Lt Col Ewart “Cape to Cairo” Grogan
(1874-1967)

Ah, the good old days, when a man would walk clear across Africa to win the hand of the woman he

loved. Well, not exactly.

In Africa, Grogan’s drive and endurance would earn him
the Swahili nickname of “Bwana Chui”.

he 22-year-old Brit, Ewart Scott Grogan, cov-
ered the first 1 700-mile stretch of the 4 500-
mile journey in 1896 as a soldier in Rhodesia’s
Second Matabele War between the British East
Africa Company and the Ndebele, reputedly serving as
right-hand man to Cecil Rhodes. His tour ended in Beira
in the new Portuguese colony of Mozambique, which he
described as “Satan’s own summer palace”. So ill that he
was mistaken for dead, he swore never to return to Africa.
While visiting New Zealand in 1898, he met the lovely
Gertrude Watt, and they fell in love at first sight. Gertrude,
raised in a 40-room mansion, was the heiress daughter of
the Scottish inventor of the steam engine, James Watt. Her
stepfather would not allow her union to the Cambridge

Grogan loved hunting elephant

dropout and soldier of fortune. But the tenacious and
competitive character of this tall and handsome young
man had been formed by summers of dangerous moun-
tain climbing in the Swiss Alps —he summited the Matter-
horn twice. In Africa, his drive and endurance would earn
him the Swahili nickname of “Bwana Chui”.

To prove his mettle in a manner that would also make
him wealthy and famous, the Cape-to-Cairo challenge was
laid out between stepfather and suitor. Gertrude’s wealthy
aunt would help finance the quest — so long as her broth-
er, the rather stout Arthur “Harry” Sharp (who was also 20
years older than Grogan), joined the expedition.

They set sail for Beira on 28 February 1898. Their arse-
nal for feeding and defending the safari initially consisted
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The young Grogan as a soldier

of two .303 double rifles and a “double .500 magnum,”
for which, unfortunately, the supplier had shipped only
expanding bullets when Grogan had ordered half solids.
On top of it, the packages were mislabelled, so he did not
discover the mistake until reaching northern Tanganyika.
Another supplier shipped out one .303, “without so much
as a cleaning-rod, much less a screwdriver or spare pin”.
As for the expensive cartridge cases for his 4-bore, “the
majority of them were badly split at the rim, sufficiently
split to fill rapidly when held in water .. .” On his first shot,
Grogan was knocked over a log two yards behind him.

Grogan would describe Sharp as “the greatest and
most reticent of African Nimrods,” and “the hardest and
most daring shikar who ever followed an elephant”. When
Sharp called it quits at the headwaters of “Lake Niassa”,
realising that reaching Cairo might take another two years,
he left Grogan his double-barrelled 10-bore Holland &
Holland Paradox, but took the 4-bore double for his march
to Mombasa. As the number and strength of Grogan’s
porters withered, he abandoned the heavy Paradox, “half
of which is peacefully reposing under some scrub, while
the other half is at the bottom of a mud-hole”.

But love was actually only one of Grogan’s motives.
In fact, he had been tasked with mapping a route for
entrepreneurial Rhodes’s intended Cape-to-Cairo tele-

graph and railroad. In a later interview with the New York
Times, Grogan claimed that he never intended to become
an explorer, and actually first went out to Africa to hunt
big game, then found himself volunteering to fight “an
uprising of natives”. His second trip was ostensibly to bag a
lion. In fact, Grogan and Sharp would bag 17 lions and ship
three cubs back to England.

The hunting already started in today’s Gorongosa Na-
tional Park, situated at the southern end of the Great Af-
rican Rift Valley. Counting 40 000 to 50 000 head of game,
Grogan dropped Sharp’s charging, wounded buffalo at his
feet. He heard the lion’s “Wagnerian roar . . . permeating
the whole universe, thundering, rumbling and majestic”.
With his usual strongly salted humour, which is one of
the great pleasures of his writing, he added, “Thousands
of German [Wagner] devotees, backed by thousands of
beers, could never approach the soul-stirring glory of one
Felis leo at home.”
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Left: Grogan’s multiple successful careers are captivat-
ingly recounted in this book. Right: The book that made
Grogan both rich and famous
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Gertrude Watt, daughter of the Scottish inventor of the
steam engine, James Watt, later got married to Grogan.
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Map of Dinkaland and Neurland

After a visit to Salisbury, the capital of Mashonaland,
they crossed the Zambezi, went up the Shire River, trav-
elled north through the Lake District’s 400-mile-long Lake
Niassa (Lake Malawi) and Lake Rukwa. Taking a steamer up
Lake Tanganyika with a captain whose “idea of navigating
a boat consisted of sleeping in his bunk until the natives
told him we had arrived somewhere”, he reached Ujiji,
the meeting place of Livingstone and Stanley, and where
Burton and Speke also disembarked. The safari continued
up Lake Kivu and Lake Edward. lliness meant he had to be
carried in a hammock along the Rusisi, an outflow of Lake
Kivu. He skirted the rough, volcanic country of the
15 000-foot-high Ruwenzori (Mountains of the Moon),
Africa’s tallest range, driving goats and cattle every inch
of the way, then reached Lake Albert. In the Upper Nile,
Grogan crossed “Dinkaland and Neurland”, but covered the
entire last 2 000 miles — Fashoda, Khartoum, Wady Halfa,
Cairo —in the relative comfort of river steamers and rail-
ways. In February 1900, after 730 days, Grogan reached his
final destination. Now “marriage material”, the following
October, he married Gertrude in London’s Christ Church.

Rhodes wrote to him: “I must say | envy you, for you
have done that which for centuries has been the ambition
of every explorer; namely, to walk through Africa from
south to north. The amusement of the whole thing is that
a youth from Cambridge during his vacation should have
succeeded in doing that which the ponderous explorers
of the world have failed to accomplish. There is a distinct
humour in the whole thing.”

During the harrowing trek, whether for food, trophies
or in self-defence, Grogan hunted everything from klip-
springer to sable, plus rhino, hippo, croc, and a “pookoo”
that “took more killing than any buck | have ever shot”.
Still, rinderpest had left vast areas devoid of buffalo and
roan. He even collected a new species of “Nyasa grey reed-
buck”, temporarily baptised Thomasina’s reedbuck.

It is almost ironic that Grogan wrote: “In the greater
part of Africa the elephant is now a thing of the past; and
the rate at which they have disappeared is appalling.” And
yet he hunted and hunted them until one loses count of
how many he and Sharp killed. After a hard chase, he’s
shocked to find he’s killed a single tusker (with 98 Ibs of
ivory for 77 9” in length). “To this day | believe he took the
other tusk off and threw it away!” The ivory from his two
elephants from Mongalla District weighed 111/111 Ibs and
125/134 Ibs, and he once killed “four elephants for a total
633 Ibs [of ivory] for the day.” He even traded six of his
precious cows for a tusk weighing 138 Ibs.

After making game kills at 400, even 500 yards, the
natives came to expect Grogan to be able to kill “a speck
on the horizon”. “They have no unit of distance, consider
everything from two hundred yards to about five miles as
the same thing,” and confess that it is the gun itself that
has won their respect, not his expert skills in shooting it.

It seems that every tribe along their path was at war:
“The Yaos were giving trouble; the Angonias, on the
Tanganyika Plateau were in revolt, and the Arab chiefs on
the Tanganyika itself were fighting among themselves. The
Congo Free State troops were in rebellion, and were killing
everybody . . ” There was also strife in the Uganda district,
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and “the exiled dervishes were fighting 2 000 Abyssinians,
and the entire Sobat district was in revolt.”

In Belgium’s Congo Free State, Grogan encountered
its utterly destitute peoples, some reduced to cannibal-
ism. “They eat any man they can conveniently get hold of.
Enemies captured in battle, men from other tribes picked
up like so much game, and if they are in hard luck about
human flesh they eat one another.” His porters begged
him to turn back before reaching the Upper Nile, where
they said, “All was wilderness, no food, no paths, all the
people dead.”

They were right: “The whole country between Lado
and Fashoda is one big swamp.” From 150 porters, he now
had only 10 to cross the 400-mile marshes of southern
Sudan called the Sudd, Arabic for “barrier” or “obstacle”.
It was a “boundless sea” of eight- to ten-foot-tall, itchy,
razor-sharp grasses and floating islands harbouring hippos
and crocs. The very air itself stank from rotting vegetation,
and “you could taste the fever”. Their diet of sun-dried
hippo flesh resulted in scurvy; mosquitoes “sucked dry”
two men; and there were hints of depression and even
madness. When the party encountered the hostile, seven-
foot-tall Dinkas, unprovoked, one speared one of Grogan’s
last porters in a flash. But they backed off when Grogan
demonstrated the effectiveness of his revolver on a
marabou stork. Luckily, the Nile River had not been “lower
than it had ever been within the memory of man”, or they
never would have survived the three-month ordeal.

Starved, his clothes mere rags, his body ravaged by
the sun, he led his caravan on, fulfilling his mission to map

and chart the way. At the end of their strength, with only a
dozen cartridges left, the party stumbled upon an English
officer of a sudd-cutting expedition from Fashoda! Grogan
described the Upper Nile as “a desolation of desolations,
an infernal region, a howling waste of weed, mosquitoes,
flies and fever . .. 1 now have no fear of the hereafter.”
Grogan rarely demanded or grabbed supplies, and
always either paid or traded with hosts and merchants
what was due. While he openly admired some tribes, rac-
ism could taint his thinking. Still, his vivid descriptions of
village life, native hunting methods, the landscapes, fauna
and flora of these barely charted regions, made a genuine
contribution to that period’s knowledge of Africa.
Although Grogan and Gertrude settled in Kenya, he put
up his guns and donated his trophies to British institutions.
His multiple successful careers are captivatingly recounted
in Edward Paice’s Lost Lion of Empire — The Life of ‘Cape to
Cairo’ Grogan; they included building Mombasa’s deep-
water port and Nairobi’s fashionable Torr’s Hotel.
Although Grogan’s name is mostly forgotten today, he
was elected a member of the Royal Geographic Society, and
met Queen Victoria, Sir Henry Morton Stanley, Mark Twain,
Woodrow Wilson, and Alexander Graham Bell. And his
1900 book, From the Cape to Cairo. The First Traverse of
Africa from South to North, made him both rich and famous.
Grogan lived to be 93. His secret to longevity? “To
smoke very heavily, to eat and drink very little, and not to
take anything in life too seriously.”
(Brooke ChilversLubin is also the art columnist for
Gray’s Sporting Journal.) )
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