtd in Hulme and McDougall 173-174). 

 

For several years he succeeded in misleading not only a remote public with reduced possibilities 

of checking upon the information sources, but also young men like Roger Casement and “many of his 

contemporaries [of] the 1880s [who] must have seen the colonies as the obvious answer for 

impoverished but personable and ambitious” men (Carr 173) and let themselves tempted by such 

challenging deeds as travelling to Africa for various purposes: 

 
Casement joined the Congo International Association, working for Leopold II of Belgium, along 

with H. M. Stanley: two of those he would most condemn twenty years later. At the time, 

however, he appears to have embraced their published civilizing mission as genuine. The 

Association’s official aims were ‘to work for the improvement of the Congo natives’ moral and 

material conditions, and to suppress slavery’. H. M. Stanley’s reputation was at that period very 

great, a fearless adventurer bringing light to a dark continent, and he did a fine line in rhetorical 

moralizing, which in those early days Casement appears to have believed (Carr 173). 

 

Stanley wrote books as I have shown, but also diaries, letters, articles for the journals sponsoring 

him, all of them explicit documents for the postcolonial theories arguing that people’s perception of 

the world is shaped by the language of power, the dominant language that historians, novelists, 

newspaper correspondents use to describe reality to the masses. Especially in the Victorian times, 

people’s access to first-hand information about distant places in the world was limited at best, if not 

completely absent. They could only rely on other people’s accounts of their experience in such 

places, not on objective facts.  

Language constructs reality. This is valid especially for colonialist writers who shaped reality 

through words. For centuries Africa was seen only through the eyes of writers that chose to depict it. 

Their knowledge of that part of the world was not only subjective, but also biased, as contemporary 

studies have shown. Colonization was not a cultural process. It was a process of imposing one’s 

power language on an unsuspecting and innocent world and turning it into one individual’s version of 

what it should have been. Michel Foucault was the one who focused on knowledge and language as 

power, as well as on the fragmentary and subjective nature of this knowledge. Walter Rodney had 

his own approach to power asserting that “in relations between people, the question of power 

determines manoeuvrability in bargaining, the extent to which a people survive as a physical and 

cultural entity. When one society finds itself forced to relinquish power entirely to another society 

that in itself is a form of underdevelopment” (352). 

In 1884, the most influent European powers met in Berlin for a conference which had as urgent 

priority the Scramble for Africa. It was the moment when an entire continent was arbitrarily divided 

on the map according to the different nations’ wishes, borders having been drawn in some cases by 



Valeria Dumitrecu Micu, ”Mother Nature Pays Back Curiosity and Rapacity”.                                 

Identity and Conflict in Cultural and Geo-Political Contexts (Part II) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 3, no 1/2014  Page 7 

 

separating families, in other cases including in one single nation tribes speaking different languages 

and having never had any contact before. In the years that followed, many of the Congo’s leaders 

favored certain ethnic groups and areas over others, exacerbating differences between them. 

In 1885, the U.S. and Europe gave Leopold II the legal recognition of a three-million square 

kilometres area, the Congo Free State, as a single owner. Leopold tried to get full popular 

understanding and support by making repeated public declarations of his sincere intentions to 

Christianize and modernize the Congolese population, while in truth he was thoroughly planning the 

lucrative ivory and rubber business. During 1885-1908, huge quantities of ivory and rubber were 

shipped to Europe and the U.S. and large areas of Congo land were given into concession to different 

foreign companies. As a result, millions of Congolese died because of brutal treatment, hunger or 

disease, and other millions were mutilated for life because of the savage habit of cutting off hands or 

other body parts as punishment for poor work or different ridiculous accusations. Accounts of these 

atrocities are to be found either in diaries and letters of agents and officers such as George Bricusse, 

Léon Fievéz or Louis Leclerc, whose duty was to apply cruel methods in order to get full obedience, 

but mainly more and more rubber, or in articles, reports and other documents, published by 

scandalized missionaries. Swedish Reverend Sjoblom is said to have been the first to reveal to Europe 

the practice of cutting off hands; Father Honoré Vinck, John Murphy, Charles Banks, Joseph Clarkin, 

in whose mission Casement lived for a while during his stay in the Congo, explorers or officials like 

Casement whom I have already mentioned or William Pickergill, a British diplomat too, wrote about 

Leopold’s moral responsibility for what was happening in the system he had backed and organized 

(cf. ”White king, Red Rubber, Black Death”, web. 2004). 

 

Colonial Patterns of Violent Behavior 

      That system was the root of the evil perpetuated over the years and manifested by the 

indigenous population against their kin nowadays. The natives were whipped, shot, mutilated. 

Besides, Leopold’s men applied the hostage system, of whose existence the King and the state were 

perfectly aware, as Casement explained in one of his official reports (cf. Llosa 99-103). Women from 

entire villages were taken and held hostage in order to force men to go and work for the companies. 

Consequently, there was nobody to work in the fields, to hunt, to fish, which caused starvation 

together with humiliation because men could not help their wives into freedom. When the colonizers 

took even more advantage of the situation and raped the defenceless women, sometimes in front of 

their husbands and children, those families’ dignity was crushed; the whole community suffered. The 

nucleus of a normal family was destroyed (cf. “Crisis in the Congo: Uncovering the Truth”, web. 

2012). 

The U.S. and the European press revealed part of these horrors taking place in Leopold’s Congo 

because people such as Edmund D. Morel wrote articles to draw the public attention upon the 

gravity of the situation. As a specialist in Western African Affairs, Morel had the opportunity to see 

what kind of trade was going on in the port he was supervising: only whips, weapons and 

ammunition were going back to Africa to pay for the rich loads of ivory, rubber and other goods. He 

declared that he had “stumbled upon a secret society of murderers” (Hochschild 134) and he wrote 

many articles after having understood that only forced labor could be the basis of such huge 

quantities of rubber sent to Belgium. Morel persuaded missionaries to confess. The British 

government sent Roger Casement to check upon the situation and he wrote a detailed report 

confirming Morel’s suppositions. Both cooperated in revealing parts of the truths because “some of 

the stories were unprintable” (web. 2004). In 1904, they founded the first humanitarian association: 

”Congo Reform Association”. At the same time, Belgian intellectuals and politicians came out openly 

against the King, while international criticism was mounting in different ways, writers being the most 

effective in disseminating the truth. Joseph Conrad published Heart of Darkness in 1902, after having 

lived his own experience in the Congo; Mark Twain called Leopold II “slayer of 15,000,000 

Congolese”, denouncing the U.S. policy which sustained Belgium and Leopold, and issued King 

Leopold’s Soliloquy, a political satire, in 1905; Conan Doyle published The Crime of the Congo in 1908; 
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Anatole France also voiced his rage against the atrocities kept secret for too many years (cf. Butcher 

308; Llosa 69; web. 2004). 

 

Congo, the Heart of Darkness 

      Butcher speaks about his very early interest in African history, in the Congo and “the mighty 

Congo river” (4-5), which had served as a backdrop for Conrad’s novella Heart of Darkness. He recalls 

the moments of mature analysis he used to have with his teenaged colleagues upon very serious 

issues related to the disastrous situation of the Black continent. He explains that they were trying to 

understand how reliable Chinua Achebe was when he called Conrad a racist, or who was to blame for 

the problems the Africans had, admitting that they had presumed Africa was “in some way inherently 

evil” (Butcher 5). It becomes obvious that similar polemics were to be heard in the academic 

environment as well, while the same point of view about a whole continent and its inhabitants, 

issued by white people on other continents, represented a good motivation for several writers to 

approach Africa, in an attempt to change that old and persistent picture created by the European 

imaginary in centuries. I have already mentioned what Reader stated in the preface of his book 

related to the most important reason he had when he started writing the complete biography of 

Africa, precisely aiming at changing the public opinion. Both Butcher and Reader mention the impact 

Conrad’s novella had at the moment of its publication upon the Victorian readers, continuing to 

influence people of all times. Butcher claims that Francis Ford Coppola couldn’t have created his 

masterpiece Apocalypse Now, without having taken Heart of Darkness as the main source of 

inspiration for the insight in the depths of the human soul (5). 

It is hard to guess why Conrad, who had experienced colonialism during his childhood in Russian 

Poland and found out more about slave trading in the Malay Archipelago, chose to work in the 

colonialist conditions established by Leopold through Stanley’s “hard efforts” to set trading stations, 

but in one of his letters Conrad literally accepts that “before the Congo [he] was just a mere animal” 

(Jean-Aubry 141). 

Much has been said and written about this piece of writing and critics do not seem to have 

reached common grounds. It has been argued that Conrad’s personal experience was partially 

revealed by Marlow, the main narrator of the novella, and Conrad is to blame for the offending 

words used all through the book when referring to the indigenous people. He is also to blame, in 

some critics’ opinion, for not having clearly declared that he was against the horrible process of ivory 

trade he was working for. But we could claim that he was a very subtle writer, a great artist who 

wrote his novella at the end of the 19th century (1898-1899) with the precise goal of unveiling 

unknown aspects of the Leopoldian system at work in the Congo, for the large audience who had to 

be better informed. The public generally knew about Africa and colonialism and did not properly 

react after having read about the atrocities revealed by Stanley’s books. Heart of Darkness, written 

serially in 1899 and first published as a book in 1902, represented a clear message used by the 

campaigners of the time who were calling for reform in the Congo Free State. There are assumptions 

that “the first denunciation of the brutality of the ivory-grabbing pilgrims was not written until 

Conrad was already there, and it was not published until shortly after Conrad had returned to 

Europe” (Gene M. Moore, Introduction to Heart of Darkness VIII). It is well known that Conrad met 

Casement while he was in the Congo and he also corresponded with Morel. In Reader’s opinion 

Conrad “made little direct contribution to the reform campaign, but humanity’s eternal 

condemnation of Leopold and his imperial ambitions is encapsulated in the damning words which 

Kurtz, dishonoured custodian of the story’s Inner Station, utters as he dies: ‘The horror, the horror’” 

(542). 

The journey reported with significant details meant to draw the real picture of the Black 

continent, a frightening picture because nature proves to be strange, unfriendly towards foreigners, 

no matter where they are. Conrad illustrates this idea by transferring the feeling of uneasiness and 

fear felt by any new comer on the African territory to whatever the Roman conquerors may have felt 

when first treading the ancient English land. So Marlow goes on with his story: 
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I was thinking of very old times, when Romans first came here, nineteen hundred years ago[…] 

Imagine [them]here - the very end of the world, a sea the colour of lead, a sky the colour of 

smoke, a kind of ship about as rigid as a concertina - and going up this river with stores, or orders, 

or what you like. Sandbanks, marshes, forests, savages - precious little to eat fit for a civilized 

man, nothing but Thames water to drink. No Falernian wine here, no going ashore. Here and 

there a military camp lost in wilderness, like a needle in a bundle of hay - cold, fog, tempests, 

disease, exile, and death, - death skulking in the air, in the water, in the bush. They must have 

died like flies here (5-6). 

 

This fragment could also be read as Conrad’s fair judgement upon its historical significance. As a 

matter of fact, he is comparing Africa at the moment he set foot on its land and felt like a 

“wanderer[s] on a prehistoric earth, on an earth that wore the aspect of an unknown planet” (Conrad 

35) to England hundreds of years before. It is about the natural historical flow of events and 

sequence of human societies found at different stages of development. England seemed the very end 

of the world for the Romans, the same he felt when he reached the African shore. The colors he uses 

to describe the British landscape are similar to what his eyes distinguished when the ship he was 

sailing by approached the Dark Continent, which did not seem friendly at all: 

 
I watched the coast. Watching a coast as it slips by the ship is like thinking about an enigma. 

There it is before you - smiling, frowning, inviting, grand, mean, insipid, or savage, and almost 

mute with an air of whispering, Come and find out. This one was almost featureless, as if still in 

the making, with an aspect of monotonous grimness. The edge of a colossal jungle, so dark-green 

as to be almost black, fringed with white surf, ran straight, like a ruled line, far away along a blue 

sea whose glitter was blurred by a creeping mist. Here and there greyish-whitish specks showed 

up clustered inside white surf… (Conrad 12-13). 

 

Furthermore, he uses the same word “savages” for the inhabitants of ancient Britain because he 

chooses it to denominate the human being found in a certain stage of its evolution with no 

connection to the racist connotation he was accused of by Chinua Achebe. There is sympathetic 

understanding behind Conrad’s words transposed in Marlow’s story. He could imagine the fear the 

civilized Romans felt while sailing on a sea the color of lead under a sky the color of smoke, being 

hampered in their way by sandbanks, marshes, savages and forests, living on military camps lost in 

the wilderness. Everything seemed threatening to the foreigners who had traveled hundreds of miles 

in search of new and promising land. The white administrators and trading agents may have felt the 

same during their first encounters with the Dark Continent, and Conrad himself, while working for 

the Company on a steamer going up the Congo River, which affected him for the rest of his life, as he 

confessed to some friends or disciples and also wrote in his diary. We find it expressed by a 

multitude of adjectival constructions suggesting mystery, deep fear and continuous hardship during 

this unavoidable contact with the nature of an unknown land: 

 
Trees, trees, millions of trees, massive, immense, running up high; and at their foot, hugging the 

bank against the stream, crept the little begrimed steam-boat, like a sluggish beetle crawling on 

the floor of a lofty portico. It made you feel very small, very lost… The reaches opened before us 

and closed behind, as if the forest had stepped leisurely across the water to bar the way for our 

return. We penetrated deeper and deeper into the heart of darkness (Conrad 35). 

 

Nature: Enemy, Friend, or Caring Mother 

The forest is perceived as a scary character fighting to defend the land and its inhabitants against 

the intruding pilgrims. The same forest scaring the foreigners serves as perfect camouflage for the 

natives: 
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[A]s we struggled round a bend, there would be a glimpse of rush walls, of peaked grass-roofs, a 

burst of yells, a whirl of black limbs, a mass of hands clapping, of feet stamping, of bodies 

swaying, of eyes rolling, under the droop of heavy and motionless foliage. The steamer toiled 

along slowly on the edge of a black and incomprehensible frenzy. The prehistoric man was 

cursing us, praying to us, welcoming us – who could tell? (Conrad 35) 

 

There are also instances when the forest turns into a warm, embracing mother for the suffering 

and the dying natives: “black shapes crouched, lay, sat between the trees, leaning against the trunks, 

clinging to the earth, half coming out, half effaced within the dim light, in all attitudes of pain, 

abandonment, and despair” (Conrad 16).  

Several critics argued that Conrad’s experience of being the captain of a trading steamer on the 

Congo River was majestically transposed in a metaphoric expression of Carl Jung’s theory developed 

some years later, on the basis of extended experience, as the journey of individuation. Marlow’s 

journey upriver helped him confront the reality inside his own soul to the reality he had found in the 

heart of darkness, which could easily count for the main source of inspiration for the insight in the 

depths of any human soul: 

 
…travelling back to the earliest beginnings of the world, when vegetation rioted on the earth and 

the big trees were kings. An empty stream, a great silence, an impenetrable forest. The air was 

warm, thick, heavy, sluggish. There was no joy in the brilliance of sunshine. The long stretches of 

the waterway ran on, deserted, into the gloom of overshadowed distances… And this stillness of 

life did not in the least resemble a peace. It was the stillness of an implacable force brooding over 

an inscrutable intention (Conrad 33). 

 

It was not only the forest, but also the river which embodied a strong and fearful character able to 

defeat the intruders. It is so hard to believe he describes the same river Stanley depicts after having 

seen it for the first time:  

 
A secret rapture filled my soul as I gazed upon the majestic stream. The great mystery that for all 

these centuries Nature had kept hidden away from the world of science was waiting to be solved. 

For two hundred and twenty miles I had followed one of the sources to the confluence and now 

before me lay the superb river itself! My task was to follow it to the Ocean (Butcher 179-180). 

 

Later, in 1874, he was reporting to Leopold that he had discovered “a massive network of 

navigable waterways waiting to pump modern commerce and economic development across a 

swathe of equatorial Africa larger than the entire subcontinent of India” (Butcher 295).  

At the same time, Conrad’s river seems totally different from the one described by Butcher’s 

mother when she recalls a trip she had had to Africa in the late 1950s: 

 
[she travelled by] steamboat through virgin rainforest…spot[ting] the breaks in the bush where 

fishing villages of thatched huts stood on the river bank…She remembered how the boat dropped 

her off, apparently in the middle of nowhere, only for her to scramble up the muddy river bank 

and find, half-hidden by towering elephant grass, a steam-train waiting to take its passengers on 

to the next leg of their journey, with a steward, clad in a peaked cap of rail-company livery, 

anxious to keep to the timetable (Butcher 10). 

 

This is a piece of normal life, of almost perfect harmony between man and nature, where nature 

lets itself tamed and the natives act according to general rules which help human society function 

upon modern standards. That was why Butcher’s mother as well as many other visitors of The 

Belgian Congo “knew nothing of the brutality that the Belgians used to maintain their rule, or of the 

turbulent currents then drawing the Congo towards independence”. Their memories stayed “rose-

tinted” (Butcher 11) about what seemed to be in perfect connection with the “wonderfully 

mundane” (Butcher 10) life advertised in guidebooks like the one Butcher discovered in a second-
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hand bookshop in Johannesburg. The 1951 Travel Guide to the Belgian Congo was a complete 800-

page book full of useful information for tourists. The great interest and amazement for Butcher and 

his readers or any other person visiting this country today was that it contained maps showing “in 

precise detail, the country’s road network, spreading right across the rainforest and climbing over 

mountain ranges, and the book lists itineraries with helpful hints about turning left at Kilometre 348 

or buying pottery from the natives, les indigenes” (Butcher 10).  

All that was made possible because: 

 

Just two years after he crossed the Congo as an explorer, Stanley returned as a coloniser. This 

time he came by ship to the mouth of the river, before heading inland with a party of road-

builders, determined to construct an access route through the Crystal Mountains that guard the 

impassable lower reaches of the river. It took two years and cost the lives of hundreds of African 

labourers, who were literally worked to death, but slowly some of the most inhospitable terrain 

in Africa was tamed. It was this display of indefatigability, as much as any of his other actions 

during his African expeditions, that earned Stanley the Swahili soubriquet Bula Matari, or the 

Breaker of Rocks (81). […] During the colonial era, the Belgian administration set up an army of 

cantonniers or workmen, who were responsible for every kilometre of the colony’s road network. 

Paid a small monthly retainer, thousands of cantonniers across the country would keep the roads 

free from the advancing jungle, the culverts clear of debris and the bridges in sound working 

order. By 1949 the colonial authorities boasted 111,971 kilometres of road across the Congo. By 

2004 I doubt if there were more than 1,000 kilometres left in the entire country (Butcher 138-

139). 

 

Back to Old Habits 

      Butcher, who “had stared for years at maps dominated by The Congo River, a silver-bladed sickle, 

its handle anchored on the coast, its tip buried deep in the equatorial forest” (Butcher XIII), 

“struggled to recognize Stanley’s lyrical description” (Butcher 179) when he found himself face to 

face with “the mighty river” (Butcher 6) as he used to call it during his youth: “[I]ts looming sense of 

vastness scared [him]” (Butcher XIII). The huge body of water, “potentially one of the most valuable 

natural assets in all Africa” (Butcher 295), looked in 2004 almost the same with what Joseph Conrad 

had described about one hundred years before as “the blankest of blank spaces on the earth’s 

figured surface” (Butcher 296), because “in recent years it has been choked to a standstill by war and 

mismanagement” (Butcher 295) and the national institutions supposed to open up the river network 

were ”allowed to collapse” (Butcher 295). Butcher gives reasons for having chosen to call it Blood 

River: 

 
[It] has run with blood from the moment Stanley paddled past here aboard the Lady Alice at the 

head of a flotilla of stolen pirogues. At every stage of the Congo’s history, the river had sluiced 

away its dead - natives shot in their war canoes by Stanley’s people in the 1870s; agents of 

Leopold drowned during clashes with Arab slavers in the 1890s; Belgian officers killed by disease 

as they toiled to build a modern colony high up an African river in the 1930s; Congolese rebels 

mown down by white mercenaries in the 1960s; civilians slaughtered in 2000 by African armies 

sent to the Congo by its greedy neighbours (215). 

 

In spite of having been a tomb for both natives and intruders, the ‘mighty river’ was at times a 

dependable source of life, offering transport and profit, functioning at normal standards: 

 
The modern world had used this river for its toehold in central Africa. Towns had been built along 

its banks. Motorboats had been assembled here. But while the towns were now abandoned and 

the boats left to rust, the one constant was the pirogue. It gave the river its pulse, moving people 

and goods across a swathe of central Africa that was all but abandoned by the outside world 

(Butcher 216).    
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During his 1,734 kilometre-journey along the Congo River with no markers to show the safe 

channel, Butcher noticed that instead of a clear shining surface the river was covered by a “deadly 

mat spreading across much of the Congo River basin, suffocating the entire eco-systems” (307). “The 

water hyacinth floating in clumps that could be as small as a single tendril or as large as a tennis-

court-sized raft” (Butcher 306) had been brought by the Belgians imported from South America as a 

garden ornament many years before. We are told that “the story of the water hyacinth in the Congo 

is a wonderful allegory for the white man in this country” (Butcher 306) because “it grew and grew 

and grew…[being] now categorized as a dangerous alien weed that should be eradicated before it 

clots even the main arteries of the river system” (Butcher 307). That ornamental plant brought from 

remote lands found the perfect environment to grow and spread. It happened because the climate is 

appropriate for certain kinds of vegetation to augment up to huge dimensions, to enlarge covering 

extremely wide areas. 

It is what happened with the jungle which “ate” most of the roads and railways, thus drastically 

diminishing land transportation. Maps issued in the 1960s indicating roads, railroads and navigable 

rivers are no good for the present visitors of the Congo. Time seems to have stopped somewhere in 

the past. Butcher describes “one of the defining moments of [his] journey…through a country with 

more past than future, [like] a place where the hands of the clock spin not forwards but backwards” 

(249). The journalist explains his feelings when confronted with an astonishing truth: nature seems to 

have won its territory back as soon as the intruders left, in spite of the well-implanted roads and 

railways. The white men’s technology was defeated by the jungle:   

 
I had one of my most profound Congolese experiences…The scene I saw in the twenty-first 

century was no different from that seen by Stanley in the nineteenth century or by pygmy 

hunter-gatherers over earlier centuries. It was equatorial Africa at its most authentic, seemingly 

untouched by the outside world…The ground was brown with mud and rotting vegetation. No 

direct sunlight reached this far down and there was a musty smell of damp and decomposition. 

Above me towered canyons of green, as layer after layer of plant life filled the void between 

forest floor and treetop. I felt suffocated, but not so much from the heat as from the choking, 

smothering forest…I felt my right boot clunk into something unnaturally hard and angular…It was 

a cast-iron railway sleeper, perfectly preserved and still connected to a piece of track (Butcher 

248). 

 

The writer specifies that it was not a piece of any railway track, but a very special one which had 

been “built by the Belgians to circumvent the Stanley Falls, cutting straight through the Equator” 

(Butcher 249). 

Butcher’s book depicts some more situations where Mother Nature behaves like a relentless 

character permanently fighting against progress and development as if it was trying to struggle with 

the intruders. There are instances when it may be merciless towards the natives as well, but they try 

to adjust to its adversities rather than change its natural course. The inhabitants of a village, living on 

the bank of the Congo River which is flooded every year, speak about their life pointing out that they 

chose that place to live because it offers a better soil for crops, in spite of their efforts to rebuild their 

houses and start from scratch every time: “The waters sometimes carry everything away, so we must 

start again using what we find in the forest. Those modern houses built during the colonial period do 

not last. They are not suitable for our conditions” (Butcher 219).  

This is an example of a close relationship with nature rather than control over nature. Butcher 

comments that “it was a classic development trap - to survive, these villagers lived somewhere that 

any attempt to build bigger, better homes was wasted because of the flood threat” (220). It may be 

an answer to Butcher’s question which has been asked by many postcolonial theorists and by 

ordinary people as well: “Why are Africans so bad at running Africa?” (310) 

Rodney, a prominent African historian, also comes with an explanation which may help the reader 

better understand the specific conditions existing in Africa. He argues that human beings are the 

ones who create each and every element in the superstructure of their society and “the political and 
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religious patterns affected each other and were often intertwined. The religious belief that a certain 

forest was sacred was the kind of element in the superstructure that affected economic activity, 

since that forest would not be cleared for cultivation” (Rodney 11).  

This is a clear example that “peculiarities in the superstructure of any given society have a marked 

impact on the rate of development” (Rodney 11). He states that the people of his country and of the 

whole African continent could find the real track towards development and freedom only by 

achieving the replacement and reshaping of the neo-colonialist government. Rodney displays a very 

pertinent theory about the effect of colonial power upon Africa as the main reason for Africa’s 

underdevelopment together with the unrealistic approach of the African realities and the imposition 

of inappropriate solutions where the given conditions had never been correctly and efficiently taken 

into account: “When one society finds itself forced to relinquish power entirely to another society, 

that in itself is a form of underdevelopment” (Rodney 132). 

 

Conclusion 

The examples I have used in this paper were meant to support the theory that the present social, 

economic and political situation of Africa and of Congo in particular, the permanent state of conflict 

and instability have deep roots in history. One of the main reasons why Europeans were tempted to 

invade the newly discovered lands on another continent was the tremendous richness of Africa’s 

nature. European visionaries who had the reputation of builders, civilizers and even peacemakers, 

acted violently against Africa’s people and its environment, as a matter of fact accomplishing the 

destruction of ancient natural rules, very old but well-functioning communities, human identities. In 

1894, Gustave Le Bon, a French social psychologist, sociologist, anthropologist, inventor and 

physicist, argued that European civilization and education could not have a positive influence on non-

European peoples; on the contrary, it would rather bring them corruption because it would destroy 

the old cultural background without replacing it with something valuable in accordance with their 

capacity of reception. It would only manage to disrupt their basic moral laws and their intelligence 

pushing them backwards even from the level they had already acquired on their own (Todorov 224). 

Besides, the Western behavior deteriorated, became more and more violent when the economic 

interest increased as a consequence of new discoveries of more valuable minerals. Entire villages 

were literally erased from their old premises where new mines had to be opened and exploited. 

Nowadays, nature keeps fighting against new competitors who act violently and foment native 

violence which serves their interest in gaining more and more profit from Africa’s natural resources 

(cf. Shorter 347). 
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