
OPENING AFRICA
The story of David Livingstone

I am writing this on 19th March 2013. Two hundred years ago today a 
baby boy was born into a poor home in Blantyre, Scotland. Mr and Mrs 
Livingstone now had two little boys and they all lived in one room. There 
wasn’t much space to move!

Although their room was full of 
people and noise, it wasn’t the only 
noisy place in Blantyre as David was 
about to find out. As soon as he was 
old enough John, who was two years 
older, took him off exploring. And 
what explorations they had for the 
tenement block in which they lived 
had been built for mill workers. 
Where there was a mill there was a 
big mill wheel churning a river into 
a roar. And where there are fast 
running rivers in Scotland there 
are trees for climbing, branches 
for swinging, pools for paddling and 
swimming, bushes to hide behind, rabbits to trap, fish to catch, noise to 
be made and clothes to be covered in mud. If ever there was a good place 
to train as an explorer, it was Blantyre.

What matters most

As the Livingstone children grew in number their dad taught them 
about Jesus. David and his brothers and sisters could never remember 
when their dad had not read the Bible to them or prayed with them. 
The Lord Jesus meant everything to Neil Livingstone and he wanted his 
children to trust in him too.

* * * * *
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To work!

When David was just ten years old he went to work in the cotton mill.
‘It’s SO noisy!’ he thought, the day 
he started. ‘I used to think the 
roar of the mill wheel was noisy. 
It was nothing to this!’

The boy discovered before the 
first day ended that he had to 
learn to lip-read because nobody 
could hear over the clatter of the 
looms. David was put beside an old 
weaver and was shown by a mix of 
sign language, lip-reading and slaps 
on the back what he had to do. His 
job was to watch the shuttle going 

right and left … right and left … right and left - over and over and over 
and over again and to see when a thread snapped. Then he had to jump 
up, grab the broken ends, tie them together and all without letting the 
loom stop going right and left … right and left … over and over and over 
again. If his mind wandered and he missed a broken thread, a slap on 
his ear soon made him jump and grab the ends. 

Night school

David’s mum gave him just a tiny 
amount of the money he earned 
and he bought a school book with 
it! Then he took the school book 
to the mill and learned to look for 
snapping threads as he studied. 
No doubt some of the people in 
the factory teased him, but that 
didn’t bother David. 

Mill owners made the children 
work hard, but they also built 
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schools for them to study in – after working a twelve hour shift ... if 
they could stay awake! David could and did. He was like a sponge. He 
soaked up into his mind everything he could learn.

* * * * *

A ticket to Africa

Little by little David saved his money until he had enough to go to college 
to learn about medicine! Why did he want to learn medicine? By then David 
was a Christian and he believed that God was leading him to go abroad to 
help people and to tell them about Jesus. That’s why, in 1840, he boarded a 
sailing ship heading for Cape Town in South Africa. He had met a missionary 
called Robert Moffat in London and went to work for a while with him in Cape 
Town. Although neither knew it then, David was later to marry Mr Moffat’s 
daughter Mary.

Sold!

‘That’s shocking!’ David said to his companion as they trekked along 
a forest track one 
day. ‘It’s absolutely 
shocking!’

They had just come 
on two young bushmen 
lying terribly injured 
on the ground. They’d 
been left there to die. 
David didn’t have to 
ask them their story; 
he knew exactly what 
had happened. The 
young men had been 
sold by their village 
chief to traders and 
were being marched 
miles and miles to the 
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coast to be shipped off to the Americas and sold there as slaves. These 
two hadn’t been able to keep up. Rather than be held back, the traders 
had beaten them senseless and left them to die. David and his friend 
treated their wounds and took them to a village in the hope that they’d 
be cared for.

‘This needs to stop!’ David 
said, really angry at what had 
happened.
His friend shook his head. ‘That’s 
just how things are here.’
Even angrier now, David raged. 
‘But it doesn’t need to stay like 
this! God doesn’t make people to 
be sold as slaves! If village chiefs 
had THINGS they could sell, they 
wouldn’t need to sell PEOPLE.’
His friend shook his head once 
again. ‘We’re in a jungle,’ he said. 
‘You can’t trade in a jungle.’
‘If you can buy and sell men, you 
can buy and sell things!’ fumed David. ‘And if we explored the great 
land of Africa, trade routes could be opened up. Nothing’s impossible 
with God!’ he said.
And his companion couldn’t argue with that!

* * * * *

On the move

From 1845, when they married, David and Mary lived a travelling life in 
places where there were no roads to travel on, no maps to show them 
where to go and no hotels to stay in. Even when their children came 
along the travelling didn’t stop. It wasn’t easy for the family and hard, 
sad and seriously scary things happened to them.
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Seriously scary!

On the second of three journeys 
right to the edge of the Kalahari 
Desert, Livingstone’s group came 
on a tribe that was known to have 
poisoned three white traders 
and then strangled them. David 
was unarmed and had absolutely 
no hope of defending himself if 
they set on him. He strode right 
up to the chief and then sat down 
beside him. The village chief was 
so surprised by the fearlessness 
of the missionary that he was 

scared himself! David was only able to do what he did because his 
trust was in God. What did he do? He ate food given to him by the 
villagers – knowing that white traders had been poisoned. And he lay 
down in front of the chief’s hut and slept – knowing that the white 
traders had been strangled! Having shown his trust in the tribe,                   
David was trusted by the chief and he was able to tell him about 
Jesus. Nobody in that part of Africa had heard the name of Jesus 
before that day.

A hard decision

When they were still quite small 
David sent his children and their 
mother away to Scotland where 
they would be kept safe from    
African dangers and diseases.
That was a terribly sad parting    
although it did mean that David was 
able to  continue his mission work, 
his medical work and his exploring. 

Some people think that it was 
wrong of him to send his family 
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away. But he knew the dangers better than we do. David and Mary 
loved each other and loved their children. We have to accept that 
they did what they thought best for them and for their family too.

David Livingstone, who began his exploring days as a little boy on a 
Scottish river, crossed the whole of Africa from coast to coast. He was 
the first person to do that and he discovered many interesting things 
and places as he trekked. Sometimes no news was heard of him for many 
months and people thought he was dead. That must have been awful for 
Mary and the children. But he always turned up again ... eventually.

* * * * *

On a visit back to Britain in 1857 
David Livingstone spoke at many 
meetings about the serious needs 
in Africa and about the evils of 
slavery. People heard what he had 
to say and were interested. Even 
Queen Victoria was impressed by 
what she heard about David. One 
day he spoke at the very famous 
Cambridge University and finished 
his talk with the words, ‘I go back 
to Africa to try to open up the path 
for commerce and Christianity…’ 

Success?

Did thousands of African people trust in the Lord Jesus Christ through 
David Livingstone’s missionary work? No, it’s not known if many did, 
though there is no real way of counting. But God used him to open up 
Africa and other missionaries were then able to go and spread the good 
news about Jesus. As a result there are millions of Christians in Africa 
today. 

God also used him to open Africa to trade so that things could be 
bought and sold rather than people. Although the slave trade was by 
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then against the law in Britain and the British Empire, people were still 
being bought in Africa to be sold in other countries. It was men like 
David Livingstone who told people what they had seen with their own 
eyes that helped to have that terrible trade stopped altogether.

100 WORD FACTFILE
David Livingstone was born in Blantyre, Scotland, in 
1813. He worked in a mill from the age of ten. David 
believed in Jesus while he was still young. After some 
medical training he went to South Africa in 1840, 
aged 27. He was a missionary and an explorer. 

In 1845 David married Mary Moffat, a missionary’s 
daughter. She and their children moved to Scotland. 
Livingstone decided that slavery would only stop if 
Africa was opened up to trade. In 1852 he set off 
on a four year exploration that took him right across 
Africa. He died in Africa in 1873.
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FIND THE WORDS
IN THE GRID

DAVID       LIVINGSTONE

BLANTYRE       SCOTLAND

MILLWHEEL            BIBLE

COTTON                  BOOK

MOFFAT               AFRICA

MARY               BUSHMEN

SLAVES           KALAHARI

QUEEN             VICTORIA

MISSIONARY   EXPLORER

DISCOVER              TRADE

Unscramble the letters to
find the names of the people

and places in David
Livingstone’s story.

hoJn    onniiLvstge

rtlnyBea

dlocaStn

ifaArc

eaCp    wonT

tboRre    tfaoMf

ryaM    oaftMf

eQnue    aociirtV

My first is in love but not in life,
my second’s in living and also in knife.

My third is in cat but not in kitten,
my fourth is in mat and also in mitten.

My fifth is in order and also in orange,
my sixth is sparkle but not in sponge.

My seventh’s in iceberg and also in fish,
my last is in basin but not in dish.

Who am I?

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

Add the year of David’s birth to the year
he went to Africa. Then take away the
year he died. What are you left with?


