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Preface

EVERYWHERE IN Africa, south of the permanently dry Sahara Desert, the rains govern life. They arrive, hopefully, at pretty much an exact time every year. Too much rain is a catastrophe, washing away fields and flooding the countryside. When rains fail, or do not produce the necessary amount of water, life may fail too. The rural areas, where most of the population still lives, cannot grow their crops and life in these communities becomes precarious as crops whither and water holes dry up. The wisdom of the spiritualists is consulted to appease the forces of other worlds by giving offerings and to have mercy on their people. It is not only the rural poor who suffer, but insufficient rain produces food shortages and makes life harder for the urban poor as well. Several countries of southern Africa produce cash crops to sell and without rain these too are ravaged and the economic structure of the country dries up like the river-beds.

When the rains arrive on time and in sufficient quantity, the heavens are praised and the prospect of a good harvest ensured. The economy will prosper with water oiling both the large and small enterprises that depend on it. Waiting for the rains to arrive is like waiting for life to be renewed.

Perhaps Africa is accustomed to waiting. Queues form for a government official to issue a document, where possibly only a bribe will reduce the waiting time. Crowds linger in the shade of trees for the intercity bus, invariably late. People wait on the side of a rutted road while an overladen bus is repaired before resuming more miles of jarring travel. And all is performed peacefully without complaint, as if it were all in the nature of things. The waiting time is filled with valuable meetings, conversing with neighbours or attending to children’s needs. It is not a wasted time.

For anyone new to Africa, used to the efficiency of western life, waiting assumes the proportions of a nightmare. But after he or she starts to become accustomed to ‘Africa time’, they too start to wait patiently for bureaucracy to work or transport to arrive. Maybe this is dangerous, as it won’t do, back in the west. Waiting appears to become endemic the more southerly one goes. Even the southern Europeans have a more relaxed attitude. Possibly we have something to learn from Africa that the rushing around which seems so necessary in the western world is an institutionalized madness. Waiting could well be what we need to reclaim some quality of life.

Africa is huge, with a terrain that varies from desert to tropical rain forest and snow-capped mountains. There are enormous variations between its numerous cultures, many which are infused with mysterious customs. It is a land with modern cities and an urban elite, but the majority of its population still live a traditional life in small villages with age-old values. There are still enormous differences of wealth, with the rich living only miles away from those in poverty.

Africa is also a diverse place, where one would expect extraordinary things to be happening on an everyday basis. And that’s how I found it to be. Africa has rules of its own and it guards them jealously. It will take a long time for them to change. The rules that apply to the western world still have little relevance here. I discovered a way of life with many contradictions – even after some conditioning to the African way of doing things. This affected the expatriate community who were caught in something of a no man’s land between the indigenous population and the life they had left behind in their home country.

There was a confusion of values, some borrowed from their African hosts and some made up to suit the circumstances. With few guidelines and not much accountability, it was not surprising some went off the rails. This after all was a land part traditional, part with a colonial inheritance attempting to find its own unique future. There was bound to be a unique concoction of outcomes.

Expatriates are a diverse group, perhaps more so in the 1970s, when the world was a larger place than it is now. They were accustomed to living away from friends and family, even children, for most of the year. Their children voyaged across the skies two or three times a year to visit a place remote from their home. They clocked up thousands of miles over the years as they followed their distant family across the world. Even now, serial expatriates often spend a greater part of their career in this seemingly endless search for a new posting. In doing so their outlook on life is different.

The lifestyle of the local people they have come to manage, or manage the organizations they work in, could not be more different. Theirs is a close-knit community, with young and old learning to live together. There is a respect for the elders and family support for those in need. But even this is breaking down as a search for work draws crowds into the cities. Black and white are finding they can learn from each other. It is a tribute to the human condition how coexistence flourishes with understanding and tolerance.

Some African countries have progressed to stable democracies, while others appear to be in a permanent state of ethnic strife. To travel overland, for even short journeys, can still be an adventure not suited for the timid. The news reports from Africa will often be difficult to understand and are as varied as the continent itself. Added to its tendency for bizarre politics, it is not surprising that the newcomer is baffled, yet at the same time fascinated by the confusion of it all. In many ways, not much has changed since the 1970s; there are still local wars, but these are now between ethnic clans and with political rivalries. No sooner than one score is settled, than another flares up. This gives Africa the appearance of always being in a state of turmoil and this is often true, with little predictability of what is going to happen next. It is a strange and ever changing place where a unique sense of adventure is still to be found.

Several years after leaving Africa I have decided to write about what I saw and experienced. The advantage of perspective made me realize the 1970s and 1980s were a pivotal time that I had lived through, with colonial wars ending and new leaders taking charge. This era is now history. I was an expatriate while some conflicts were still raging and others had ended with their new black leaders in honeymoon mood. My story is about this post-colonial period with the day-to-day details of life both in a small community and in one of the largest cities on the continent.

I lived in Africa for ten years between 1970 and 1980. The countries I describe are Malawi and Zambia, but they could be almost anywhere else in the vast continent south of the Sahara. Boundaries are a political divide, not a cultural one. Malawi is relatively small and at that time little known, land-locked in south-east Africa, surrounded by Mozambique, Zambia and Tanzania. Zambia, by contrast is enormous, covering an area of nearly 300,000 square miles and again land-locked. There are a total of eight countries surrounding its borders and at that time conflicts were raging in several. They were all about who was to gain power.

This was a period of post-colonial times when the guardian home rule from several European countries had just been handed over to a local popular leader. But in others, a bitter campaign for independence was still raging. It was a turbulent time for the new leaders, as those recently ousted in the leadership contest were still around and waiting in the wings for any opportunity to take over.

Travelling through much of Africa was then, and can be now, a step into the unknown. For many it was going where few had gone before. Travel to remote destinations was a serious affair for the novice explorer. The wars against the colonial powers did make travel hazardous, but even so, Africa was probably a safer continent to cross then, than thirty years later. Tourists were an exception on long and expensive flights. Those were the days when the migrant mail liners made luxury sea journeys to the southern cape or onwards to boost the much-requested need for white migrants to Australia. The passengers on both the mail sea liners and flights were essentially travelling for serious reasons. There was a steady stream of business and sales staff, missionaries, expatriates and school children coming to join parents for boarding school holidays. Added to the mix, were just a handful of seasoned travellers, getting ahead of the tourist competition who were to discover Africa in the following two decades.

Africa demands a change of attitude and this can take time and experience. Situations that would be impossible to live with in the western world of organized living have to be viewed from a different perspective. This change will be necessary, because if you don’t, then you will not survive in this part of the world. But make the effort and it is possible to accept the people and their culture, often much different to your own. This does not mean accepting everything you see in Africa, any more than in your home country. I came to Africa to make a contribution and change some things hopefully for the better. I made the attempt, not always successfully. But I had to know what the limits were and when to step away. This is something only time and experience taught me.

I have considered this story closer to a historic memoir and what I lived through as a piece of recent history. It is a personal account of my experience of these times. This is different to the viewpoint of an armchair academic or war correspondent sent in to file reports. I was living and working there and it was my home for over ten years. Perhaps this story will help in providing a background to the Africa seen through news reports.

The chapters are divided into subject areas, so it is possible to target a particular subject, i.e. travelling by road, or the effects of the climate, without having to follow any particular order. This is an account of what the country felt like to live in, not only during the post-colonial era, but what can very often apply to recent times. A lot does not change in Africa and much remains the same today as it was decades ago. It is an extraordinary mix.

There are too many images of disaster from Africa, often used to encourage the western donor to contribute to the aid budget. Today, Africa is poised to become a success story, with its mineral wealth and under-utilized agriculture. Many positive images occur in ordinary day-to-day situations. They can be the most memorable ones about a situation or a place and more than anything else can summarize an image. There are the children who run out from a village school to greet you as a visitor; the sharing of the rural bus with maize sacks and chickens; the fascination of seeing the African way of repairing broken bicycles; or the drinking of shake-shake beer in a grass-roofed bar in the bush as the fiery sun merges into the horizon. I have tried to provide a picture of the period just a few years after independence. I hope this account will capture some of that atmosphere.


CHAPTER 1



Welcome home

IT WAS June 1977 and I was in the first class compartment of a Zambian Airways 707, heading for Lusaka, the capital city. It did seem surprising to climb into this rather grand and spacious area, which as far as I knew was not a perk of the job I was being sent out for. I was pretty sure it was the chaotic seating plans. The airline regularly overbooked, relying on last minute cancellations to ensure no seats went unoccupied. This planning strategy rarely worked out and so there were passengers with boarding passes looking for seats, which were already filled. It was common practice on Zambian Airways to ask for volunteers to get off and spend another week lounging around their departure city, while more persistent passengers were found seats. I’m sure, had it not been for international regulations, fold-up chairs would have appeared down the aisle. I found myself ushered into a plush seat a few steps away from the pilot’s station. It was already early evening when the plane took off from Heathrow, the main airline hub in London.

At this time anywhere in Zambia, the setting sun would be a signal for drinks to flow, whether in a small thatched bar in the bush or a city centre hotel. It was in fact ‘sundowner’ time. I was on a little bit of Zambian territory, albeit in the sky and the tradition was not going to be interrupted. As the plane banished the grey clouds and headed through the gloom into an azure sky, the formality of anything western was left behind. An African world was an intrinsic part of the flight arrangements. The air-hostess was now a conveyor of the best concoctions available. There appeared to be limitless quantities of Zambian drinks still left over from the previous flight. Glasses were filled or bottles replaced with a smile and no refusal was accepted. The notion of fluid intake to counter dehydration was applied only to alcoholic content. I wondered whether the idea of replacing booze capacity with space for another passenger had ever occurred to those zealous full-seating planners.

The lady sitting next to me was a seasoned Lusaka dweller and insisted on giving me advice about the city - in between the whisky chasers. As far as I can remember, she never mentioned anything about Lusaka being under a night curfew. The story about a possible coup attempt from some disgruntled elements within the military just didn’t seem worthy of mention. But perhaps she just didn’t know. My earlier recruitment meetings at the Zambian High Commission in London did not think it worth mentioning either.

The drone of the engines had a sort of hypnotic effect as the flight progressed. Perhaps this is why I found it difficult to assess her warnings about hold-ups with automatic pistols and organized criminal gangs operating out of the townships. I had just spent six years working in Zambia’s next door neighbour Malawi, under the autocratic rule of President Banda. He had ways of clearing dissent from the streets and countryside, although by dubious methods. I mused about how Lusaka, just six hundred kilometres away across the border, could be so out of control? But this was Africa where revolutions were supposed to be commonplace; where order and disorder sit uncomfortably side by side. You are expected to be experienced in these things. It’s as important as knowing about the job you are going to do and you just work around the local political dilemmas. The lady with the drinks just smiled and asked,

“Please sir, which kind of Carlsberg would you prefer?”

At Lusaka Airport the sun was glaring through a sky of vivid blue. It was the coolest time of the year and with the city sitting on the top of a 1,000 metre plateau, there was a vitality of mountain freshness in the air. Airport arrivals and departures had not yet declined into the anomalous tunnel structures leading to and from the lounges we are now all acclimatized to. Our 707 had taxied to within a couple of hundred yards of the airport viewing platform. Arrivals could take that magnificent tarmac walk to the entrance doors, with all the grandeur of a celebrity, with possibly a few greetings shouted up to those waiting on the viewing gallery. This was the weekly flight from England; it did not need placard-waving tour operators to identify their clients. It was easy to tell who was who. These included elderly missionaries, returning residents, business seekers and sales executives, boarding school children visiting for the holidays, a smattering of seasoned travellers. An expatriate member from my department knew who I was too; perhaps there was some indelible identification attached to expatriate migrants.

On the drive into the city the familiar sights of savanna Africa became real again. I had been away from this territory for ten months now, but the images of people and vehicles shimmering through swirling dust clouds appeared as though it was yesterday: the fearless highway walkers impervious to traffic; bicycles with four people holding on; head loads of firewood; buses blasting on shrill horns and overtaking on the wrong side. The roads represented the life here: few rules and colourful confusion. The road was a human tide of movement; vehicles shared their environment with people, animals, bicycles, buses and trucks. Africa is a place of people, their numbers dwarf vehicles and they all intermingle, finding their own space. The road has yet to be the sole abode of the car. And then suddenly they all disappeared and were replaced by the dual highway running down the centre of the region’s largest city. The multi-storey buildings and their broad pedestrian walks seemed unreal from the rural images only minutes past. The conversation with my colleague turned to reality.

“There is a dusk to dawn curfew on,” he announced, as though it was merely a routine occurrence. It was easy to forget. He knew only as much as anyone else in the city - except perhaps those involved.

“Something serious about to happen?” I queried.

“Don’t ask me why! But keep off the streets at all costs after dark. It’s dangerous enough at the best of times . . . but now you can be shot on sight.”

After I was located in my apartment close to the city centre, I watched the lights go out and heard the police sirens wail. This was Africa with its own unique rules and a special way of dealing with everyday life.


CHAPTER 2



Going to Africa can be a slow process

IWAS not looking for a posting to Africa. But an inconspicuous advertisement in one of the Sunday papers caught my attention. It was in Malawi, possibly one of the furthermost extremities of the old empire. A place few knew anything about, including myself. I had no idea exactly where the country was or my ultimate suitability for what could be a perilous experiment in a tropical wilderness. The more I thought about it, the more the prospect of a possibility of going to Africa became a focus. It was for a post as a Training Officer with the Government Printing Office in the administrative capital of Zomba. It was a long step from an advertisement to an acceptance. But the idea grew and became something of an exotic preoccupation. It was not something I had planned for, or even consciously thought about, but going somewhere exotic had always been a tantalizing, if somewhat remote prospect from an early age. I never had any idea of how it could be achieved, but as they say, ‘it’s the stuff dreams are made of’. It is so often just a momentary glance in a newspaper or a chance meeting with someone, that changes one’s whole life direction. A crossroads as it were.
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Lake Chilwa from Zomba Plateau

I had acquired atlases from an early age and found out for myself where the most remote territories were. The only tangible benefit as I can recall was that my knowledge of geography became exemplary as I poured over routes of early explorers and found places with incredible names, places worthy to get lost in. I placed circles around place names that had nothing more significant about them other than they were remote and seemed exotic. It was like an explorer searching for an indescribably difficult place to reach in a jungle outpost. Perhaps this was one of those tantalizing opportunities, which only appear when they are not being sought and have to be seized upon then and there. It’s about waiting and seizing the right moment and the right opportunity. There is rarely a perfect time and risks are part of it all.

A romantic vision

In the late 1960s there still existed a romantic vision of Africa, even if it was not wholly real. It was a product of an age where distance really did exist and stories came by geographic magazines. Illusions were enduring and made believable by a mixture of part myth, with stories often exaggerated by reporters eager to sell to their client newspapers. This was still a time of colonial influence in Africa where large areas of the continent were under white rule, or only just handed over, much to the relief of the home country. The reports of infighting and corruption that were later to make up so much of the continents tragic future were still at least a decade away. Africa still had several years to prolong the image of romance and allure. For all I knew there were still explorers hacking a path through the jungle or negotiating deals with ragged villains shipping exotic goods across desolate trails up-country. Possibly there were still river-side hotels with teak stained bars and slowly whirling fans attempting to dispel clammy night air and biting insects, with rain pounding for hours and clattering onto wide palm leaves. It’s all exotic, remote and so far away.

In the late 1960s and 70s, travelling was an extraordinarily daunting affair, which had not seized the imagination of the population at large. Or if it had, the opportunity of serious travelling had not penetrated as far as the ordinary working person. Travel for most people was an exclusive affair, reserved for once a year holidays and usually not very far from home. It was the reserve of the rich and famous and generally only read about in glossy magazines and travelogues. The inaccessibility of it all only enhanced the sense of distance and made such locations even more exotic and mysterious.

The start of the process

It was the summer of 1970 and I had just finished my one-year Certificate of Technical Education course at Garnet College in London. My wife Kathy and I were living in Rotherfield, just over the border of Sussex, amidst gentle rolling hills and quiet country lanes. As the advertisement started to take a serious hold of my attention, I remember having to retrieve those same old atlases and relive some of those childhood fantasies, but this time with an element of serious intent.

As I started to penetrate the mystique of the inland kingdom of Malawi, I started to discover how remote and isolated the place actually was. In an age before the instantaneous information of the Internet generation, recent information was hard to come by and took great powers of detection to retrieve. Malawi was small and land-locked, with few large towns and poor communications with its neighbours. The very sparseness of information was intriguing and this alone invoked a sense of mystery about the place. I was later to find much of this was a conscious endeavour by its notorious President Banda to keep what were considered undesirable visitors and foreign journalists out. This was an action, which both kept an innocent way of life intact and an almost total news blackout of what was going on in the country.
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Kathy and Lloyd by the Zambezi River

Surviving the interview

My application went through the recruiting body, which was the Crown Agents. At the time they acted as a sort of head-hunter for all personnel requirements and purchasing specialists on behalf of the newly independent crown territories. As independence matured it was a short time before these responsibilities were taken over by the Malawi Buying and Trade Agents. It was the body to whom I was to form a long-term relationship.

Interviews are singularly strange affairs. They are places, maybe they should be called situations, where dreams come true or are dispelled. It is an atmosphere somewhat akin to a quiz show, where the panel fires questions to which you either know the answer or not. Alone and without back-up, it is often only your wits, quick thinking, or experience and confidence that will carry the day. I felt confident about the interview, possibly because I did my homework and came prepared with some knowledge of the country and some sensible questions to ask. The panel sat in the London offices of the Crown Agents behind a huge desk in an oak panelled room. It would equally well have suited a reception area for visiting dignitaries. It was quiet, as though all extraneous sound was absorbed into the walls. The large desk had neat writing pads and typed lists. The chairs were heavy with a feel of age. My application was somewhere in the organized pile of files.

There were representatives from the Crown Agents and a Malawian from the High Commission, plus a miscellaneous assortment of what I can only describe as observers. Although I’m sure each one must have had some input into the proceedings, it appeared I was under scrutiny of the kind necessary to ensure candidates were suitable for the extreme outreaches of the old empire. After what seemed an inordinate period of time, I was eventually invited to give my own questions to the panel. I remember asking about the strict conservative culture that the country portrayed to the outside world. This was often referred to in any literature about Malawi as a warning to all western newcomers. It must have struck some kind of a chord, as the panel head swung back in his chair and gazing towards the ceiling seemed to despair of modern society.

“Well yes,” he mused, “it is a conservative place, but judging by the way this country is going, we could well do with something of their kind of standards over here.” It seemed a good point to finish on.

In the anteroom immediately afterwards, I recalled a loud voice from beyond the oak panelled door stating I had answered everything to his complete satisfaction. It must have been an extremely rare situation to be within earshot and hear glimpses from the conclusions of an interview board. However, some two weeks later it appeared I had indeed convinced them and was awarded the post. From that moment on, the process began that would suck me into the impenetrable procedure of both the British Government’s recruitment campaign, on this side of the equator and the Malawi Government’s equivalent on the other side. It was a process that would take several months from the initial signed agreement to arrival in the country. It proved to be as organized as a military campaign or the planning routines of an espionage placement.

The first documentation appeared in the form of lengthy foolscap (A4 was not a popular format yet) pages breaking down the pay structure. There were sixteen pages of conditions in what resembled an initiation procedure. Documents and information packs took over my postal deliveries. There was a feeling that once started it could only lead to an irrevocable final conclusion - the dispatch of another expatriate. The momentum did not accelerate as the days and weeks passed, but ground on at a pace consistent with the old empire itself.

As the news of my intended career move infiltrated through my colleagues, their initial impression seemed to indicate I was embarking upon something akin to a geological expedition, with some doubt as to whether I would ever be seen again. I had to convince them the country was not only accessible by a log raft over raging rapids, but had a regular air service. No one I knew at the time had done anything like it; they had settled for work and careers, which were certain (certainty in careers really were possible in those days) and predictable. It seemed an inexhaustible conversation piece.

Analysing the package

The detailed information packs, which arrived with regularity, unearthed both the complexities and simplicities of life in this far flung and to me, mysterious part of the continent. I began to realize just how different the life-style I was embarking on really was. The conditions of the appointment were as detailed as any legal document - which in fact they were.

. . . The officer undertakes that he will comply with and act in all respects according to the conditions set out in the Schedule to this Agreement and will diligently perform the duties assigned to him . . .

I was a bona fide civil servant to the Ministry of Overseas Development, a division somehow intertwined with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, under the Overseas Aid Scheme. But many of the operational strategies had the invisible arm of the now defunct colonial service. I was to sign on for a minimum of two years, which could be extended to three and a half years, if all parties agreed. As the document detailed:

. . . if the Government so desires and the Government Medical Officer certifies that the officer is physically fit for such extended service . . .

All conditions from now on were to be associated with the civil service and its African institutions, all of whom were steeped in decades of obscure procedural practices. The remuneration package itself was more than just a statement of salary. It was not structured in a way to purposely confuse, but would relinquish just a little at a time and provide enough details for the potential employee to calculate what the sum total could be, provided relevant conditions were met. It was first divided into two sections. Part was to be paid in Malawi, the same as anyone at my civil service level would receive. Then a second, so-called inducement package, that was by far the largest component, was to be paid by the British government in the UK, which was tax-free. This amazing add-on benefit, in the days of prohibitive personal taxes, should have been enough to induce anyone to leave these northern shores.

References to baggage allowance included not just the usual personal effects, but household equipment and even items of furniture. There were local holidays too, at least just enough to allow for sojourns into the countryside. As long as the expatriate stayed the course, an entitlement to a 25% gratuity upon completion of the contract was an extra inducement to stay. At the end of the contract, a six month leave period was added on, not only on full pay, but also qualified for a gratuity payment, again tax-free. Such an extensive period, must again have been a legacy from an era when it was considered a necessity to recover from whatever bouts of jungle fever had laid the intrepid expatriate low. But however exotic this may be, it probably had more to do with a modern necessity of an enhanced time to re-settle and to make up for the absence of pension entitlements.

Further scrutiny of this document revealed a plethora of allowances and entitlements, which although of obvious importance, revealed themselves only by careful reading. It was as if they were secrets, not to be given up lightly. The pages slowly released their details, like a journey through a computer game, until eventually all of its secrets were revealed. Return flights were naturally part of the package, but also included all members of one’s family and holiday flights for children. There were also allowances for children to continue their education at boarding school within the UK. This was an enticement that would allow for a private boarding school education, part paid by the government. Revered by some parents as the icing on the cake of inducements. Having children absent for much of the year, often at boarding school, was the price often accepted for a quality education. I was to discover, this was part of the conditions accepted by many parents living an expatriate life-style.

Last but not least was a tropical clothing outfit. My ‘kit’ as it was referred to in my introduction guide, would be of my own choosing. But a lengthy description detailed what would be suitable for all kinds of necessities, from city office to expeditions. Descriptions followed on not only suitable styles, but detailed the type of fabrics and how both they and the wearer would be affected by the climate. Whereas today tropical clothing is even advertised in many specialist shops, in 1970 some searching was necessary among the local tailors to find the right outfit.

I found local outfitters had little in the way of suggestions or advice. They were not often called upon to suggest what could be suitable for expeditions into the African bush. The inclusion of a dress allowance must have epitomized an association with a colonial past. Apart from the climate dictating clothing requirements, the rigid political system had its demands too. Whatever was considered remotely fashionable in western countries was deemed corruptible and an attack on local morality. So no bellbottoms were allowed for men and for women no miniskirts or trousers. Both for Kathy and many expatriate women, whole wardrobes had to be discarded and a rapid resort to either made-to-measure or make their own.

Insider knowledge of the expatriate life

After signing details were completed, the main information books arrived. They definitely had a style with a distinctly 1950s look. All were rather bulky and even the covers were type written with such titles as The Preservation of Health in Warm Climates or simply Living in Malawi. They were no nonsense, practical guides to the serious business of not only survival, but also how to live and adjust to life on a day-to-day basis, in a remote and sometimes inaccessible territory. The authors were serious in their intentions of what practical life for the expatriate was going to be. It’s always necessary to remember just how remote the world was in the 1970s and these handbooks are a testimony to that world. In no way did they attempt to glamorize or encourage the new recruit, or even less add to the mystery of a country located in the heart of Africa, or anywhere else where the home flag either flew or had recently been quietly folded up.

As in any career move, especially in what were once crown territories, organizations existed to support expatriates in adjusting to a new environment. Membership of the London based Overseas Development Service Association, was available to anyone embarking on a government contract. With a club and advice centre it was able to supply contacts and letters of introduction to any of its territories.

In the 64-page booklet Living in Malawi, pages were devoted to coming to terms with the strangeness of the new environment and the sources of help the new arrival could draw upon. The detail and range of facilities available were extraordinary to the newcomer in an expatriate world. It demonstrated how a support system had been honed to practical efficiency by sheer necessity. In future years I assumed the whole system would slowly be dismantled as far-flung countries matured, distances became shorter and the old experts in conditions ‘up country’ simply faded away.

There existed the Women’s Corona Society with offices in London and a large overseas network, devoted entirely to expatriate women and issues relating to children. Little things like the importance of bringing mementos from home to ease the initial newness, were included. There was information on the ladies’ groups who would loan kitchen essentials. There were tips on shopping in the local market and how to manage a kitchen staff. It was pointed out that the hiring of servants was expected and their management would need to be a delicate blend of careful instruction while still being allowed to demonstrate their own ability. Being a house servant of a bwana and dona was a position of status. Reading the section on servants emphasized their importance. It was considered very unwise not to employ one or even two just to save money. It was not just because of the heat, but presumably as it was the done thing. It gave someone a job and enabled the newcomer to blend in that much more easily into the expatriate community. The importance of how to buy headloads of firewood was revealed and the places mosquitoes would hide at night. It was certainly not the stuff of tourist leaflets.

A book for saving lives

The most intriguing of all literature was a red covered book entitled Preservation of Personal Health in Warm Climates. This was a down to earth, formidable information pack for serious survival in the most isolated of bush environments. Its 92 pages of advice from the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine was a textbook for man (and woman) against sun and insect. Descriptions were given of practically every insect land-borne or aerial, which would seek revenge on the human intruder to its domain. The documentation on the use of drugs to combat these intrusions was lengthy and pulled no punches as to the dangers one would face should any of the precautions be neglected.

Persons of a nervous disposition were surely to be appalled by some of the possibilities of clinical dangers to be faced. It could raise memories in the minds of readers of the historical accounts from early settlers, many of whom suffered an early death due to these very diseases. All the well-known diseases were present: typhoid, cholera, yellow fever, sleeping sickness, sand-fly fever, kala azar, plague, such an overwhelming compilation that one wondered how anyone ever survived in the early days. The truth is many did not; at least half of the early Europeans who came to seek their fortune never returned, having succumbed to one (or more) of these deadly diseases.

The readers of the publication were without doubt relieved at the modern armoury of defences now available. Of course the prevention of heat stroke and sunburn came early on in the list. The more ‘exotic’ conditions caused by insects were something of a lurid fascination with descriptions of fungal infections, dysenteries, flies (of which seven major groups were listed), mosquitoes, fleas, ticks, mites, lice, midges, bugs, snake bites, scorpions, centipedes, spiders, leeches and (naturally) cockroaches. Perhaps it was the worms, practically unknown in the UK, which could be considered the bench-mark by which all tropical diseases could be ranked. They seemed to come in all shapes and sizes. The varieties of intestinal worms and their cures perhaps more than anything, emphasized the tropical nature of the environment and its dangers. The hookworm and roundworm varieties occupied several pages of description; where they are found, how one will pick up the infection and how to treat it. All the necessary drugs were mentioned right down to the actual dosages necessary to get the blighters out of the system.

Hookworm Infections: In many parts of the tropics 70%-90% of the local inhabitants harbour hookworms. . . . larvae hatch out of the eggs and after 7-10 days development are ready to penetrate the skin of barefooted passers-by. From the feet they are carried by the blood stream to the lungs and thence via the windpipe, the gullet and the stomach to the bowel where the cycle starts once more.

It appeared danger lurked from every quarter.

Stand the legs of food safes in dishes of antiseptic to keep ants out . . . protection against rodents, flies and cockroaches is necessary . . . servants may convey infection to food and plates, and typhoid carriers are a special danger in this respect.

A lengthy survey followed on as to how all these dangers could be minimized. The numerous pages on personal hygiene examined everything from washing daily to the importance of ironing clothes (not for appearances but to eliminate insect eggs, which could hatch out on warm skin). Lack of such attention could well bring on a case of the infamous ‘dhobhi’s itch’ (a ringworm infection), something which must have been every bit as disconcerting as its name suggests. From all of this it might be construed there was an element of scare tactics to ram home how dangerous it all could be. This was definitely not the intention. It was advice both to the city dweller and to those who could be stationed in really remote and inaccessible territory. Life saving it really could be!

The 92-page book was a fascinating source of information and must now be regarded as a primary reference of defence by the expatriate against tropical diseases. It was first published in 1951, a time when the prospect that the sun would at sometime set on the empire was never contemplated. Even though the British had left India by this time, the prospect of African nationalism appeared non-existent. The idea of long-term occupation was very much alive. Considering what must appear to be a formidable range of diseases, it is remarkable that so many individuals, often with families and young children, decided to take the risk. It was pointed out:

The responsibility for guarding his and his family’s health, therefore, rests on the individual himself.

The allure of Africa as a place of mystery, of adventure with a remoteness on a scale inconceivable in western countries did hold some element of fascination. Many countries of the continent were little heard of except when a disaster occurred or a political insurgency surfaced. Whatever the inspiration for the journey to such a potentially remote destination, the practical necessities for day-to-day life was the stuff of this essential publication.

The author’s experience is shown in a section devoted to mental health. It makes reference to the numbers of Europeans invalided out of the tropics, of which half were due to mental ill-health. There are some guidelines given of which a selection are worth reviewing:

. . . most (mental) ill-health arises from a temperamental incompatibility - an inability to adjust outlook and habits to the strange people, customs, social life and climate of a tropical environment. Inflexible people and those with definite racial or cultural prejudices find this adjustment most difficult, and those to whom the glamour of tropical life seems an escape from the competition ‘at home’ are sure to be disillusioned. . . . the heat and humidity tend to magnify the petty irritations that would pass unnoticed in more temperate regions.

It is only when I look back over the years I spent in such an environment that the importance of this advice becomes understandable. I saw many who tried to take on this continent and fashion it after their own thinking. They had tried to get their own way of thinking and working installed in a culture, which was in many ways incomparably different to their own and expect it to work. It was for the most part attempted sincerely, but often an impossible task. One has to work within a culture, not impose one’s own. Change is a gradual thing. I also had some misplaced ideals, but before they became insurmountable burdens, I had the pragmatism to modify them into something workable. Those who failed to see the outcome became the victim. The Rudyard Kipling saga of Here lies the man who tried to hurry the east was pertinent on more than one continent. But for some it was as the Preservation of Health book predicted - the environment, perhaps the escape that had not worked out, which took its toll. Many did stay despite everything - to go back to a life in their home country for many was also too problematic. Here their standard of living was high, at least many of the simple practical things of day-to-day life were available. But the price was often a gradual and irrevocable marital breakdown and for many a slide into drinking problems. As the text referred: . . . in the tropics mental stability is no less important than physical fitness.

The health hurdle

It was always going to be conditional for my acceptance to be confirmed by a series of health examinations. To get an expatriate established in a territory after weeks of processing, only to find he or she could not take the heat or succumbed to every tropical ailment would have been disastrous. It was a balancing of procedures for the recruiting authorities - a minimum pile of information had to be sent out, to enable the candidate to size up the job and situation. This took time, especially as a spouse and children were often involved. But before the process had gone too far, a health assessment was always going to be top priority.

I had never been for a health check, either before or since, where the examiner demanded a stark naked specimen for scrutiny. But as he walked around me with the scrutiny of a fossil collector, comments ensued on what he saw:

“Those are funny feet.”

It was a bizarre medical comment, as I indeed did have bunions, but my feet could see most off when it came to putting them to good use. I was not about to question the comment as I was in dire need of a clean medical record. Could a contract in the heart of Africa really be jeopardized because of bunions? Maybe this doctor was just over zealous or considered only super athletes could survive the rigours of the tropics. Even the eye test caused me some anxiety as it was conducted with the letter board pinned up at the end of a dark corridor with door lights behind. My problem was identifying the board, irrespective of what was on it. A final discussion followed.

“So you want to go to the Dark Continent?”

Whether this was part of a psychological test to establish whether I had suspicious motives for my career move, I couldn’t establish. He may have been just curious. Perhaps it was simply just light conversation. But no advice was given or suggestions made about maintaining a healthy life amidst an onslaught of parasites the literature suggested I should guard against. Eventually the x-ray results confirmed I was in good shape and I was declared fit for duty. Like a successful A-level student having just received good grades, I was as good as being on my way.

As I became adjusted to the conditions and entitlements, returned all the necessary documents and found my health was in good shape, there was yet another preparation for the new life of a first-time expatriate. This was a two-day seminar, expenses paid, at a country retreat somewhere in the south of England. It was here that experienced and recently returned expatriates would give talks and advise about the practicalities of life in developing countries. I actually missed out on what must have been a grand affair. I cannot think what could have been more important at the time than what must have been a splendid couple of days soaking up advice somewhere in the Sussex countryside.

When you return the O.S.R.B. will be there

Apart from the documents and advice that were given to all departing personnel, I was to discover there was another entire department of the Overseas Development Administration. This was devoted to assisting those who were returning home from missions in those same far flung corners of the world. Although I only discovered this some years later and while still in Zambia, the services of the ‘Overseas Services Resettlement Bureau’ were another influential advice centre.

It was in some ways similar to a centralized ‘job club’, but with staff knowledgeable about the specific problems encountered by personnel returning to the UK, after what may have been a career based entirely in overseas territories. Their job involved not just de-fusing the culture shock of returning to western life, but practical help on relocating, work placements, retraining, even returning overseas. As the bureau realistically pointed out:

The UK to which you will be returning will be different from the one you left. . . . There has also been considerable progress in localizing posts and also more independent countries are using their own recruitment agencies.

There were considerable comments about the difficulty of finding placements due to the gap between skills necessary in developing countries and the ones required upon returning home:

Many officers . . . sometimes appear to get out of touch with their own professions and particular skills, and when they return to the UK find it difficult to get back into their normal occupations. It is therefore important when working overseas to keep in touch with the ‘nuts and bolts’ of your profession.

The bureau was well-off enough to give bursaries not only to enable easier retraining to settle in the UK, but also to enable serving personnel to return to developing countries. The numbers of personnel declined over the years and government budgets trimmed as dependent territories became not only self-governing, but employed greater numbers of their own staff. The Bureau was finally wound-up in December 1980. But it still managed to produce a 70 page manual and advice brochures to the dwindling numbers of returning expatriates. Once again this too resembles a historical document, a testimony of the way things were.

It was not the Resettlement Bureau who came looking, but what can be loosely described as a ‘head-hunter’, from Kenya.

It was about a year after my contract with the Zambian Government finished, I discovered my legacy of overseas experience was still intact. In 1983 I was working as a lecturer in what was Kitson College in Leeds and had given up all ideas about working as an expatriate. It was not the Resettlement Bureau who came looking, but what can be loosely described as a ‘head-hunter’, from Kenya. A college in Nairobi required a lecturer and word through the grapevine discovered my location.

It was not only appropriate qualifications, but the quality of being a survivor was an essential requirement in recruitment policy. Not everyone can survive in a strange culture far from home, as I was to discover during my years in Africa. Someone who has demonstrated this durability can become a valuable asset. It was always a risk, an expensive risk, to engage a raw recruit and find he or she could not adapt. This ‘head-hunter’ had not travelled from Kenya only to see me; he was on leave, but one of his duties was to sign me up for a contract. The job was mine; all I had to do was sign the document. It was an opportunity I had to think long and hard about.

My job was going well and the college was investing in new Apple Macintosh computer equipment. For the first time, I was enrolled in a serious pension scheme! As far as I could tell, the college in Nairobi was years behind in modern technology. This was not a career progression and I would have little chance of catching up. Returning from Africa with dated experience would not have worked out well. I eventually declined this invitation, for what I thought were very good reasons. Also my son Lloyd had just started school and needed a change of environment.

I state this because it is typical of the special circumstances expatriates can find themselves facing. Had I accepted this offer, perhaps the rest of my working life would have been spent as a seasoned expatriate, forever roaming far-flung exotic lands. This too could be a good life and many still prefer this option. Life choices are not always easy.

A time to reflect

All the documents were now signed and advice booklets absorbed. But it’s during the crating up of possessions that the whirlwind of activity ceases and you suddenly focus on the reality of the changes, which are about to take place. As the paraphernalia of recommended living items were sent to be crated, I realized they would not be seen again until several months had passed and the crates had travelled thousands of miles across sea and land. That is, I trusted they really would be seen again. Not knowing what to do with my old car, a faithful Morris Minor Traveller - later to become a sought-after classic, I looked around for storage. While asking around the area for such a place, I came upon a family who had also resided on contract overseas for some years. More advice was forthcoming.

“Haven’t enough space in our barn I’m afraid, but why bother with that car? By the time you return you’ll be buying a Mercedes”.

Perhaps there was an element of truth about the fortunes of an expatriate and perhaps they were right, but I actually did lay the car up for something over two and a half years. It was later to make its own extraordinary journey to Africa, upon my return for a second contract.

With the persistent onslaught of information coming through every few days, it was possible to get detached from what the end of the process was all about. It was more than a change of job; it was about a complete change of life-style contained in a departure to a destination unheard of a few weeks earlier. At some point a gradual understanding starts and I found the jargon of documents became legible, the country and feeling about the life-style became understandable and an awareness started to grow – a feeling you get to know about making the right decision. I had to admit at being rather proud of doing something drastically different. But being without a job at the time dilutes the risk involved in embarking on such an adventure. It had an air of expectancy and anticipation. Getting away from the grey skies of seventies Britain and the approaching years of austerity had attractions.

The system appeared cleverly, perhaps purposely, engineered to dispel any indecision a potential recruit may have had about such a destination and life-style to a far-flung corner of the world, in a culture so different to anything experienced before. To be fair, there was no hard sell. The information met head-on the questions any new recruit would need to be answered.

The weeks went by and the machinery of the Overseas Development Administration slowly and systematically discharged the information. Perhaps it’s something to do with the practical emphasis of their literature, which proved to be factual and with an emphasis extracted from expert experience. Looking back at it now convinces me it was a genuine desire to be as truthful and up-to-date about local conditions as possible.

Nothing about it suggested anything to do with armchair officials handing out propaganda made-up either from conjecture or dubious sources, on the chance some of it might be useful. In the early days especially, it was essential to get as much information about local conditions as accurately as possible. Individuals were often involved in administering territories in remote areas, or on survey expeditions, where they could easily find themselves having to rely upon their own initiative. When initiative is backed up by solid intelligence, it can be a lifesaver.
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