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THE story of the entry of 
Methodism into Northern 
	 Rhodesia is worthy of a place 

among the finest annals of mission-
ary enterprise. It is a story of faith 
and courage the most valiant: of 
loyalty unswerving to the missionary 
ideal, which has rarely, if ever, 
been surpassed. 

It begins in a period when the 
eyes of the world were centred as 
never before on the Dark Continent. 
The discoveries of Livingstone in 
the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, and the work of subsequent  

explorers, had revealed Africa as a 
land of vast possibilities, economic, 
political and religious. It was in line 
with the genius of Methodism that 
it should be alert to play its part in 
the movements which these new 
discoveries had set in motion. 

It was through one of the smaller 
branches of our Church that the 
call to the task north of the Zambesi 
first came to Methodism. Already 
work had been done under the 
auspices of Primitive Methodism in 
South Africa. It was in South Africa 
that contact was made with the 



workers of the Paris Evangelical 
Missionary Society, who had al-
ready penetrated into the country of 
the Upper Zambesi, where that 
great missionary saint, Francois 
Coillard, had established a footing 
in the domains of the powerful 
Barotse King, Lewanika. Through 
these workers had come reports of 
the tribes lying to the east of 
Barotseland, notably the Ba Ila, 
whose moral degradation and war-
like ferocity pointed to a great need 
for the uplifting and ennobling 
power of the Christian Gospel. 
Actually, little was known of these 
people. What was known had come 
mainly through F. C. Selous, who 
had entered their country in the 
course of his career as the most 
famous of hunters in Central Africa. 
He had met with treachery at their 
hands, and only narrowly escaped 
with his life. An Austrian scientist, 
Dr. Holub, had also had a similar 
hairbreadth escape, while suffering 
the loss of all his scientific equip-
ment. It was no easy conquest there-
fore to which Methodism turned its 
attention in responding to the call 
of such a need; and we may be 
justly proud of the faith, the vision, 
the courage of our fathers, and of 
the amazing intrepidity of those 
who volunteered to challenge the 
powers of evil in that dark land. 
That pride is still further justified 
when we remember the conditions 
prevailing at the time. North of the 
Limpopo was still Darkest Africa. 
The railway—spearhead of advance 
into new countries—had in 1890 
not reached farther north than 
Kimberley. Beyond Kimberley 
transport was by ox wagon. Stores, 
shops, hotels and all the familiar 

facilities available to the traveller in 
civilisation were absent. Wagon 
tracks were the only highways. 
Rivers were unbridged. To meet 
contingencies the traveller had only 
Nature and his own resources to 
fall back on. 

The party embarking on Metho-
dism's Northern Rhodesia enter-
prise consisted of the Rev. Henry 
Buckenham and his wife and infant 
child, the Rev. Arthur Baldwin, a 
probationer minister, and Mr. F. 
Ward, a young layman. They left 
England in April, 188g, and pro-
ceeded to Aliwal North, on the 
borders of the Orange Free State, 
where they made the Methodist 
Mission their headquarters while 
they prepared for their journey into 
the interior. It was toward the end 
of the year before their three big 
wagons and a Scotch cart were 
ready for service. With these they 
proceeded to Kimberley, where 
they experienced a long and tedious 
delay, awaiting the arrival of the 
supplies, which were to come from 
England, and which had been held 
up owing to a dockers' strike. Three 
wagons, each with a capacity of 
ten thousand pounds, plus a Scotch 
cart, all filled with goods, seems a 
prodigious amount of equipment 
until we remember that they were 
making provision for an indefinite 
stay in a country which was two 
thousand miles further north, away 
from any known sources of supply. 

It was the end of March, 1890, 
nearly a year after leaving England, 
when this band of pioneers set off 
from Kimberley on their gallant 
adventure to plant the Cross in a 
new land. Of the experiences, the 
trials, the heartbreak, the thirst, the  

treachery which attended their 
journeyings space permits only an 
inadequate outline. Their route lay 
through Barkly West, Vryburg, 
Mafeking to Palapye, Khama's 
capital, which may be regarded at 
that time as the last outpost of 
civilisation on the route they were 
following. So far they had been 
able to follow wagon tracks of 
previous travellers. Even so, they 
had had to negotiate numerous bogs 
and swollen rivers, in many of 
which they stuck. At Palapye their 
African drivers returned to their 
homes having agreed to travel only 
thus far. Eventually, after a good 
deal of difficulty, they secured new 
drivers, and set off on the next stage 
of their journey. 

The direct route from Palapye 
would have been through Matabele-
land, but at that time it was a 
closed country. Lobengula, chief of 
this territory, suspicious of the 
white man's purposes, was very 
chary of giving his consent to 
anyone to cross his country. To 
visit Bulawayo to seek such consent 
would have involved weeks of 
travelling with the possibility of 
meeting refusal at the end of it. 
They decided therefore to avoid any 
complications with Lobengula, and 
plunged into the Kalahari, an 
experience which had all the 
elements of a nightmare. The 
heavily laden wagons sank to the 
axles in the light sand, and they 
registered progress in yards rather 
than miles. The absence of water 
over long stretches caused great 
suffering to both men and animals. 
The entries in the diary of Mr. 
Baldwin are revealing. "No water 
for two days;" and again, "We 

have seen no water for five days." 
Dispirited by their slow progress 
and by their sufferings from thirst, 
and convinced that they could not 
survive if they continued forward, 
the ox drivers left them to their fate 
and returned to their homes. As 
there was no possibility of finding 
others to fill their places, the 
missionaries had to undertake the 
task of driving themselves. The 
wagons, probably badly overloaded, 
began to show signs of strain. 
Wheels began to break up. Bravely 
the travellers set to work to make 
new ones, and on again until the 
next wheel to collapse would delay 
them for a week. "Every spoke 
loose. We resolved to wait for day-
light," says another diary entry. 
(They travelled as much as possible 
by night.) 

By the end of July, many of the 
oxen were worn out, and Bucken-
ham and Ward pushed on with 
part of the transport and the best 
of the oxen, leaving Baldwin behind 
in charge of the rest of the wagons 
until they could return for him. 
He was absolutely alone, until his 
colleagues returned to collect him 
some weeks later. 

By such slow and difficult methods 
they gradually drew near to the 
Zambesi. When they were within 
one hundred and fifty miles of that 
river, they received a message from 
M. Coillard, informing them that 
he was expecting to come down to 
Kazungula and suggesting that Mr. 
Buckenham should return to Baro-
tseland with him, to make acquain-
tance with King Lewanika, without 
whose goodwill they would be 
unable to proceed to the Ba Ila 
country. It was, however, impos- 
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sible for the whole of the party to 
cover the distance to Kazungula in 
the time stated, so Mr. Buckenham, 
with his wife and child, set off in a 
lightened wagon and succeeded in 
making contact with M. Coillard. 
The two men immediately set off 
on the eight hundred-mile canoe 
journey to Lealui, Lewanika's 
capital, Mrs. Buckenham and the 
child remaining behind with the 
Paris missionaries, who had estab-
lished a station by that time at 
Sesheke. 

Meanwhile, Baldwin and Ward 
followed with the rest of the 
caravan. To complete this last part 
of the journey they were reduced to 
doing double trips on each stage—
taking part of the goods forward, 
unloading them, and returning for 
the rest. They eventually reached 
the Zambesi opposite Kazungula, 
nearly six months after leaving 
Kimberley. To cross the Zambesi, 
at that point one thousand yards 
wide, the wagons were taken to 
pieces and floated across in native 
canoes. The task took six days. While 
awaiting the return of Mr. Bucken-
ham from his visit to the King, they 
were fully occupied in building a 
store. The oxen had become so 
depleted through sickness and death 
that, whatever the result of Mr. 
Buckenham's visit to the King, they 
would be totally inadequate to take 
forward the whole of the goods. 

Kazungula was within two hun-
dred miles of the Ba Ila country, 
the object of their journey. On the 
return of Mr. Buckenham from his 
visit to the capital, they learned 
that Lewanika insisted that the 
whole party should go to visit him 
and meet some of the Ba Ila chiefs,  

for whom he had sent. That meant 
another six hundred miles added to 
their journey. But as Lewanika was 
all-powerful and his goodwill essen-
tial to the success of their mission, 
they had no alternative but to 
comply with his edict. 

It was now December, 1891, and 
the rains had already set in. Mr. 
Buckenham had returned to the 
capital by canoe. Baldwin and 
Ward set out with one wagon, but 
they were not far on their way when 
the country became inundated with 
the flood waters, and the wagon 
could not be moved either way. 
The water was already three feet 
deep. They had to carry all the 
goods to a large ant-hill, on which, 
completely surrounded by water, 
they were destined to stay until the 
end of the rainy season. Their only 
shelter was a leaky wagon cover. 
When the floods eventually subsided 
they returned with the wagon to 
Sesheke, having been marooned 
for three months, but the King was 
still insistent that the whole of the 
party must go to the capital. 

By this time every one of the oxen 
had died as the result of a disease 
that swept the country. They had 
to send four hundred miles to get 
new ones, and then tackle the task 
of breaking them in. Mr. Ward 
decided to give up the contest, and 
returned to civilisation. 

As soon as the new oxen were 
broken in, the diminished party 
proceeded to Sefula, M. Coillard's 
station. For over a year they were 
held there in duress. A renegade 
mission worker, turned trader, had 
poisoned the mind of Lewanika 
against M. Coillard and his col-
leagues, and the King had allowed  

them to be subjected to insult, 
persecution and all manner of 
indignities at the hands of his 
people. Our Methodist party shared 
in these troubles, as the King had 
told them he wished to send the 
Paris missionaries out of his country, 
and he would want the new 
arrivals to take their place. The 
suggestion was, of course, resisted, 
and the King was at pains to 
include them in his displeasure. It 
was not until the troublesome trader 
over-reached himself, and quarrelled 
with the King, that things changed 
for the better, and the needed per-
mission was given to go on to the 
Ba Ila country. 

It was July 6th, 1893, when the 
party set out on the last lap of 
their long journey. It was to prove 
"the most laborious and fatiguing 
of all our travels," wrote Mr. 
Baldwin. The journey from Baro-
tseland to the Ba Ila country took 
nearly another six months. It was 
over a route never previously 
traversed by any kind of transport. 
"We had to cross seventeen rivers—
one of them five times, so winding 
was its course—involving off-loading 
all the wagons six times." Three of 
the rivers ran through deep gorges  

that had to be bridged. Others ran 
through deep bogs, over which 
miles of timber had to be laid to 
effect a passage. The forests were 
dense, and had to be cut through in 
many places before the wagons 
could pass. Often they worked 
twenty out of the twenty-four hours 
in the day. Then the old trouble 
with the wagon wheels repeated 
itself, and new wheels had to be 
made out of forest timber. "Before 
reaching our destination there was 
scarcely a wheel we had not had to 
pieces for repair." It must have 
been with indescribable relief that, 
on December 21st, 1893, these 
brave pioneers sighted the first 
villages of the Ba Ila people. By 
patient persistence they had reached 
their objective. It had taken them 
four years and eight months from 
leaving England. 

They had won a foothold for the 
Methodist Church in Northern 
Rhodesia, and the work they estab-
lished was to spread to Kasenga 
and Nanzela, to Nambala and 
Namantombwa, to Kanchindu and 
Masuku and to Kafue, all of them 
now circuits which today form by 
far the larger part of the Northern 
Rhodesia District. 
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