
		
			[image: Raindrops_in_the_Ocean-cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			“Michael Dobbs-Higginson is a Rhodesian farmer’s son – and a Buddhist monk, who became an international ﬁnancier and independent entrepreneur, traversing the globe from fast-developing Asia Paciﬁc to the capitalist West and back. He is all paradox, which worries him not at all – powered by curiosity while dogged by ill health, a devoted family man who was rarely at home, a self-reﬂective soul and an adventurer and risk-taker, who has enjoyed plunder and survived shipwrecks like his pirate ancestor. A ‘full life’ is an understatement.”

			VICTORIA GLENDINNING 

			“I have spent my life since my monastic sojourn attempting to be a raindrop in the ocean. I have had a lot of enjoyment along the way, and the process, including its failures, has never been less than fascinating. Having learned to be fully engaged by life, I have not been bored for a very long time.”

			MICHAEL DOBBS-HIGGINSON

		

	
		
			Michael Dobbs-Higginson has lived the life that Walter Mitty dreamed of.

			Raised in a house with no electricity in colonial Rhodesia, he turned his back on Africa as a teenager to roam the world, sleeping in public toilets and stately homes and working variously as a logger, a docker and an encyclopedia salesman.

			His ultimate destination was Japan where, after a gruelling training, he was ordained as a lay Buddhist monk. Choosing a business career over a monastic one, he was chased out of Japan by ruthless CIA operatives, rose to become the eccentric, kimono-wearing chairman of Merrill Lynch Asia Paciﬁc, then made and lost several fortunes in a string of business start-ups.

			Now facing terminal illness with extraordinary calm, he tells his tales of drug-smuggling, bed-hopping and buccaneering business deals with a raconteur’s panache, while expounding a religious philosophy honed in the East over thousands of years that prioritises balance over winning and losing.
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			Descended from a long line of adventurers, Michael Dobbs-Higginson was born in Southern Rhodesia – now Zimbabwe – in 1941.

			Spending his most formative years in Japan, where he embraced Zen Buddhism, he eventually became an investment banker and is a recognised authority on the Asia Paciﬁc region. He is currently chairman and shareholder of three companies developing electric vehicles, industrial electric drones and an e-commerce platform for Africa.

			With his French wife Marie-Thérèse he has three grown-up children. He lives in Singapore, London and France.

		

	
		
			Evoking the rugged individualism of Frost’s “The Road Not Taken” and Thoreau’s censure, “The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation”, Michael seeks the unfamiliar and the challenging. His restless journey leads us around the world, not as a spectator, but as a participant.  He embraces uncertainty and loneliness for the awareness and richness of life they can bring. Read this to your grandchildren; there is hope some of them can become true individuals. 

			Peter Luthy

			UK/USA/Switzerland 

			So much has happened since I read this book and started focusing on ego-minimisation and substance. I am truly convinced that putting my ego aside has enabled me to achieve much more than when it was tying me to the ground, forcing me to re-think all my actions and reactions because of social pressure. Life is a lot more natural now, and thus much more rewarding. I have also had job offers from two major energy companies, thanks in part to my new sense of what is or isn’t important. This book has completely changed the way I approach life; hopefully it will help others, too.

			Anne-Ségolène Capelle (28)

			Chemical engineering doctoral student

			I have read my share of post-colonial stories. But Michael’s story of the bush boy of good lineage takes us on a journey of self-discovery that is both moving and fascinating. The story includes throwbacks to an ancestral buccaneering spirit, but also shows how that spirit can adapt to the risk-filled world of money. It is told with a raw honesty that comes from knowing that he has little time left to live, and draws on the ego-freeing principles in Zen Buddhism that he has internalised. It is a story I commend for those who are not afraid to brave our turbulent world.

			Professor Wang Gungwu

			World authority on China and its overseas diaspora

			An entertaining tale of Michael, with his insatiable curiosity, keen wit and irresistible charm, travelling around the world, exploring places and enjoying people, handling the peaks and valleys on his journey with great spirit and balance. What better way to live?

			Chris Tan
Founder, Ivory Capital, Singapore 

			Michael, in our minds, will forever be dressed in a dhoti, kimono, longyi, barong or some other exotic garb. From the first page of his memoir, his life appears as truly extraordinary and exciting, revealing the variety and uniqueness of his and his family’s lifelong global adventures. Great reading for intimate friends – and for strangers, who will soon be caught up in the fascination that is Michael. 

			Reuben and Arlene Mark
Former chairman and CEO, Colgate Palmolive, USA 

			Stories maketh the man, and Michael’s voyage – from Africa to Japan, to Mongolia to Hong Kong and so on – truly outlines what kind of man he is, and what kind of life he has led. A worthwhile read for any strong-willed, independent individual looking to make something of life – the way Michael has.

			India du Cann (24) 

			Fashion industry professional

			 It’s hard to write my “comments”, simply because I was so greatly moved. It’s the glorification of adventure, but also the value of monasticism – the blending of a pioneer with that of a Buddhist monk. It’s the story of how hardship breeds hope, which breeds personal success. 

			Nothing can go wrong if you have the right attitude, a sense of purpose, resourcefulness and good energy. Though I’m not sure this is just a book – more like a memoir/autobiography/life prescription manual/adventure tale/legacy reading for the younger generations. Or all of the above. 

			The continuous struggle of minimising the demands of your ego while maximising your inherent curiosity and need to explore comes out very clearly in the book, and is utterly interesting and relevant in today’s world. I also loved the connectivity and commentary of the various “travel stories/incidents” with major world events (political, economic, social, and financial). It made the book extra lively and “current”.

			Vasilis Kertsikoff

			Ship-owner, Greece 

			It was an effortless and quite delightful read, and I did not want it to end. The story goes beyond simply describing a life full of thrills, adventures, achievements and failures. It describes a state of mind needed to best withstand what life has to offer (or take), which is a valuable lesson in itself for a young man like myself, and should become a part of my own voyage through life.

			Lucas Langlois (24)

			Nuclear engineering student

			A friend of over 30 years, Michael has always been a thinker and a doer. I am sure his memoir will confirm this remarkable character, and at the same time gives the readers the enjoyment of following Michael’s interesting life journey. 

			Dr. Vichit Surapongchai

			Chairman Siam Commercial Bank, Bangkok, Thailand

			Michael is one of those larger than life fellows; driven by an insatiable curiosity and desire for adventure that took him from a mountaintop Buddhist monastery in Japan to the board rooms of the most prestigious investment banks in the world. It has been a privilege and an honour to meet him, and I hope that this book will help others like myself to benefit from his wisdom and passionate thirst for life.

			Thierry Capelle 

			Director, Shell Chemicals UK, global lead, NBD Chemicals

			Michael’s  memoir presents a fascinating and incredible life journey from colonist farming, adventures on four continents, eccentric human encounters and the mental strength of a Buddhist monk to high risk-taking entrepreneurship, the haute finance of investment banking and his frequent fights to overcome health problems. I am grateful for his warm friendship. 

			Onno Ruding

			Former Finance Minister of The Netherlands and retired vice chairman of Citibank

			Michael Dobbs-Higginson’s action-packed and free life has been turned into a lively, picturesque memoir. From his provincial Rhodesian roots to becoming a monk, sailing the Atlantic before GPS, trying out drugs, and entering banking, and much more, he reveals himself to be an honest, curious and daring performer in a book where you hear his voice talking directly to you. 

			Professor Jason Wilson

			Professor emeritus and author

			The book richly confirms Michael Dobbs-Higginson as a deeply original thinker and creative actor. The range of his experiences is extraordinary. Of particular importance, the book underlines the significance of Asia to our national future. Overall a gripping read.

			Sir John Boyd

			Former Ambassador to Japan and Honorary Chairman of Asia House, London, UK 

			A truly breath-taking saga of Michael’s journeys, both physical and spiritual. From Zimbabwe to Canada, Japan to Hong Kong, Michael’s tale delights and inspires all who hear of it. His embrace of both Eastern and Western religions and cultures is truly a model for our divisive times. He is a businessman, a father, an adventurer, a hitchhiker, and above all an inspiration for anyone who seeks to lead a fulfilling and meaningful life. 

			Maximillian Peel (12) 

			School student

			Michael was always one to tell a good story, and I am delighted that he has now decided to share his many lively and at times outrageous anecdotes in this fascinating memoir. I used to see him fairly often while he was living in Hong Kong, but even I did not know the half of his remarkable life.

			Michael was a larger than life character at a time when you could dream big dreams, and see them come true. This book will tell you more about entrepreneurship than a year at business school.

			David KP Li

			Chairman and chief executive, The Bank of East Asia, Hong Kong 

			A Raindrop in the Ocean is a fascinating account, taking the narrator (and the reader with him) from the African bush on a global journey of discovery and intense personal experiences. The author’s immense curiosity, paired with deep spirituality and astonishing fearlessness, transpires on every page, and showcases beautifully what life may have on offer if we just embrace the challenge. A wonderfully inspiring life story, especially for young readers – to awaken the desire for real experiences and discovery…and to switch that smartphone off.

			Britta Pfister

			Managing Director of Rothschild Trust, Singapore

			I loved the book, and read it compulsively. It lifted my spirits.

			Natasha Bhatia 

			Co-Founder, private equity firm, UK

			An amazing and inspiring book where the author reveals his extraordinary and challenging life, while introducing his life philosophy, which he acquired during his training to become a Buddhist monk in Japan – the Buddhist wisdom of keeping one’s balance by minimising ego to help deal with any hardship, or, indeed, success. I can’t wait to introduce my husband and children to it.

			Kana Sugiyama

			Former member of the Japanese Foreign Service and lawyer

			A Raindrop in the Ocean is Michael’s tremendous journey through life, an incredible testimony to how he chose to live it. From Africa to Asia and Europe. From Christianity to Buddhism. Oscillating between entrepreneurship and jobs in large corporations. From a single man to a family patriarch. Always with a hunger to discover, an independence of mind, an incredible openness to others, and firm life values never to be broken. This is a beautiful book: a reminder that freedom must be used.

			Thierry de Panafieu

			Private equity investor
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			Dedication

			My adventure through life was primarily influenced by two people: my mother, who both started me off on this adventure and gave me the initial freedom to do so, and Marie-Therese, my wife of now some forty-seven years, who provided me an unshakeable foundation from which to keep exploring the world by trying all manner of new things, with their attendant risks, rewards and, often, pain. All of which experiences were very interesting, and thus, instructive.

			These memoirs are also dedicated to all those people who have the courage to be really curious, and who are willing to challenge the established order by focusing on the substance, as opposed to the form, of what life can offer. And who are willing to take the risks, including the alienation, that usually go with such an approach.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The dawn was shortly to break through the light mist. Wearing only a T-shirt, shorts and flip-flops, with neither money nor passport, I trudged along the tracks of the railway, taking two sleepers at a time and doing my best to stay calm. It was four o’clock in the morning and I was alone in the middle of the Gobi Desert. The Mongolian capital, Ulan Bator, was four hundred miles to the north-west, and Beijing was the same distance to the south-east. I had known many disconcerting, isolated situations in my life, but I had never felt such disquiet as I did now. It was only my second time in China, but I was painfully aware that it had become a ruthless, unsentimental place during the Cultural Revolution, where life was cheap. Anything could happen to me, and nobody would care that I was just a hapless traveller with a potentially fatal sense of curiosity. I cursed the folly that had got me into this predicament.

			Up ahead, I heard a light ting-ting-ting sound. It was a sign of life, and it sounded unthreatening, so I hastened towards it. As the sound grew louder, I saw a figure bending over the rails. It was a rail-tapper, dressed in standard-issue Chairman Mao suit and cap, tap-tap-tapping the track to test for cracks in the metal. I emerged out of the mist and said good morning to him in the best Mandarin I could muster. To my consternation, instead of greeting me back, he screamed in terror, dropped his hammer and ran off as fast his legs would carry him.

			Now I had really blown it. I could just imagine him calling the police and bringing out all the local villagers to search for me. Since I had no papers on me, I could see myself being thrown into a bamboo cage and paraded through the town, while the villagers threw rotten vegetables at me. But I had missed my train and there wouldn’t be another one for a week. What the hell was I going to do?

			The only other time I had visited China was in 1964, on a fleeting call at Shanghai on a freighter. Now, following the conclusion of the Cultural Revolution, my wife and I had managed to get a two-week transit visa through this magnificent country on the Trans-Siberian Railway. That meant starting the journey in Mongolia, where we stayed with the British ambassador in Ulan Bator. We then embarked on the train ride across four hundred miles of undulating grassland steppes to the Chinese border.

			It was around 3am by the time we reached the border, where Outer Mongolia became Inner Mongolia and we were formally in China. We stopped at a small station before the next main station of Erenhot/Erlian. Being of a curious disposition, as well as wanting to stretch my legs, I got off for a wander around the station to see if I could find anyone to talk to. Marie-Thérèse called after me to keep an eye on the train to make sure I did not miss it, because this was only a weekly service. I told her not to worry. There was bound to be a whistle to call any passengers back on board.

			There was no sign life on the platform but I walked around the back of the station building and found a fellow writing at a desk in an office. He nearly fell off his chair when he saw me, because a white face must have been such a rarity in those parts, but he knew I was a passenger from the train, so he was not too alarmed. We started exchanging Chinese ideograms by way of rudimentary communication. He asked who I was, and I wrote the word for England. We became fairly engrossed in our little conversation, so I completely lost track of the time, and it was with a sudden shock that I remembered my train. I had not heard any whistle, but I had been distracted, and in any case I was now completely out of sight and earshot of the platform. Giving him a cursory bow and wave, I hastened back to the platform. My heart sank as my worst fears were confirmed: the train was no longer there.

			I looked frantically around for someone who might be able to help me but as I did so the lights started going out one by one. Trying not to panic, I headed back to the office where I had been talking to this fellow a few minutes earlier, but now that door was locked. The situation was turning rapidly into a nightmare.

			There seemed to me no alternative but to start walking along the railway tracks in the direction of Beijing. There was a road at the front of the station, but I was mindful of the paranoid atmosphere in China: anyone seeing me wandering the highways might assume I had been dropped in by the CIA, and there was no knowing what might happen to me. Sticking to the track seemed the safest policy.

			My encounter with the rail-tapper confirmed all my worst fears about the situation where foreigners were concerned. As this poor chap ran off into the dawn, I decided in my jittery state that the best thing was to return to the station, which might have opened again by now. But when I got there, it was still locked. I decided then to set off the other way along the tracks, the way we had come. Four hundred miles was an impossibly long distance on foot, but moving back in the direction of Ulan Bator felt better than staying where I was.

			For as long as I could remember, I had woken up every morning and wondered what adventure the day would hold. The taste for it is in my blood. An ancestor on my father’s side, despite being a wealthy landowner in Barbados, decided to become a pirate and was subsequently known as the Gentleman Pirate. He became an associate of the infamous Blackbeard and ended his life on the hangman’s scaffold in Charles Town, South Carolina. My father, the son of a British army officer, was born in Tianjin, China, and my Anglo-Irish mother’s family distinguished themselves in London, Ireland, the Americas and India. I myself was born in a farmhouse with no electricity, in the isolated British colony of Southern Rhodesia – now known as Zimbabwe. From my mother, a free-thinking quasi-mystic, who cut a striking figure in our remote colonial outpost, I had learned not to fear being an outsider, and to take risks at an early age. Had I now taken one risk too many?

			Nearly twenty years earlier, I had abandoned the country of my birth and set off to be a medical student at Trinity College, Dublin, with which my mother’s family had been involved since it was founded in 1592. After a year of studies, I decided that I was both not patient enough to deal with sick people for the rest of my life, and far too curious about the rest of the world to be restricted to this profession. So I left and began a six-year odyssey around the world. It took me from a cultural college in Germany to a Vancouver logging camp, from a stevedore’s job in San Francisco to a mountaintop Buddhist monastery in Japan, from a jail cell in rural Oregon to an opium den in Laos, to crossing the Atlantic in a seven-metre sloop with no GPS to some serious climbing in the Canadian Rockies – and my accommodation ranged from one of the finest stately homes in England to the freezing floor of a Canadian public lavatory.

			At every turn, I was driven by intense curiosity and had learned not to be daunted by physically difficult or emotionally isolating challenges. I had built up five businesses in Tokyo and then lost everything when the CIA threatened my life. Having been ordained as a lay Buddhist monk, I had learned to control my emotions by trying to minimise the demands of my ego, and I had never fallen prey to panic or despair.

			But my current situation was as testing as any I had ever known. Where was my wife? Would we ever see each other again? If we did not, it would be entirely my fault.

			After I had stumbled on for about three miles, I saw a large railway shed ahead of me with tracks going into it. The interior was brightly lit and full of noise, and my heart lifted, because now at least I might find some people to whom I could explain my predicament.

			As I walked in, I saw an astonishing sight. On the train track in front of me sat a  row of bogies – effectively the chassis and wheels of a train and nothing else – from which the carriage itself seemed to have been stripped away. I walked further into the shed and saw that the train itself was suspended ten feet off the ground, carriage by carriage, on a row of cranes. And there, at one of the windows, to my amazement and huge relief, was Marie-Thérèse, looking down at me, equally flabbergasted and delighted to see me. 

			The shed, it turned out, was a rail gauge-changing station: the Chinese use the standard international gauge but the Mongolians use the Russian one, which is about three and a half inches wider. That means that all carriages much be lifted off their bogies in a procedure that can take several hours. Because it was so laborious, it was no wonder that they ran so few trains on that line, but as my wife and I were joyously united, and as I prepared my speech of abject apology for not heeding her warning, I thanked my lucky stars that it all took so long. If the train really had gone off to Beijing without me, I am not at all confident I would have survived to tell the tale.

			Forty years on, I am still telling my tales, but the time I have left to do so is limited. I was recently diagnosed with an incurable lung disease, which my specialists tell me, gives me only around two years to live. 

			I am generally calm about the prospect of dying. For this, I thank the Buddhist belief system which has enriched my life and helped me get through the toughest events in it. I have always focused on substance not form, being driven by curiosity, and attempting to minimise the demands of my ego. This three-part formula has served me well, leading to success in my business career as well as immense personal fulfilment. It surprises some people that I could be a committed Buddhist – I am ordained as a Zen monk – while holding senior positions in the business world and setting up multi-million-pound ventures. To me, there is no contradiction. The assumption that there should be derives from the common association of Buddhism with the kind of people who are most obviously drawn to it in the West. As a religious philosophy, it is not solely about chanting cross-legged to a soundtrack of wind chimes while preaching peace, love and harmony. If it were, how could Japan – where two-thirds of the population is Buddhist – ever have become the world’s third largest economy? Rather, it is a belief system honed over more than two thousand years, which has an application to all areas of life. My aim in writing about my life’s adventures is to provide a fuller and more complete account of this practical wisdom I learned in Japan, and to challenge some of those preconceptions about the spiritual teachings of the East.

			The title, A Raindrop in the Ocean, refers to a Buddhist meditation koan or problem. It is partly a metaphysical enquiry: if a raindrop falls into the ocean, does it cease to exist? The answer is both yes and no: the raindrop is still there, but it is no longer an isolated thing, as it has lost the “skin” (aka ego) that was formerly around the water of the raindrop. This gives us a way of understanding how a person can have two apparently contradictory properties at the same time: the body/ego (form – a separate entity) and the soul (substance – part of the whole), which is a useful lesson for approaching the complexities of the world. It is thus a metaphor for the relationship between the individual and the rest of the world. It is about leaving the ego behind (the border demanding individual ego recognition) and accepting being an indivisible part of a greater whole. Before the monastery, I tried “to eat life before it ate me”, but since the monastery, I have tried “to be dispassionately passionate” – the dispassion is the removal of the ego, while the passion is absolutely necessary for communication with others and taking joy from being alive, which is not the monastic way. I still have a long way to go in achieving this latter goal.

			I have spent my life since my monastic sojourn attempting to be a raindrop in the ocean. A great deal of enjoyment has been mine along the way, and the process has never been less than fascinating. Having learned to be fully engaged by life, I have not felt bored in a very long time. 

		

	
		
			1:

			Boyhood in the African Bush

			It was a hot morning on the high-veld and I was in my usual garb of a pair of shorts and virtually nothing else, about to go off into the bush with one of the cattle herders, Twalika – my favourite, as he was always patient in explaining the ways of the bush and the wildlife that inhabited it. There were snakes everywhere, and I knew it was important to watch out for the puff adders that enjoyed basking in the sun while they lay in wait for small animals on the paths around my grandfather’s farm. Unlike most other snakes, they were too sluggish to slither away, but they were not slow to bite, and their venom could easily kill a small boy. Nevertheless, six years old and fearless, I liked to run everywhere barefoot, and today was no exception. With a spear in my hand and my fox terrier, Toki, running on ahead, we set out on the path through my grandfather’s tobacco fields. The rows of squat green plants were just coming into flower and the sweet scent of the pink blooms perfumed the air.

			A couple of fields away lay the nearest of the five villages on my grandfather’s land. I often liked to sneak away on Saturday nights to sit with the village children at the kraal, the centre of the mud and lathe houses, and watch the adults drink skokiaan, a vile-smelling home-brewed liquor that made them laugh loudly and dance. The men of the village were out in the fields at this time in the morning, but there were a few children roaming around, and an old woman sat in the doorway of her grass-thatched hut cutting vegetables into a stew-pot. We waved at her and called hello in Chilapalapa, the pidgin language that I had been taught to use with the Shona villagers, but we did not stop because Toki was pressing ahead and I did not want to lose sight of him. I had a vivid memory of a leopard snatching another of our dogs off the veranda of our house, and I had no intention of letting any such accident befall Toki…

			Beyond the village was an irrigation channel. It was dry at this time of year but it was a good route to follow and we now walked along its sun-baked path, humming a song I had learned from Nursey, who had sung the same songs to my father, and his brother and sister, when they were children in China. Some way along this channel was a spreading mahogany tree with just enough footholds for me to climb into the lower branches and survey the surrounding plateau. I hauled myself up, my bare toes curling nimbly around the bole, and settled into a comfortable perch, where I pulled from my pocket a slab of cake I had stolen from the kitchen. Toki looked up at me imploringly so I tore off a chunk and dropped it down to him, as well as giving a piece to Twalika. My vantage point was just high enough to see the low roof of our house, which my father had built from bricks that he and a team of village helpers had made from mud and straw and baked in the sun. Away to the north, too far to see, was my grandparents’ farmhouse, which was larger than ours and full of treasures my grandfather had brought from the East. The one I liked best was a huge lacquered screen on which animals were painted: extraordinary creatures of a kind we did not have in Africa. There were tigers and griffins and dragons, and they puzzled me because I thought we had every conceivable animal on the farm. Glossing over the fact that several of them were mythological, my grandfather explained that they didn’t live in our part of the world: rather, they lived in China. After hearing his explanation, I had decided that one day I would travel to Asia to see these exotic creatures for myself.

				Until that day came, however, I still had plenty to explore on my doorstep. In the opposite direction from my grandfather’s house, further along the irrigation channel, was one of the dams that the farm used for irrigation and fishing when it was full. Having realised he was not getting any more cake, Toki had wandered off in that direction and I decided I had better jump down and follow.

			When we reached the dam, I could see my dog sniffing around a bulky object on the floor of the dry basin. It was hidden behind some stones, and from the stink and the cloud of flies, I assumed it was a dead animal.

			“Come away, Toki,” I called.

			He looked up to acknowledge my arrival, but it was clear he had no intention of leaving his noxious-smelling discovery alone. As Twalika and I approached, I tried to make out what kind of animal it could be. The most likely possibility was one of my grandfather’s cattle, in which case Twalika would have to report this discovery to our headman. But the shape looked too small for that. Perhaps it was a calf. Bones were sticking out of what dark skin remained, and whatever it was looked as if it had already become a meal for the fish before the damn dried up. Twalika tried to persuade me to leave, as he was clearly very agitated. Holding my hand over my nose to try and fend off the stench, I tiptoed closer. Now, with horror, I saw that the shape was not the remains of a dead animal. I was looking at a dead body.

			For all my fearless nature, I was trembling now.

			“Come here, Toki,” I called, my voice shrill and hesitant in the eerie silence that seemed to have descended on this part of the bush.

			Backing away, I grabbed Toki by the scruff of the neck to pull him with me, then began to run as fast as my bare feet would carry me back to our house, with Twalika following me closely.

			I found my mother in the kitchen talking to our cook in Chilapalapa about lunch.

			“There’s a dead man in the dam!” I blurted out.

			My mother was normally calm in a crisis, but she looked alarmed and promptly dispatched one of the kitchen boys to look for my father. Then she hugged me close and asked me to tell her precisely what I had seen, which I did.

			“What do you think killed him?” I asked.

			I knew there were lions and hyenas out there, because we could hear them at night, and I was under no illusions about the dangers of such wild creatures.

			“Let’s wait until your father goes to find out,” she said.

			I did not know this at the time, but my mother knew at once that no animal had killed this man. It was impossible to recognise him but it was probable that he was a stranger to our farm. He had no doubt been murdered in order to harvest his organs so a witch-doctor could used them for his muti, or potions, in black magic rituals. The police were called, but nobody was ever charged because this kind of thing was a fact of life, albeit infrequent, in the bush of Southern Rhodesia. For me, as the discoverer of the body, it was a rough early awakening to the fact that life could be pretty brutal.

				I also learned not entirely to dismiss black magic as primitive superstition. There was a time when one of the men on our farm became very ill. The local mini-clinic could do nothing for him so my father sent him off by bus to the general hospital in Salisbury, the capital, and monitored his health by public telephone. In those days of very limited long-distance communication, we had a system where one ring was for a neighbour twenty miles away, two were for a slightly closer neighbour, and three meant the call was for us. When the call came through, the hospital told us the man was definitely dying.

			My father shook his head and looked at my mother. “I’m sure it’s black magic,” he said.

			He called in his headman and told him: “I know perfectly well your wife is a witch-doctor. Bring her here at once.”

			The man looked at his feet.

			“If you don’t, there will be very severe consequences,” my father said.

			His wife was duly brought to my father. I was standing watching when she arrived, fascinated to see what an actual witch would look like. But to my disappointment she looked no different from any of the other village women.

			“Have you put a spell on this man?” my father wanted to know.

			“No, sir!” she insisted. “Honestly, I have not!”

			My father picked up his sjambok, a whip made of rolled hippopotamus hide, and raised it to make it clear he meant business. The threat had the desired effect and the woman changed her tune immediately.

			“All right, all right,” she pleaded. “I did put a spell on him, because he liked a girl and she liked him, but somebody else wanted her. That man paid me to put a spell on him. I will take the spell off now, I swear to you, sir. Please do not whip me.”

			She disappeared back to the village, and about three hours later we received a call from the general hospital some one hundred kilometres away. The man had got out of bed, they told us, and was coming home. 

			I have no idea how one explains that in a rational way. But incidents like it informed my world view as I grew up in this remote, unsophisticated outpost of the British Empire.

			My grandfather had arrived in Southern Rhodesia in the 1920s. He was a brigadier-general who had lost a leg in the First World War. Like many men of his class and generation he had a nursery nickname that stuck with him for the rest of his life; his was Piglet. That may make him sound frivolous to modern ears, but in truth he was gruff and rather distant, as befitted a man who had spent the first half of his life in the Victorian era. Clean-shaven with a shiny bald head baked as a brown as the bricks of our house, he clumped around on his wooden leg, issuing orders in a military manner, and according his grandchildren a half-hour audience every day before his dinner. We referred to him as Grandpa, but to his face we called him ‘Sir’ – as indeed did our father.

			His real name was Cecil Pickford Higginson, and he had been born in Liverpool, where my great-grandfather was a coal merchant. The family had previously owned sugar plantations in the Caribbean, and our most exciting direct ancestor was a renegade called Stede Bonnet, nicknamed the Gentleman Pirate. He decided that being a pirate was more profitable than owning a sugar plantation, and he fell in with the notorious Blackbeard. Eventually, he was hanged in South Carolina in 1718. By respectable contrast, my grandfather went to public school in the UK and then the Army Staff College at Camberley in Surrey. He served as a captain in the Shropshire Light Infantry in the Boxer Rebellion in Beijing before going off to the Boer War in South Africa, where he was mentioned in dispatches twice and decorated with the DSO. Later, he went back to China, where my father was born in the northern port city of Tianjin in 1910. He then commanded a battalion in the First World War, but lost his leg in the first year and was invalided out. He was made a Companion of the Order of St Michael and George.

			He could have settled into a comfortable retirement in the Home Counties, but he had fallen in love with Africa during his time there and he decided he would go back. The British government was offering land grants to help settle Southern Rhodesia, the crown colony between the Limpopo river in the south and the Zambezi river in the north, occupying a part of Africa named after the British empire-builder Cecil Rhodes. My grandfather acquired a parcel of land in central Mashonaland, some fifty miles north of the capital, Salisbury. His two sons and a daughter were at public school in England, and he let them stay on. But he made it clear to them that there was no question of their going on to university. Instead they were required, at the age of seventeen or eighteen, to help him build his own little empire in Rhodesia. To sweeten this pill, he secured land grants for them, too, and they all ended up building their own houses on what was effectively a sprawling family estate.

			The settlers of their era were creating farms out of raw bush. Traditional African agriculture was based on a slash-and-burn model, and there was no notion of crop rotation before the colonials arrived. Whatever the rights and wrongs of their unilaterally taking ownership of the land, they undoubtedly made it more productive. This fertile region, and Rhodesia generally, acquired a reputation as the breadbasket of Africa.

			Life was not all witch-doctors and mud bricks. My grandparents made money from their tobacco crop when the Second World War broke out, and my grandmother – whom we called Granny Maud – wintered every year in the smartest hotel in Cape Town. She came from a military family in Hampshire and she loved wearing extravagant hats. She also enjoyed the constant support of Nursey. A Devonshire girl, whose real name was Miss Bristow, she had gone with the family to China as an 18-year-old and stayed on with our family for the rest of her life. She had ruled my father’s nursery with a rod of iron, and she did the same for us children, her ferocity only slightly undermined by the rich West Country burr she had never lost.

			The real adventurer in the family was my mother. She was born in Ireland to an old and distinguished family. One of her ancestors was Lord Mayor of London in the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. Another became High Sheriff of County Antrim and built Castle Dobbs, an elegant mansion which still stands near Carrickfergus in Northern Ireland. Yet another Dobbs forebear was appointed Surveyor of Ireland in the 1720s and then immigrated to the US where he became the seventh governor of North Carolina, acquiring a vast estate of four hundred thousand acres. Under the British system, where the eldest son of a wealthy family inherited everything and the rest had to go off and find something else to do, a succession of younger sons and their descendants built railways in South America, and helped run the East India Company and the British Raj. My mother’s great-grandfather, Major-General Richard Dobbs, spent more than thirty years in the colonial administration in southern India, where he befriended the fabulously rich and cultured Maharaja of Mysore (now the State of Karnataka). He even had a village, Dobbspet (just north of Bangalore), named after him.

			I therefore grew up with tales of derring-do by my mother’s side of the family. She and my father were coincidentally at the same English public school, Sherborne in Dorset, but they did not know each other there because he was four years older, and in any case the boys’ and the girls’ schools were completely separate. So far, so conventional. But at the age of nineteen, my mother set out for the United States on her own, which was an extraordinary undertaking for a young woman in the early 1930s. Her plan was to attend the first-ever school of osteopathy in Kirksville, Missouri, which had opened the year before her arrival.

			On her way, she had her first great adventure, which, remarkably, only emerged by accident. I was her first-born, and the most like her in character, so she spent a lot of time talking to me. One day I discovered the word ‘divorce’ in a book and asked my mother what it meant. She duly told me, and then I asked, as small children are inclined to do, if she had ever been divorced herself.

			“Actually, I have,” she said. And it all came out.

			In order to get to Missouri from the East Coast, she had hitch-hiked. She accepted one lift from a handsome young man with a big smile and the pair of them ended up getting caught in a snowstorm. By her account, they were trapped in the car for three whole days. Obviously, it was very cold, and to keep each other warm they huddled close. The driver cannot be blamed for noticing the attractions of his clear-skinned young Irish passenger with the twinkling brown eyes, and one thing led to another. But he was apparently a man of honour, as ten days later he married her. After such a limited courtship, the relationship did not last, and my mother divorced him after three months, whereupon she proceeded calmly to Kirksville and qualified as an osteopath. She confided all this to me without inhibition in our car outside a shopping centre in Salisbury when I was seven years old. If she had not, we might none of us have ever known the story.

			After she had finished her training she went back to her parents in Ireland, but she was in no mood to settle down. She decided she wanted to see Africa. War had already broken out but she managed to book passage for Cape Town on a liner which set out from the Port of London in November 1939.

			On the voyage south she met my father’s mother, who was trying to get back to the farm in Mashonaland after a trip home to the UK, now that the war had started. Since my mother was a good-looking gal with an engaging manner, and my grandmother was probably bored by the long sea voyage, it was natural that they should strike up a friendship, and at some stage Granny Maud told my mother: “You must come to stay with us in Rhodesia.”

			“I’d love to,” said my mother, who knew an invitation to adventure when she heard one.

			They duly exchanged addresses and for a while nothing came of it. My mother disembarked in Cape Town as planned and travelled overland to Johannesburg, where she started practising osteopathy. But the policies of the largely Boer government in South Africa were restrictive and dehumanising. The system was not yet officially known as apartheid, but she hated the rigid separation between blacks and whites. While neighbouring Southern Rhodesia also had racial laws, and she would come to disapprove of them profoundly, the colony seemed at the time to represent a softer version of the situation in South Africa. So she sent a letter to the elegantly dressed Mrs Higginson from the ship and asked if she could come to visit. She received a reply by return of post in the affirmative, at which she packed her bags and set off for Salisbury, some six hundred miles to the north.

			The train journey was long and slow, and she was tired but excited when she arrived. Waiting for her at the station was her hostess’s son Bill, who was tall, slim, good-looking and charming. He was also shy and did not have much to say on the bumpy, three-hour drive on the dust road back to the farm. But it cannot have escaped his attention as they bounced along over the high-veld that this remarkably spirited, vivacious young woman was also quite easy on the eye.

			Conditions on my grandparents’ farm were primitive. There was no electricity, and my mother had to get used to finding cobras in the bathroom, black or green mambas in the fruit orchard, and the sight of elephants trampling the vegetable garden. Few of her contemporaries at Sherborne School for Girls would have lasted longer than a week, but my mother loved it. She got on as well as ever with Granny Maud, and she charmed my gruff grandfather. She also continued to get to know young Bill. I do not believe, from what she told me many years later, that she had fallen head over heels in love with him, but she liked him well enough. She was also certain that she liked this new life in Rhodesia, and she was keen to start having children. Because my father was reticent by nature, she could not foresee him taking the initiative, and even though there had been no indication from my grandparents that she was outstaying her welcome, she was eager to put her future on a proper footing. It had not escaped her attention that 1940 which was a leap year, which meant that, according to custom, it was acceptable for a woman to propose to a man on the 29th of February. So that was what she did.

			It took my father completely by surprise but he must have been aware that this was a propitious turn of events, not least because there were very few eligible white women out in the bush, and he was unlikely to do half as well if he turned the proposal down. So he swallowed whatever pride he felt at this reversal of the traditional roles and blurted out: “Yes, yes, Elizabeth, of course I’ll marry you. Absolutely!”

			They were married on the 25th of July, and I was born eleven months later, on 20 June 1941. My brother Brian arrived in 1943, and our sister Ann two years after that.

			The war in Europe was a long way away from Rhodesia but, like men all over the Commonwealth, my father felt duty-bound to sign up. He took flying lessons from a local pilot and went off to join the Royal Air Force in 1943, where he eventually ended up as an instructor. It meant he saw very little active service during the war, which kept him safe, even if he had few stories to tell when he returned. Meanwhile his brother and sister stayed behind and followed my grandfather’s lead in selling tobacco to the troops. It made them a lot of money, and we ended up as the poor relations of the family. But, on balance, I was proud that my father volunteered.

			The main difference the war made to my life was that my mother decided she no longer wanted to stay alone on the farm. She took us instead to live in a rented house in Salisbury, where she could earn a living as an osteopath. From then on, we only saw the farm during school holidays. When my father came back from the war he also realised he had lost the will to run a large operation on the land. He gave his farm back to my grandfather, who incorporated it into his own estate, and my parents bought twenty-five acres of land some twenty minutes’ drive from the city centre of Salisbury. It was a fairly sleepy place as capital cities go, caught in something of a time-warp, and in those days it had quite large plots of land, so people had space. That was particularly true for us: our property was huge considering that it was only twenty minutes from the city centre. My father built a rambling one-storey thatched-roof home for us – a typical farmer’s house transplanted into the city. The only other building visible was my rich uncle’s mansion at the top of the hill adjoining our property. Otherwise, we felt we were living in the country.

			At the bottom of our property, we had a swamp area known as a vlei, and a yellow gum tree plantation from which my father used to sell the timber. He set himself up as an agent for British firms importing and selling their products into Rhodesia, and he also turned about twelve of our twenty-five acres into a market garden, growing vegetables to sell to hotels and restaurants in Salisbury, with the help of a workforce of about fifteen. We ate vegetables straight out of the earth, and fruit straight off the trees. We children were all given our own personal peach tree and we had bananas, guavas, grapefruit, oranges and passion fruit, which we called granadillas. There was also a large open field of about five acres where my father grew grass to rear young calves until they were yearlings. For a small boy, the haystacks were a great delight. It was possible to hollow them out inside and make a den, completely out of sight of any grown-ups. The hay could be prickly on bare legs, but it was not hard to scavenge old towels and cushions from the house to make the interior quite comfortable. I would crawl inside and be master of my own little home, and if I was feeling hospitable, I could entertain guests. 

			I was apparently a difficult child. Not in terms of tantrums, but I had inherited the Dobbs adventure gene and I got into all sorts of scrapes. My first experience of hospital was when I was two years old. I was teasing Toki with a piece of bread; as he jumped at it, I pulled away so he snapped his teeth in mid-air. It was a good game. Unfortunately, on my last attempt, I snatched the bread away very close to my mouth, and he closed his teeth on my lip, tearing it apart. I needed stitches and I had my first, awful taste of chloroform, which in those days was used as an anaesthetic. Another time, I was chasing a girl in my school playground with my shoelaces undone. I tripped, gashed my head open and needed five more stitches. Then there was the day I was pushing my sister on a swing. I was swinging her higher and higher because I enjoyed her squeals as she went up and up. Then I was distracted by something and looked to one side, only to turn back and receive a sharp upper-cut from the descending seat. It lifted me off the ground and cut my jaw open, which meant more chloroform and stitches. It ought to have made me more careful, but it seemed not to. I had an accident on a picnic in the bush when I was crossing a river with a Coke bottle in my hand; I slipped on a rock and smashed the bottle, cutting both tendons in my right forefinger. Another time I was taken to the circus, where I saw trick cyclists standing on the saddle of their bikes and using strings to operate the handlebars. Naturally I thought I could do that too, so I tried it on a hill. I came off almost immediately and cut open my eye, needing another five stitches. Perhaps the most spectacular incident came when I was running with my brother and sister towards our uncle’s pool. I had shouted, “Last one in’s an ass!” and I was too busy telling my brother over my shoulder that he was going to be the ass to notice that the pool was empty. I only realised when I was in mid-air, at which point I started frantically back-pedalling like a cartoon character. I crashed down onto the concrete bottom and broke my ankle.

			I was so difficult to keep out of trouble that Granny Maud offered to pay for me to attend an exclusive prep school called Ruzawi, about forty-five miles east of Salisbury. I was duly packed off there at the age of six. Before I went, my mother sat me down for a serious talk.

			“It’s very important,” she said, “to behave in a moral way.”

			As well as being an adventurer, my mother was very religious, and devoted a lot of time to prayer in the little chapel she had created in our house. She even claimed to have had visions. She was a Christian and I was baptised an Anglican, but she had a great interest in comparative religions and philosophy, and she now tried to impress some of this thinking on me.

			“You will find that many people in life focus on form: what one looks like, how one is dressed, all the things that are on the surface that you first see when you look. But you will have a much richer life if you do the more difficult thing, which is to focus on substance – all the things that are below the surface.” Years later I came to the conclusion that Moses had missed a very important commandment; namely “thou shalt have no prejudice”, as so often prejudice is based on a person’s form – the colour of the skin, his beliefs, her ethnicity and his way of being. And thus, his/her substance is never given a chance to be understood, let alone appreciated.

			She explained, and I more or less grasped, that, in human terms, substance is the essence of the person, the business of the soul, and therefore who that person is, in value terms. To find the substance, ignore the clothing, the accent, and so on. It is more important to find out what the person believes in, what drives him or her. This focus on substance, my mother told me, represented the main foundation on which to build one’s own moral value system. Real advancement in life was not a question of money or form; it was an advancement of the spirit.

			She also had a warning: “Focusing on substance can be a long, hard and rather lonely road, because most people go with the flow and focus on form,” she said. “But if you succeed, you’ll see that it is worth the effort.”

			These were weighty messages for a six-year-old boy to absorb, but I did my best to apply the idea of moral values when I arrived at school. One day, for example, I saw some senior boys competing to see how far they could hit frogs with a cricket bat.

			“Please don’t do that,” I said. “It’s cruel.”

			“Who do you think you are, you little twerp?” the largest of them demanded.

			“You’re killing them,” I persisted. “It’s not nice to kill frogs like that.”

			I was probably lucky to escape without a kicking.

			On another occasion, I stepped in to stop some bullies tormenting a smaller boy. My intervention was successful, because they stopped persecuting him. Unfortunately, however, they transferred their attention to me, and instead of being grateful to me for helping him out, the smaller boy tried to ingratiate himself with them by cheering them on. It was a useful lesson in the weakness of human nature, but I also realised I would need to learn to fight back if I was going to carry on trying to take the moral high ground.

			Since I had been a voracious reader from an early age, I was more advanced than my peers and was moved up a class. That made me the youngest, and when I also turned out to be smart, the abuse intensified. In the end the bullying proved too much. I was not robust enough to deal with it, and after a couple of years my parents took me out of Ruzawi and put me in a day school near our home instead. It was around this time that my grandfather died, heralding the end of an era on the farm.

			At twelve I was sent away again, this time to a public school called Plumtree, in the village of Plumtree. It was right out in the bush, on the border with Botswana. This one-horse town was originally a simple siding on the railway line between Mafeking and Bulawayo, Rhodesia’s second city. The school was founded at the turn of the twentieth century by the Railway Mission to cater for the nine children of the station master, a man called Smith. They were represented for posterity by nine plums in a plum tree on the school crest. The school had since established itself as one of the best in the country. It was set up along the lines of a British public school, complete with a “fagging” system where junior boys acted as servants to senior ones. The fag-master, as the senior boy was known, was allowed to hand out reasonable punishments, but mine was an out-and-out sadist who took it upon himself to brand me with an immersion heater, leaving my right thigh disfigured by a circular brand. It was horrific conduct, but not the kind of thing one snitched about if one knew what was good for one.
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