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ABOUT THE AUTHOR


I was born in central London. Following my eldest sister’s birth two years later, I was packed off to my aunty and uncle in Wolverhampton, in England’s industrial Midlands. This happened periodically in my early life so that part of my education was in Wolverhampton, over one hundred miles from London. This time overlapped with the 2nd World War. Wolverhampton like London was bombed by the Germans.


My family moved to the greener west London suburb of Ealing in 1938, just before the outbreak of the 2nd World War.


As war dawned we moved to Beaconsfield, a small picturesque town, west of London. By this time my dad was away in the Royal Air Force.


After the war we all moved back to our house in Ealing.


I left my small private school aged 16 with O Levels. In spite of no sciences being taught at the school and no sixth form, I got a job as a laboratory technician. I studied O and A Level sciences at the technical college part time, while fully employed for three years.


At 19 I obtained a laboratory technician post in Southern Rhodesia, later to become black dominated Zimbabwe. My adventures in Rhodesia are described in this book (Vol 1).


Three years later I hitchhiked from Rhodesia to Cape Town University, South Africa. This enabled me to join the Anglo American Corporation where I tested explosives for the gold mines in Johannesburg. My South African adventures are described in Volume 2.


My work in South Africa was followed by an overland expedition across Africa and Europe. I climbed Kilimanjaro, Africa’s highest mountain, and following the River Nile by hitchhiking and boat.


A Jewish friend accompanied me to Nairobi, East Africa. Then I journeyed alone through the Arab lands and Europe to London.An account of this journey is in Volume 3.


I gained a BSc degree while working as a technician at London University. This enabled me to teach, during which I gained two teaching certificates and an MSc degree. I finally became an ecologist with a Local Authority, where a council ecological project enabled me to get an MPhil research degree in my retirement.


I met a Czechoslovak girl in Norway. The following year I married her behind the Iron Curtain, the communist security fence which separated the Russian dominated world from the West. Marta and I have two daughters and six grandchildren. Fifty years later we still enjoy each other’s married company in Britain.
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Voyage from UK to Cape Town, South Africa, and Boat-Train to Southern Rhodesia, Nov. 1955.
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INTRODUCTION


This book (Vol.1) and my following two books are on the theme of five years of my escape and serendipity in Africa in the 1950s. This was before the old order of Empire had been seriously changed. I was a young British immigrant working for three major southern African employers and studying at a South African university. The climax and conclusion of this experience was an overland journey from Johannesburg to London across Africa and Europe in 1960, hitchhiking where possible.


I was inspired to make my African adventures by studying maps and public library books in Britain. I made my own armchair journeys into distant lands. In these fascinating regions, Africa occupied a special place. This was because of the seemingly undisturbed uniqueness of its life: human, animal and vegetable. Impending British military service was a further incentive to seeking my fortune in Africa, firstly in Southern Rhodesia. I was able to do this because of three years laboratory experience in London after leaving school at sixteen, reinforced by science qualifications.


In this book I have confined my five years of African adventures to rich, white dominated, Southern Rhodesia, now poor, black controlled, Zimbabwe. It involves my eight thousand mile journey to Rhodesia by ocean liner and train and two and a half years working in that country during the 1950s.


My first duties in Africa, as a youth of nineteen, were in the Central Roads Laboratory in Salisbury, now Harare. Here I was admonished by the management for wearing too loose a pair of shorts and underpants while perched on a high stool at the lab bench! I was rolling soil “sausages” until they broke. Then the water content of these “sausages” was determined, an indicator of road foundation stability. The female technicians complained that looking at me was embarrassing!


One public holiday I hitchhiked with Roger, a friend from my government employees’ hostel near Salisbury, to the eastern mountains of Rhodesia. Here we met an old settler whose lounge was decorated with African wildlife trophies. Lions snarled and buffalo glared from the walls while leopard skins caught at our feet on the floor.


On hitchhiking back to Salisbury, two hundred miles away, our, lone, bespectacled lady driver pulled a pistol on me as we neared Rhodesia’s capital! She waved the gun at me as I sat on the front passenger seat beside her. Half turning to Roger on the back seat she said she would have used it if we had proved difficult. Africa I found was full of surprises.


After six months I escaped from the Roads Department due to impending incarceration in a caravan comprising a mobile laboratory cum bedsit. This was attached to a roving road construction gang of blacks and a white overseer. Not being keen on life in a caravan I exchanged it for two years at an agricultural research station in the hot, remote Rhodesian Lowveld. Accommodation was in an inviting bachelors mess bungalow shared with three white, male, agricultural technicians, pampered by black servants.


After two months the British soil physicist, my mentor and manager, left for America, just after getting married. He was given leave by the Rhodesian Government to work on soils on an irrigation research project among the Mormons, those who acquired many wives! I was left in charge of Brian’s vacated laboratory and field work. I never saw him again!


I was invited by a young white lady I met in the Rhodesian capital, to spend Christmas at her home. I motorcycled the four hundred miles from the Experiment Station and was greeted by her black “mother”. Bridgette had been brought up all her life by her black nanny in the mixed race quarter of a small Rhodesian gold mining town.


Just after that Christmas, Doc., our American chief officer, disappeared without giving notice! It was two years before I discovered why.


Someone slipped a very poisonous snake into the store of my laboratory and sabotaged my motorbike! Soon afterwards the Station’s engineer nearly throttled me because his wife had given me a provocative lift in their Land Rover!


I received a letter from the Rhodesian military stating I had been chosen for national service! I was to report to Bulawayo Barracks. The country was preparing to counter a black rebellion!


The very next day I received another letter informing me I had been accepted as a student at Cape Town University! As a result I told the Rhodesian army I would not be joining them! After two years at the Experiment Station I gave in my notice to the Rhodesian Government.


Subsequent to my African adventures I graduated at London University. My career since then has not contradicted my opinion on my work in Africa, that a non graduate can have a rich work experience.


On a visit thirty five years later than my first explorations of Africa, and subsequently, I found an Africa much more degraded than in the 1950s.




AN APOLOGY TO THE MODERN READER


My account of Southern Rhodesia and my experiences there are as I found at that time. They are described in the mindset that I had in those days. I like to think it is an honest account and not over-ridden by political correctness that overwhelmed the world later.


My attitude to the blacks and my white colleagues was tinged with the prevailing views of white society around me. So the terms I use to describe people are characteristic of that period. It would be dishonest to superimpose the attitudes of society today on this account. This would detract from the atmosphere of those times.


Southern Rhodesia was a self-governing British Colony close to being changed completely by black majority rule on becoming Zimbabwe.


Southern Rhodesia was largely a conservative country preserving the niceties of pre-war Britain. It was significantly more conservative than Britain at the time, which was becoming brasher after the 2nd world war. But Southern Rhodesia was developing fast, not only materially but socially as more white Britons entered the country.


If the reader finds my views old fashioned, and I hope not offensive, especially those of a racial and sexual nature, it reflects the times in which I found myself.
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CHAPTER 1


MY AFRICAN ODYSSEY BEGINS


Fast forward


Something erupted from the bush. It was a snake of enormous proportions! The largest I had ever seen in the wild, extremely fat and long. By the time I had braked the reptile was under my wheels. I felt the vehicle tremble as I drove over it. The truck had a fear of such a creature as did the driver. In spite of the twilight I caught a glimpse of its evil looking head before it disappeared under the Chevy.


I was not the brightest of zoological students in my evening class in London but I still had my dissecting kit in Africa. I was going to use this to skin the beast. When I was sure there was no life left in my gigantic prize, I lifted the python. With great difficulty I eased the monster into the back of the truck. I was soon on my way back to my mates on the experimental farm.


Prelude to departure


I had got fed up with the lack of challenge and opportunity in Britain for a lower middle class boy like myself. Looming military national service was the final straw!


The advertisement in the London Evening News for a laboratory technician to work in Africa fired my imagination. The Roads Department of the Southern Rhodesia Government wanted such a person. The requirements of a basic training in laboratory science seemed to suggest my suitability. I had already worked for three years in an industrial laboratory by the age of nineteen. I wasted no time in applying. To my delight I gained an interview in 1955 at Rhodesia House, now Zimbabwe House, in the Strand in central London.


I said at the interview, “I want to contribute to building the young and developing country of Southern Rhodesia!” This resulted in the offer of a job.


A sense of growing excitement increased over the weeks preceding my departure from England. This was not lessened by the doubts of my relatives, friends and colleagues as to the wisdom of this initiative. I conjured up fleeting pictures of how my new life and environment would materialise, inevitably enlivened by encounters with boundless wildlife.


There were tearful goodbyes with my mother and two sisters, two and ten years younger than me.


A last reminder from my mum was, “Don’t forget to wash your underpants and socks regularly. They get terribly sweaty.”


I left home in Ealing, in London’s western suburbs, on November 3rd 1955, a date stamped indelibly on my memory. I travelled by train to Waterloo Station, Central London, to catch the boat train, accompanied by my father and grandfather. They insisted on seeing me off.


Any doubts I had about the value of my expedition were cast aside when I noticed the sullen faces of passengers on the commuter circuit. They were probably unhappy about the prospect of dark winter days ahead. Surely the uncertainty of my endeavour was more worthwhile than the security of their dull routine.


The enormity of Waterloo Station with its seemingly endless roof and seething masses of passengers put my adventure into perspective. It would be an eight thousand mile journey which I was about to begin, including the three day train trip to Rhodesia from the Cape. Although this seemed the pinnacle of adventure there must have been many others in London that day about to begin adventures of other kinds. Their endeavours might have been no less of a hazard than mine.


The boat train I boarded was specifically for the Edinburgh Castle liner. This was early confirmation that I was to share a journey, at least to Cape Town, South Africa, with many hundreds of fellow adventurers. The Union Castle Company labels on a host of luggage made the destination clear.
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The train stopped close to the quayside at Southampton. Here the Edinburgh Castle reared her enormous bulk of 29,000 tons above the throng about to board her or wave her goodbye. Her capacity for those distant times was equally impressive, 755 passengers and a crew of 400. Compared with the giant cruise ships of today this seems small. The dedicated railway station, like the great liners no longer exist.


My grandfather said, “Let me see your ticket.”


He looked with disbelief at the large green ticket I was about to present to the official at the checkpoint. Granddad flicked over the pages as if to ascertain the ticket’s authenticity, and no doubt the cost of the journey.


On seeing the price he exclaimed, “I don’t believe it!”


This was £80 sterling, with a 5% discount for Rhodesian Government employees. My grandfather was probably making comparisons between my voyage and his regular journeys to South Africa from the UK. This was when he was a crew member on a luxury liner. He never told me about this because, like my father, he was a private man never sharing his thoughts and opinions. I only learnt about my grandfather’s association with South Africa from my grandmother years later.


The ship’s rails were crowded with passengers waving their final farewells as I climbed the gangway. I joined this crowd and nearly waved my arms off to attract my father and grandfather’s attention. Afterwards I began to explore the maze of corridors in search of my cabin.


I had not travelled on a liner before. I had little idea of what to expect in the way of accommodation, or indeed anything else. I was pleasantly surprised to find there were only two beds in my cabin. I could hardly expect a cabin to myself because of my lowly status.


I stowed my luggage, which was light. At nineteen I had accumulated little of value. Stretching myself on my bunk I contemplated the great voyage that was about to begin. I had hardly started to do this than a tall, lean, fair haired young man, in his mid twenties entered the cabin.


He introduced himself as Ray, adding, “I am going out to government service in Rhodesia. I recently qualified as a zoologist at London University and will be joining the Tsetse Fly Control Department. I will study the behaviour of the fly which causes sleeping sickness in cattle and humans. Like malaria it is a disease that the insects carry in minute organisms that are at the root of the problem. Hopefully my studies will help to control the fly better. Up to now this largely depended on killing all wild animals that carried the fly, over large areas. The wild animals are immune to the disease.”


After this zoological enlightenment I smiled, “Maybe if there are tsetse flies in our cabin they will help us go to sleep tonight.”


Much time was spent discussing such matters as we both had interests in the great outdoors. This I also learnt extended to rock climbing. Ray had been a Second Lieutenant in the Royal Marine Commandos. This was during his national service.


My school pal Brian was at the time of my African voyage in the final stages of his national service in the Royal Marine commandos. Brian specialised in small boat training in the tradition of the “Cockleshell Heroes.” They were so called because they used kayaks to sabotage the German warships in the 2nd World War. Together with Ray’s related experience this reinforced my feelings that I had missed something by not doing national service.


Ray seemed to have done everything in his short life that I would have liked to have done. University and the military were institutions I had not entered by that time. I had not gone to university because I left school at sixteen. However, I studied zoology to A level, among other science subjects, at evening classes and one day a week at the local technical college. No science was taught at my school.


I missed out on British national service by emigrating to Rhodesia. This was not because I disliked the military. I held the belief that the two years of national service were a waste of time for young men who did not want their careers or studies interrupted. There was no guarantee that they would be doing something interesting, exciting, or otherwise beneficial to them. In my view the majority of national service men just whiled away the time playing cards after the initial period of training. However, there were some like Ray and Brian who gained valuable experience during their military training.


African voyage


The loud blasts of the ship indicated that we were now casting off from the great concrete quayside. We nosed our way into the main channel of Southampton Water in the direction of the open sea. It was the regular weekly departure of the mail ship on the South Africa run, which left every Thursday at four o’clock.


The light was fading, it being early November. A great flickering flame from the waste gas chimney of the Fawley oil refinery stabbed the darkening sky. It was on the edge of the New Forest, formerly a royal hunting forest.


By the time we reached the Solent, a narrow stretch of water between the mainland and the Isle of Wight, it was dark. My great adventure had begun!


The ship had the most luxurious accommodation I had ever seen. I spent hours exploring its decks on that great voyage to the Cape. First class was supposed to be closed to me as I was a cabin class passenger. I was in the pay of the Southern Rhodesia Government. Immigrants had to go the cheapest way possible. But cabin class seemed the height of luxury to me. Apparently this was a definite step up from tourist class which they had on some other liners.


There were a variety of lounges, restaurants, and bars. The bars soon attracted my attention, as I was keen to sample the South African drinks that were served there. It was at this time that I had my first experience of a lager, a Castle lager, as opposed to an ordinary beer. However, I wondered about the slow drinks waiter service.


When the bar waiter did serve me he would say, “You’re having a drink on me,” meaning your eroding my income.


It was not until the end of the voyage that I realised I had not tipped heavily enough, or not tipped at all. How a young emigrant was supposed to find enough money for a tip was not clear to me. I believed the waiters could not distinguish between the wealthy and the down at heel. They assumed everybody on the boat was in the first category.


My grandfather had been a waiter on the great liner service to Cape Town at the beginning of the 20th century. I should have been more sympathetic with such employees. I remember seeing granddad in an ancient photograph looking extremely smart in his waiter outfit. It was likely that granddad served the wealthy passengers cruising to the Cape. At the time of my granddad’s voyages another part of the ship was reserved for ordinary folk like those trying their luck in the gold diggings of South Africa. There were probably soldiers going to take part in the Boer War, far removed from Cape Town.


On arrival in Cape Town granddad sent a postcard to his girlfriend in London incorporating the leaves of the silver tree. This tree grew on Table Mountain, and still does, but alas now in smaller numbers because people found the leaves so attractive. I remember seeing this card in my grandparents’ house together with a huge ostrich’s egg, another souvenir from South Africa.


Apparently my grandmother said, “I won’t marry you Ted unless you give up the Merchant Navy!”


Granddad changed his job to the London City office of one of the oldest and most respected insurance companies. It is reputed grandfather swayed when walking the office corridors. He clutched his papers as if the Atlantic rollers would claim them. It was also said, he knew the City of London like no other.


The variety of food in the dining room of the Edinburgh Castle liner amazed me. The different courses were displayed on magnificent menu cards. These were embellished with paintings of wildlife and other magnificent scenes of South Africa. The pictures included scantily dressed native women preparing food for their men folk. I took full advantage of all the innumerable courses and second helpings. The latter were readily available in the early part of the voyage as many passengers were sick in the choppy waters of the Bay of Biscay. In consequence the restaurant was half empty. My youthful appetite seemed insatiable. Somehow I had found my sea legs. I was going to make full use of the generosity of the Southern Rhodesia Roads Department!


We made a stop at Las Palmas on Gran Canaria Island, in the Canary Isles, a possession of Spain, close to the North African coast. The ship tied up at dawn and I got up early to see the sun rise over the Atlantic. It painted the volcanic slopes ever-changing shades of colour. As this was to be our only port of call before we reached the Cape I was determined to make the most of my day ashore.
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Edinburgh Castle menu. Picture of Union-Castle liner leaving Cape Town.


The quayside was quickly filled with a host of local merchants. They hawked their wares to passengers leaning over the rails and those leaving the ship to sample the island’s bounty. I decided to join the latter and was rewarded by the quaintness of the place.
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Policeman on traffic duty, Las Palmas, Canary Islands, Nov, 1955


The town appeared to be a cross between a Mediterranean coastal resort before commercialisation and some backwater of a colonial territory. This feeling was heightened by the age of the cars. A tepee hatted, white uniformed policeman directed traffic from a kind of pedestal in the middle of a road junction. There were colourful trees and bushes.


Dark señoritas enveloped in needle worked brocade dresses, leant from balconies. All this added to a delightful mix. I was not sure if one or two of the ladies beckoned to me accompanied by a “Come hither look.” That I believed was wishful thinking on my part.


A most attractive lady caught my attention, “Any chance of us getting together!” I called out.


I regarded her as my last chance saloon as I hadn’t met any suitable girls on the boat. There was no reply. Anyway, I was committed to a career in Rhodesia and the ship was about to depart.


The heavily scented air, probably as much to do with the señoritas as the flowers, had a sub tropical feel. This was quite delightful like some glass houses in Kew Gardens, London. A few hours at this idyllic spot appeared all too short. However, the ship having been replenished, and no doubt leaving behind some passengers, had a schedule to keep. At that stage it was at least another eleven days to the Cape. We maintained our close proximity to the African coast on leaving the Canary Islands, but far enough away to make the “Dark Continent” invisible.


Early in the voyage I collected my new camera which my dad had kindly had delivered to the ship to avoid purchase tax. This was another advantage of ocean transport. It denied the tax man stealing hard earned money. I went round the ship clicking at practically everything. Previously I had a mass produced simple box camera. With my new camera I was able to take moving objects, unlike the box camera. This was because of the faster shutter speeds. I could take into consideration such technical matters as depth of focus. Because of the newness of my camera my photos on the boat were experimental. I ended up with pictures of lifeboats, which I hoped would not be required, empty decks and suchlike.


Naturally, I made friends with some people on board, particularly those who sat around me at the dining table. It turned out that many were making their way to Salisbury, my final destination. This was approaching two thousand miles from Cape Town by railway.


One lady, Betty, at least double my age, from the Rhodesian capital, asked me, “How old are you?” On my reply she added, “You don’t look your age. Are relatives meeting you in Rhodesia?”


“I haven’t anyone there!”


It occurred to me, if she felt so sorry for me she could at least have invited me home. But perhaps her family would have objected, particularly her husband!


The air became noticeably balmy as we steamed progres­sively south at a rate of about five hundred miles a day. The menu cards listed the previous day’s maritime details: speed, distance travelled, nature of the sea, and weather. The sea slopping the side of the ship was a lovely blue green marble colour. It was churned to a frothy white wake at the bow. We had long left the gulls behind. They were hoping for tit bits that might usher from our sides. However, I did notice a gannet following us some hundreds of miles from the British shore.


Soaking up the sun in a deckchair and gazing at such repetitive but soothing sights seemed to me the height of relaxation. It was a real contrast to the hustle and bustle of London. The long ocean voyage with the prospect of unexpected delights at landfall seemed to me the ultimate in holiday relaxation.


However, I had to keep reminding myself, this is a serious journey. There is a job at the end of it which could be very demanding.


With this in mind I dipped into a textbook on physics. I brushed up on those aspects of science that could be useful in a soil mechanics laboratory. At the same time I basked in the warm sunshine.


We passed the Pretoria Castle, our sister ship, going in the opposite direction, about halfway through the voyage. This caused much excitement on board with waving and blasts from our ship. The occasion quickly passed. My gaze returned to the sea, now uninterrupted save for the foaming wake of our ship.


One day flying fish and dolphins enlivened the enormity of the sea.
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Crossing the Equator ceremony on Edinburgh Castle liner, Nov 1955


Our lazy routine was stirred the next day by the activities of the “Crossing the Line” ceremony. Many of the first time intruders into the tropics, including myself, on venturing across the equator were thrown into the outside pool. I met King Neptune, a crew member dressed appropriately in “ancient” seafaring gear dripping with seaweeds.


The evening saw a fancy dress Neptune Ball with many dressed as Caribbean buccaneers. I went as a pirate in my pyjama trousers, a towel wrapped around my head and a plastic dagger under my belt. Dancing I found was not particularly easy. This was not only because of my lack of social skills but also because of the movement of the ship.This reminded me of the vulnerability of our vessel in the seemingly limitless ocean. I tried to dance with one of the female crew dressed immaculately in a white uniform with sparkling insignias, who happened to be passing.


I asked her, “Do you come here often?” at the same time stepping on her toes.


She winced, “Not if I can help it with throbbing feet!”


I was always disappointed by the lack of fellow promenaders. I put this down to the fear of falling overboard. There is little hope of being saved if this was to happen. A large ship steaming at top speed takes a considerable distance to turn round and return to its original position. One consolation for a man overboard is that the equatorial region is noted for the doldrums. This is where there is no appreciable wind and hence, a still sea.
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Front picture of menu card (grinding millet). Painting by Barbara Tyrrell.


The menu cards appeared to become larger and more decorative as we approached Cape Town. The sea was choppier and seabirds joined the ship as we drew nearer to landfall.


“The Tavern of the Seas”


Suddenly the silhouettes of mountain peaks appeared. Their names I discovered later.Then coming into focus was the city of Cape Town, “The Tavern of the Seas.” To the left was the sharp outline of Devil’s Peak, to the centre the summit plateau with a precipitous front of Table Mountain. It had a tablecloth of cloud shrouding its top. To the right were the lesser eminences of Lions Head and Signal Hill. Cape Town was spread out like a long chain around the edge of these dramatic uplands. A great flat area pushed seaward towards the docks, almost free of buildings except the most recent high-rise blocks. This was land newly reclaimed from the sea since the city had otherwise nowhere to spread in that direction.


We nosed our way slowly into Duncan Dock, a great rectangular area of water encased by concrete quays. Our ship tied up at the Union Castle Company berth. My first great voyage had come to an end. Indeed such a voyage would soon be a thing of the past. The following two decades would see the disappearance of many ocean liners through the competition from faster means of travel, aeroplanes. Shame it is that these elegant ships have gone. Cruise ships would come along, many dwarfing the liners. But the ocean liner was largely a business ship with passengers who had a serious purpose. These included colonial civil servants returning to their posts, missionaries about to convert the pagans, nurses and doctors bringing hope to the world’s afflicted. Liners were not merely involved with voyages of pleasure.


The hum of the engines as the great pistons pushed our creaking decks through the hissing foam flecked sea would remain in the memory. Then, as the ropes were thrown by the deckhands to the men on the shore and secured around the capstans, the great engines fell silent.


Before I was due to board the train for Rhodesia I had a few hours in hand to take a look at Cape Town. This city impressed me greatly. It curled around the splendid pine covered slopes of the mountains and spilt onto the sandy Cape Flats beyond. Where the sea had been reclaimed around Table Bay stood a few great office blocks. Among them was one advertising “Olde Meister” brandy on its roof. I would have cause to remember that drink some years afterwards when I returned to Cape Town.
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My walk from liner to city centre. Table Mountain, Cape Town, South Africa, Nov 1955.
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Cape Town, South Africa, Nov 1955.


Quaint, old, colourful houses of the Malay quarter, inhabited by people whose ancestors originally hailed from the former Dutch East Indies enthralled me. Close by were fine public gardens with rows of old oak trees bordering the paths. Squirrels scampered among the boughs and subtropical plants scented the air, for the climate was Mediterranean. Cape Town was a mixture of Europe, the Far East and Africa. Not only did the white population originate in Europe but also a proportion of the plants and animals. They had brought these with them to remind them of their roots.


The appearance of the coloureds, those of mixed race, reminded me of their complicated origins. The Blacks too betrayed echoes of the extinct Hottentot race, cousins of the Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert. All were thrown together in this most favoured and bounteous region at the southern tip of Africa. As I stepped on the train I resolved to return to this most fair Cape.


By rail across the subcontinent


Even the train seemed to echo the past. The carriages were made largely of wood, with balconies at each end. These served as open air platforms. Here I could savour more completely the first sightings of the subcontinent of Southern Africa. The train passed through the fertile vineyard country behind Cape Town against a backdrop of scrub covered mountains. The shrubs made up a kind of heathland, a South African variant of the south of France maquis. This had aromatic bushes with thorns reinforcing the Mediterranean nature of the region.
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View from speeding train.


The Cape near Worcester. Vineyard in foreground,


South Africa, Nov 1955.


We climbed higher, entering a winding ravine, the Tulbagh Kloof, a cleft through the mountains. It afforded views of the front half of the train from the back as I leant out from the balcony. The hand rail barely prevented me from toppling over in my excitement to get a better glimpse. Eventually we reached a vast semi arid plateau broken by the occasional rocky hill. The occasional, old, whitewashed, Dutch colonial, farm house, shielded by a few planted trees enlivened an otherwise apparently lifeless scene. We were in the Great Karoo. This was virtually a desert except for tough scattered scrub and grasses.


Many South African names of geographical features, including place names, were in Afrikaans. This was derived from the Dutch language of the 16th century. The Dutch settled at the Cape at this time and their descendants fanned out across South Africa. Afrikaans was spoken by substantially more than half of the white population of South Africa at the time of my journey. Afrikaans contains elements of different languages other than Dutch. It underlines the fascinating amalgam that is South Africa.
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Tulbagh Kloof. Front of our train above road and river, South Africa, Nov 1955.
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Farmstead in the Karoo. Viewed from train.


I shared a railway carriage with Ray, my cabin mate from the Edinburgh Castle.


Ray told me, “I will be staying with relatives while in Salisbury. They have a nice bungalow in a leafy suburb.”


“No such luck for me. I believe I have to make do with a hostel.”


Also with us were two white nurses, Jill and Zoe, on their way to hospital posts in Southern Rhodesia. They were reasonably proportioned but not outstanding. Not the sort of girls to get my pulse racing. They made up for this with their loose, billowing, colourful dresses. They had received their training in Britain. I was surprised I had not met these girls on the boat. But the ship was large and the passengers numerous so it was easy to miss those you might like to meet.


It dawned on me that this could be one of the few opportunities I would have of meeting young women in a pioneering country. Here there was likely to be more young men than women. This thought frightened me. This realisation was reinforced on one of the occasional short stops we made on that sixteen hundred mile, three day, rail journey across southern Africa. We descended from the train and walked along the dusty main street. In this remote dorp (Afrikaans for a small town) we skipped down the main street arm in arm. I had a nurse on both arms!


One asked me, “Did you have a girlfriend in Britain?”


I replied, “On and off.”


Had they come all that way, halfway across the world, to find a husband?


The train crossed the border into Bechuanaland, now, after independence, called Botswana. In Bechuanaland the aridity of the treeless Karoo of South Africa gave rise to the savanna. This was a landscape of low trees and shrubs of varying density in a matrix of grass. This graded to the west, far beyond our view, into the Kalahari Desert. The heat increased with the lower altitude and lower latitude as we travelled deeper into the tropics. More time was spent on the balcony at the end of the carriage to cool off. The seemingly endless bush was punctuated by an occasional settlement with a dusty railway station. Cattle and game animals, apparently present, were concealed behind the close cover of mopane trees.


A brief stop was made at the few centres of administration and commerce near the eastern edge of the Protectorate of Bechuanaland. This territory was controlled largely from London. Newly appointed colonial officers, or those returning from leave in Britain, descended to the edge of the track, for there was no platform. The degree of enthusiasm on their faces betrayed in which of these categories they fell.


At such stops the track was lined with Africans selling their wares. The variety of exquisitely carved wooden animals particularly caught my eye. Antelopes with muscles flexed and horns represented by the quills of feathers echoed the vibrant African bush. It seemed unbelievable that such craftsmanship should rely on such casual sales for a living. Surely this was a prime example of Gray’s line from his Elegy,


Full many a flow’r is born to blush unseen,


And waste its sweetness on the desert air.


The railway was close to the Bamangwato tribal reserve, the leading tribe of the British colony of Bechuanaland. This tribe had hit the headlines of the British newspapers some years before. The native chief, virtually “The King of the Castle,” if not of the protectorate, on a visit to London had married a white typist. This naturally caused a stir in both countries. The happy couple settled in the African country for a while. The pair later paid a visit to Britain. The elders of the Bechuanaland tribe decided, in the absence of their chief, that they did not want him and his wife back. The elders did not agree with mixed marriages!


Eventually we crossed the border into Southern Rhodesia. We were on the Highveld. It was more attractive for white settlement because its height had tempered the heat and had increased the rainfall.


The stop at Bulawayo, being Rhodesia’s second largest centre of population, was more prolonged than before. The area around was one of the principal arenas in which white supremacy in this young country was sealed. Here was the great indaba (meeting) between the Ndebele chief Lobengula and Cecil Rhodes, in the late 19th century. It demarcated the area that was to be exploited by the whites. It was yet another piece in the great British Empire jigsaw. There was an attempt to fulfil Rhodes dream of one land from the Cape to at least the equator. He was prime minister of the Cape, a huge area around Cape Town.


We left Bulawayo, Ndebele for “The place of the killing.” This referred to the bloody conflicts which took place here in the late 19th century between the blacks and whites. The bush gave way to pockets of cultivated land on the better soils of the plateau where grassland tended to partially replace woodland. Occasional wooded kopjes (rocky hills) broke the surface of this plateau marked by piles of weathered granite. These were in the form of rock domes or giant boulders, revealed by erosion of the ground around the more resistant granite. We stopped at widely spaced, small towns on the plateau with strange sounding native names like Que Que and Gatooma. Barely a year later I would experience romance in Gatooma. The place was etched on my heart. Salisbury, the capital, my final destination, was in our sights.
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Map of Southern Rhodesia.




CHAPTER 2


SALISBURY, SOUTHERN RHODESIA


Spartan RAF camp


That Salisbury was just around the corner was clear when the passengers became restless and reached for their bags. Modern, high rise buildings could be seen in the distance. I and many other young recruits to the government service of Rhodesia began to crowd the corridor in anticipation. Returning resi­dents from a holiday overseas, or at Cape Town, took a more dignified attitude and stuck to their seats. From their wry smiles it was apparent that this second group were surprised at the enthusiasm of the latest batch of immigrants. The recruits were rearing to contribute to the building of a promising corner of the Commonwealth.


I pushed my head through an open train window, after gaining a prominent position near the door.


My Edinburgh Castle cabin mate, Ray, criticised me, “You should not display your camera around your neck. Look as if you are about to do a job rather than an opportunity to go touring!”


On stepping onto Salisbury’s station platform this sour note detracted from my parting with my shipmate, but of course he was right.


Another thought caused rancour. Ray did not invite me to visit him at his relative’s “nice” bungalow in Salisbury where he said earlier he would be staying. This was until he had learnt the ropes in the tsetse fly control laboratory in the Rho­desian capital (now Harare). Clearly we were at the opposite ends of the social and professional spectrum. However, we both ended up in the Lowveld, but we never met again.


As I moved through the jostling crowd the name tags on my cases drew the attention of a tall, slim, bronzed, middle aged man.


He tapped me on my shoulder and asked in a broad South African accent, “ ‘Ave you come to join the Roads Department?”


Jim Cronje turned out to be my immediate superior, a soil mechanics engineer from the Central Roads Laboratory in Salisbury. Jim an affable fellow was accompanied by his wife. She was shorter and younger than her husband. Judy had a full but not unattractive figure shown off by a loose flowery dress. It was a close, clammy day.


After welcoming me Jim said, “I will drive you to your digs in the government hostel. You will be there for about six months until you are fully trained as a soil mechanics techni­cian. After this period you will be dispatched in your own mobile caravan laboratory with sleeping quarters attached, to some distant corner of the country. Here you will test clay, sand and gravel, local to the site of a projected road. This is to determine their suitability for road foundations. Soil mechanics is a branch of civil engineering important in determining the stability of the foundations of buildings, airport runways and roads.” This was related to me as we sped along the wide streets of central Salisbury lined with flamboyant trees and spreading jacarandas.
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RM.S. “EDINBURGH CASTLE" CaBIN CLASS SALOOM

Dininer

Consommé Royale Cream Lamballe
Fried Fillet of Phice, Tomato Ssuce-
Roast Pork, Savoury Sauce

Loin of Lamb with Green Peas
French Beans
Potatoes : Fondantes New Boiled

COLD BUFFET
York Ham Roast Beef
Pate de Veau Farmhouse Brawn
Salad in Season
SWEETS
Tutti-Frutti Meringue
Blanc-mange Confiture

Casata Siciliana
Vanilla Ices Wafers

Fresh Fruit
Coffee

Monday, 14th November, 195

Union il Lo






