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Chapter 1

A colonial childhood
“But thy throat is shut and dried, and thy heart against thy side

Hammers: Fear, O Little Hunter--this is Fear!”

Ruyard Kipling

My father slept with a Colt revolver under his pillow. At meal times there was also a gun 
on the dining room table. During the day, Dad wore a shoulder holster and Mum had a 
Berretta in her handbag. It was the early 1950s in Nairobi, Kenya, the days of  the uprising 
by what the colonial authorities called the “Mau Mau” ( the rebels called themselves the 
Land and Freedom Army). I was six years old. An audacious English boy growing up in a 
house where impala browsed on the garden fl owers at night and a stream that ran through 
the bottom of  the garden was a passage for lions and also an infi ltration route for guerrilla 
fi ghters heading into town. In the evening, when we let the dogs in, I had to check that no 
Mau Mau fi ghter slipped into the yard with them.

For a six year old, this was like living an adventure. On the other hand, the awareness 
of  danger and uncertainty was to help me cope with diffi cult situations later in life. My 
parents were British but in those restless years after the Second World War they emigrated 
to South Africa. Stamped into my father’s passport was his allowance in cash and their 
worldly wealth, fi ve pounds sterling, one thousand fi ve hundred in today’s money. Not a 
fortune on which to build a new life, but enough.

They settled fi rst in Durban, but the humid climate adversely affected my father’s 
asthma, so they moved to Pretoria, the crucible of  an Afrikanerdom becoming ever more 
strident. Here, in a small thatched cottage that they built on the corner of  Nicholson and 
Konigin Wilhemina Drive, my sister Valerie was born.

Compared with the undulating countryside of  their English heritage and the comfort 
of  their own language, Pretoria was a harsh city in a harsh landscape for my parents. It was, 
too, predominantly Afrikaans-speaking, at a time when the Afrikaner had recently come 
into power and this made it an uneasy environment for the young English couple. As they 
watched the National Party implement a series of  racist laws, they became increasingly 
unhappy.

The most enduring recollection I have of  those years is standing in Pretoria’s crowded 
Voortrekker Street in September 1950 on a sunny spring day. The jacaranda trees had just 
come into bloom, the sky was a heart-breaking blue. I was not quite four years old. General 
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Jan Smuts’ coffin was wheeled past on a gun carriage, followed by a black stallion saddled 
up with his riding boots in stirrups facing to the rear. The crowd was silent.

His death, coming not long after the National Party had won the 1948 election, seemed 
to usher in a new era: the era of  apartheid. My parents watched the cortege and reached a 
decision to leave South Africa and make a home in Kenya.

At the time my father worked for Barclays Bank DCO, still the leading British bank as 
the initials, standing for Dominion, Colonial and Overseas, implied. He was a banker from 
a line of  bankers. His father had worked for the colonial office in the Caribbean, and had 
been the controller of  Northern Rhodesia’s finances, finally retiring from Coutts Bank in 
the UK. Banking was in the family blood, and Africa had become an obsession. Moving 
from Pretoria to Nairobi was no big deal and certainly not a difficult decision.

In 1952 we moved into a small bungalow on the outskirts of  Nairobi. It was made of  
natural stone quarried from the Great Rift Valley with a roof  of  red clay tiles – the epitome 
of  a colonial home with wide verandas overlooking a lush garden.

The rooms were generously sized and had fireplaces, as Nairobi’s nights can be cold, 
particularly in the rainy season. There was no electricity. Light for reading or playing cards 
came from pressurised gas lamps which hissed softly through the evening. The house smelt 
of  wood smoke from the kuni cooker and burning gas lanterns, a smell that was only replaced 
when the torrential rains came and brought from the earth an aroma of  vegetation and hope.

My parents settled easily into Nairobi, my father working at the bank, my mother 
opening a fashion shop under the name Rose Boutique, which soon became profitable, elite 
and well known. They made a strange couple: my father was tall, diffident and intelligent; 
my mother was short, attractive, pugnacious and glamorous, determined to succeed. Indeed 
she fought her way to success. In many ways they were individualists. She was headstrong 
and this brought tensions into their marriage. Tensions that I was well aware of  even if  I 
did not understand their relationship. What I did understand was that my mother adored 
me and installed in me a sense of  self  belief.

For my sister Valerie and me, childhood was a magical time. We could cycle to primary 
school across a grassy field, through a forest, meeting friends on the way. At weekends we 
would be taken for a drive in the Peugeot 203, with its sloping back and clunky gear change 
on the steering column, to the cricket match where my father played regularly. It might have 
been the time of  the Mau Mau, but life went on nonetheless.

This ideal life was not to last. Once I reached high school age, I went away to the Duke 
of  York School in Karen, the area named after Karen von Blixen, in the shadows of  the 
Ngong Hills. Valerie was sent to Limuru Girls School among the green tea estates and 
rolling hills of  the ‘White Highlands’. For me school was sport, and cricket, rugby and 
hockey took up much of  my time. I captained the cricket team, and was vice-captain of  the 
rugby team, head of  house and a prefect. The school was in forested grounds. The Ngong 
Hills teemed with Masai moran and wildlife.

Colonial schooling also included military cadet training. Annually we undertook 
exercises along the northern frontier, preparing to repel the Somali Shifta (bandits) Fifty 
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years later little has changed and Kenya is still in conflict with Somalia. I am sure these 
exercises provided me with a basic understanding of  military organisation which later came 
into its own. During some school holidays I would spend time on a ranch outside Machakos 
on the Athi plains where I learned the skills of  a ranch hand, horsemanship and how to 
handle a rifle. There would be weekends at the polo club and afternoons hunting for the 
pot. These experiences convinced me that farming would make a desirable career, and so 
studying agriculture became an option.

But while I was concentrating on schoolboy issues, my parents’ marriage was slowly 
unravelling. With my sister and me out of  the house, the tensions between my parents were 
exacerbated. To make matters worse, my father had been transferred to Morogoro and then 
to Dodoma in Tanganyika, while my mother continued her business in Nairobi. Eventually 
she left my father. As I reached adulthood, it became a mystery to me that they had ever 
married as they had very little in common.

With the divorce, my mother remained in Nairobi to manage her successful shops, while 
my father held his position of  bank manager in Tanganyika. I was well pleased since this 
enabled me to take holidays in Tanganyika which were of  a different type. With friends I 
climbed the Uluguru Mountains outside Morogoro, then hitchhiked to Moshi and climbed 
Kilimanjaro, where I spent my sixteenth birthday in the snow at the summit. And what a 
morning to welcome in the next year! The sun rose from the east through the clouds to the 
roof  of  Africa. I struggled to keep my eyes focussed and stay awake in the oxygen-deprived 
atmosphere, but as the cloud burnt off  I looked over the African savannah and had no idea 
of  what the future had in store. The overwhelming magnificence drove out any trepidation, 
Africa was my home.

But while that birthday was memorable, if  there was an event that shaped my life, it was 
an attack of  cerebral malaria at the age of  twelve. At the time black water fever was treated 
with plenty of  coconut milk, malaria was a killer and no European (as Kenyan whites were 
known) had been known to survive cerebral malaria. I had never been given prophylactics 
which was just as well or the medical staff  might not have identified the malaria parasite. 
When we returned from a holiday in Malindi I fell ill. I was admitted to hospital in Nairobi 
and lay there for five days in a coma. Time dragged on without improvement, and when the 
doctors told my parents: “to prepare for the worst”, my mother broke down. That evening 
I must have come out of  the coma and overheard two doctors talking in low tones at the 
foot of  my bed. They didn’t believe I would survive the night.

How I could have known what they were saying I cannot explain. I am acutely aware 
that I “saw” the situation in the hospital room. I felt totally at peace. It is a moment firmly 
ingrained in my subconscious. I was relaxed. I’ve heard this sort of  moment described as a 
“near death experience”.

Right there and then I made a decision to stay alive. The next morning the nurses were 
amazed to find me awake and muttering, “I need to pee.”

That experience convinced me that life depends on the will to survive. Death is not to 
be feared, for it is the easy route. To live you need to fight back, to take the decision to be 
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a survivor. It is our inherent duty to take part in life and live to the full. I believe that the 
hard times are compensated for by good times and that without work we cannot appreciate 
the value of  rest. That attack of  cerebral malaria did much to form my view of  life. It made 
me who I am. I chose to live.

Arrived and settled in Durban at 9 
months old, 1947.

A drive in the Kenyan highlands about 1959 with my father 
and mother.

Malindi after a morning’s fishing, 1964.
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Chapter 2

A Zambian life in the frying pan
“Ambition never comes to an end”

President Kenneth Kaunda

At the end of my school years I applied to the Royal Agricultural College in Cirencester, 
England. I received no reply, so I left Kenya and hitchhiked through Europe to arrive in 
London. My girlfriend, Andrea, had preceded me and this motivated me to leave for England. I 
had not been accepted and had no money, but I was full of  youthful optimism. I found work as a 
London road sweeper. Cromwell Road, Earls Court and the surrounds were my responsibility. I 
spent the summer of  1965 sweeping. By autumn I got news that I would be accepted at College 
after I completed at least a year working on a farm. I searched for farm work.

The job I found, paying fi ve pounds a week, was outside Chipping Norton in 
Oxfordshire. Accommodation at the neighbouring farm was in the attic of  a shepherd’s 
hill top cottage at a cost of  fi ve pounds a week! The wind blew. His wife suffered rickets 
as a child and was about four feet tall, her only meal was a hotpot, constantly on the iron 
range cooker, to which meat, normally and appropriately lamb, was occasionally added. I 
was allowed to help myself. After 12 months, my wage increased to ten pounds, and I was 
a competent farm labourer, tractor driver and herdsman. But I was now determined not to 
be left in the rut as a labourer and fi nally realised I needed to study.

At “the Royal” I was absorbed with my work, with cricket and rugby, with new 
experiences. I put my labouring skills to work in holidays on the college farms. It was a time 
when I “lost” a normal family relationship. My mother and father were not on speaking 
terms. In fact, she had vowed never to speak to my father again. This “stand-off ” was to 
affect my relationship with them and my sister in later years.

Before I left for the UK, my father moved back to Nairobi, perhaps to seek reconciliation. 
He had no chance as my mother had developed a penchant for younger men. So it was 
not to be. She was free and wanted to remain so. Disappointed, lacking motivation, my 
father let his work ethic slip and began drinking. Eventually the bank lost patience and sent 
him back to England where he struggled to fi nd employment, settling fi nally for a clerical 
position. He suffered his fi rst stroke aged only sixty. Twenty years later, now confi ned to a 
wheelchair, he died. By good fortune I saw him the night before he died.

For many years my mother remained in Kenya, and even became a citizen, always 
hoping that one day I would return. She had my sister’s support in the shops and did not 
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consider leaving until after the riots against the Asian community in Eastleigh, Nairobi, and 
the 1980 bomb which flattened part of  the Norfolk Hotel on New Year’s Eve, killing 20 
people and injuring 80. An Arab group claimed responsibility, saying it was in retaliation 
for Kenya allowing Israeli troops to refuel in the capital en route to rescue 100 hostages 
being held by pro-Palestinian hijackers at Entebbe Airport in Uganda. My mother feared 
a violent repetition of  the expulsion of  the Ugandan Asians by Idi Amin in 1972. In the 
early 1980s she was unsettled and decided to sell, returning to England at the end of  the 
1980s. However, in 1966, I was a young student in England with my future ahead of  me, 
and difficult family relationships were the last thing on my mind. My four years as a student 
had changed my world, rugby on frozen fields, labouring in the snow, downing yards of  ale 
and spending time and glorious summers in my first serious love affair with Rachel.

In 1969 a notice was published that the Tobacco Board of  Zambia had vacancies. It 
sounded like an opportunity to return to Africa. I applied and after interviews in London 
and further debate I got a job. Six months later, I was on my way to Zambia, or more 
precisely to the Mukonchi Tobacco Scheme, in the bush east of  Kabwe. Here I was to be 
the agronomist responsible for technical developments. I could hardly believe my good 
luck at landing this job. While I had graduated in agriculture, and had studied agronomy 
and veterinary science with post graduate studies in advanced management, the one crop 
that had not formed part of  any syllabus was tobacco.

Life in Kabwe was anything but dull. Work was all consuming and after a full working 
week my leisure hours were centred on the local rugby club and the weekend game. In 
those days my back row partner was a man named Angus Buchan who many years later, 
in South Africa, would become a farmer and famous evangelist with the publication of  
his bestselling memoir Faith like Potatoes. In those Kabwe days he was more interested in 
pumping iron than punching bibles.

Life was also made more interesting for me when I visited a Greek tobacco farmer and 
discovered his stunning daughter. Effie was a gorgeous “Aphrodite”, closely chaperoned 
by her younger sister who fortunately could be persuaded to ignore her duties. We had an 
intense affair until she left for Greece to visit family. Communications were poor and we 
lost contact.

After completing a two-year contract in Mukonchi, I suggested to Ronnie Landless, 
chairman of  the Commercial Farmers Bureau, that the Bureau needed more economic 
input. In short, I was suggesting they take me on, which they did. So at the age of  twenty-
six, I was negotiating agricultural prices and protecting farmers’ interests with the Zambian 
government. As part of  these functions I arranged farm management training programmes 
and seminars and tours of  neighbouring countries to gain exposure to other agricultural 
practices. As it happened, this good idea had unexpected consequences.

One of  the seminars took place in Mauritius in September 1973. In the evening, as I 
was about to have dinner at the Dina Robin Hotel at Le Morne Brabant, I spotted a very 
attractive woman sitting on the veranda and I introduced myself. With large expressive eyes 
and a lovely full mouth, an open, honest symmetrical face, she looked at me with intrigue 
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and surprise. She spoke no English, and I had little French, but it made no difference; we 
made a connection.

I suggested we take a paddle-boat and float out to sit on the sea in the bright moonlight. 
She agreed, and those few hours were enough to alter our lives. Her name was Marjolaine 
and she was in transit to Madagascar and due to leave early the next morning for a holiday 
on the island.

Marjolaine was Belgian, living in the Hague, Holland. Her father was of  Walloon 
aristocratic stock born in the Congo, and she was a ‘de Ryckman de Betz’, born in the 
Chateau Betz. Her father had left returning to the Belgian Congo when she was a child, and 
as her mother had refused to accompany him, the family abandoned the chateau and lived in 
Brussels in an apartment, making do on remittances and family support. Once her schooling 
was over, Marjolaine had gone to Holland for a career in nursing, specialising in the treatment 
with complex surgical situations. After graduating she worked as a freelance nurse, sometimes 
ministering to terminally ill patients, sometimes caring for mothers who wished to give birth 
at home. Over the years she acquired a reputation that brought her to the notice of  Crown 
Princess Beatrix and Prince Klaus. They approached her to govern the royal offspring. Of  
course this entailed an investigation into her background where her father’s reputation quickly 
surfaced. He was now living in the south of  France and known for his love of  fast cars and 
fast women. It appeared, too, that he had squandered his money. The royal household saw 
a potential public relations disaster and withdrew their offer of  a job. How fortunate for me 
that when this happened, Marjolaine took time off  to visit Madagascar.

In stilted French I later wrote, asking her to visit me in Zambia. In January 1974, in the 
pouring rain, she arrived from Brussels at Lusaka airport. We lived in a small farm cottage 
outside Lusaka. Then I had an unexpected visit from Effie’s father. She was back home, he 
told me and I now had his permission to marry her! This took me by incredulous surprise, 
I was asked to come to his farm for Sunday lunch. I went and Marjolaine waited. Effie had 
no explanation for her 18 month silence and so I left. It was not an easy thing to do, I was 
uncertain but sure of  one thing, I needed to trust my partner.

This was a moment to change the course of  my lifetime. I chose Marjolaine. But in 
March the following year she left with the ultimatum that either we married the next time 
we met or we would not meet again. I did not wait long. On 19 April 1975 we married in 
Brussels and then re-established ourselves in the cottage at York Farm, Lusaka.

In late October 1976, when the heat was at its worst and we were waiting for the 
rains, Marjolaine gave birth to our first son, Adrian, by an emergency caesarean section. 
This happened at the Monze mission hospital, a small facility with twenty-four beds in the 
maternity ward. The night after Adrian’s birth was full moon and suddenly the ward was 
packed, as it was believed that births came with the full moon. There were mothers in and 
under the beds, and as many in the passageways. In this chaos, Marjolaine picked up her 
son and walked away 24 hours later. I marvelled at her strength and determination. Two 
years and six months later our second son, Graham, was born in Nairobi where hospital 
conditions were good and professional, and my mother lent support.

A Zambian life in the frying pan



24 CAN  YOU SMELL THE RAIN

My activities for the Farmers’ Bureau brought me into contact with many prominent 
farmers, one of  whom, Dallas Grobler, asked me to manage his properties, Kalangwa 
Estates in Chisamba. Dallas Grobler had developed an intensive farming operation and 
was the Zambian onion king. He had sold eighty per cent of  the company to a British 
multinational, and wanted to move to South Africa. I would take over management and we 
would split the remaining twenty per cent of  his holdings between us.

At first Marjolaine was reluctant, as we had struggled to start up our own agro-economic 
consulting business which was finally paying its way after months of  living on sausages and 
maize meal. We talked through the pros and cons and eventually my ambitions persuaded 
her. I was keen to practice what I had been preaching. So it was in this rather strange way 
that I found that I was a de facto employee of  Lonrho, the company that had bought the 
eighty per cent of  Kalangwa Estates. We moved to live on the farm in Chisamba, and I gave 
up playing rugby in Lusaka.

Although I did not know it, Lonrho was the largest British company in Africa, a 
company grown from Rhodesian origins which was led by an unusual man.

In the coming years this future farming business was established in four different 
locations. Each month I would drive more than five thousand kilometres, on dirt roads, to 
keep the operations under strict control. To improve communications, I introduced radios 
and then bought an old Cessna 172, a four-seat, single-engine and high-wing aircraft. Our 
neighbour, David Frost, had a dirt airstrip. Why drive, when the distances could be covered 
more easily and more quickly by air? I had no flying training but that was soon rectified as 
an instructor from Lusaka would spend weekends on the farm teaching me. This decision 
to fly was to alter my life.

If  our faith in the Zambian health system was low when Graham was born, then our 
reluctance to be subjected to it was justified when Graham had an accident on the farm. 
He was five years old, and fell, pulverising his left elbow. As he had already lost the first 
phalange of  his index finger to a hyena (by sticking his hand into the animal’s cage), we 
didn’t want him suffering any further debilitating effects to that arm. We rushed him to 
the government hospital in Lusaka which stank of  urine. The staff  were complacent, and 
as nothing happened, we decided to move him. The surgeon assured us, “His life is not in 
danger, if  it was, I’d call the police. But don’t expect us to assist.”

A torrid night followed and the next morning we took our son to our GP. All he could 
do was bind the arm. Hours later I flew Graham to Harare whilst Marjolaine comforted 
him to better medical care. The doctors there saved his arm.

The state of  the hospitals and the appalling health care situation were not Zambia’s only 
problems. Nationalization of  the mines and economic stagnation had brought the country 
to a standstill. Marjolaine and I could see no future. The country looked bogged down in 
hopelessness, spiralling downwards as it squandered its mineral wealth.

I remember talking over the situation with Dominic Mulaisho who was the economic 
advisor to President Kenneth Kaunda. We had become friends and he would visit us on the 
farm. He convinced me it was time to move. “I am chucking it in,” he said. “Throwing in the 




