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Foreword

This fascinating book is an account of a varied and adventurous life, more commonly experienced in the days of the British Empire. Born in India and brought up there at the time of independence, Jonathan Lawley writes of that country with great affection. Later he spent many years in Africa, and it is that long association with the Central African states and the Congo with which the main part of the book is concerned.

The love and understanding he has for Africa, and perhaps particularly for Africans, is a dominant feature in this book. Afterwards, as a successful businessman, he spent much of his time working in that continent.

The enormous area which district officers covered in Africa, with little help, much responsibility and poor communications, was a feature in the life of the colonial civil servant, and Jonathan Lawley reminds us of this when, aged 27, he became a district commissioner a few months before independence in Zambia, shouldering all those responsibilities which public servants in the colonial office were required to do at that time. There is no doubt that during this period he became aware of the inexorable move by many countries in Africa to independence and the need not only to understand but also to be able to speak to Africans in their own language and appreciate their point of view. He had, at that time, the opportunity to meet President Kaunda and Nyerere and many others in high places, and it was no doubt his wide knowledge that made him such a suitable person to be appointed as an election supervisor at the Zimbabwe election in 1980. Unlike many others, he realised that Mr Mugabe and the Patriotic Front were inevitably going to win that election, and the belief that so many white Rhodesians and South Africans had held – that Bishop Muzorewa would be able to form a coalition with Mr Nkomo – was unrealistic. He understood too the difficulties that a Patriotic Front victory might cause Mr Smith and his allies.

He rightly congratulates Mr Mugabe on his emollient speech on becoming prime minister and praises General Walls and Lord Soames for the most vital part they played in ensuring that the result of the election was recognised. He was in an ideal position to observe all these events and comments on them with knowledge and conviction.

As to what has happened since, he writes with sadness and regret that Zimbabwe, a prosperous and happy country, has been reduced to its present state. Reduced by its president, Mr Mugabe, who started well but who has in these last years led his country to disaster.

In Dr Lawley's final chapter, he reflects on the past 50 years or so. He is understandably nostalgic about the handover of power in Zambia and the immediate aftermath. It must have been a very depressing period for him, though the present situation in that country is most encouraging. There will no doubt be continuing arguments about the timescale of British decolonisation, but timing is never very easy and there is no doubt that in some territories it would have been foolish to delay independence and endanger the good relations between our two countries.

The last two paragraphs sum up sensibly and accurately what our attitude towards Africa should be.

All this and much more, Jonathan Lawley has seen or of which he has been a part. To those of us who have lived through these times, it is a useful reminder of those days. To those new to the problems that Jonathan Lawley faced, it is an entertaining and instructive read.

The Rt Hon the Lord Carrington KG, GCMG, CH, MC
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1

Raj Child to Rhodesian Boy

Over the years Africa has become a special love, but as a child I loved India and still have the strongest memories. After the separation, as a bereft schoolboy at a ghastly boarding school in England, these memories sustained me and subsequently the way my family saw people in India came to have a profound influence on the rest of my life and particularly on the way I saw Africa.

In the winters we were in the town of Bannu on the North-West Frontier (now in Pakistan) with tribal territory right next door, and from April in the summer capital, Nathia Gali, at 9000 feet in the Himalayas, amidst stunningly beautiful scenery with firs and pine trees. We were allowed total freedom to go wherever we wanted all day, but we never came to any harm. We used to collect basketfuls of most delicious wild strawberries. My sister Veronica and I became totally fluent in the lower-class version of the local Hindustani or Urdu language. My father was a civil engineer in the Indian Service of Engineers, working principally on building roads and bridges in the frontier area facing Russia. He was awarded an OBE in 1944. My mother, who was born in the Andaman Islands, came from a family of administrators and soldiers in India since the days of the East India Company.

When my father arrived in India in the 1920s, his first boss was an Indian and race was never an issue for him and our family. A coolie was a coolie, but we were brought up to respect everybody. At eight I was sent away to a boarding school called Sheikh Bagh that was set up in Kashmir during the Second World War to cater for the sons of people who but for the war would have sent them home to boarding schools in England. At Sheikh Bagh we had as much freedom as we could possibly be given in a school and were trusted with it too. However, the regime was physically tough and our motto was ‘In all things be men’. By the age of nine I had swum the three-mile length of the Dal Lake and had climbed 13,000 feet to the top of Mahadeo Mountain, which overlooks the vale of Kashmir. The school had several Indian boys and before I left the school in 1946, I had made particular friends with Mardan Mehta the head boy. Under the headmastership of Eric Tyndale-Biscoe (known as TB), the ethos was muscular Christianity. Accordingly, race was not an issue. I became aware that it just might have been an issue in Peshawar where aged ten I was with my parents in the months before our final departure from India at independence in 1947. I had made friends with two Anglo-Indian boys Roger and David Ahmed, whose mother was English and whose father was an Indian vet. There was cluck clucking from some of my mother's friends, but for me, Roger and David were quite simply my best friends. We continued to correspond for several years.

The part of my life I spent in India is important because of the way I came to view race. This was crucially important in view of the new life to which I would soon move in southern Africa. The other impact was that I left India with the most positive view possible of the exercise of British power and influence. It came as a shock when we left India and my father told me that Britain was no longer the most powerful country in the world. ‘Who is?’ I asked. ‘America’, he replied. ‘Who will be after them?’ China' was his answer. Before Africa I had to face the horrors of prep school for a year in the north of England. At Sheikh Bagh, most of the time we had not even worn shoes. Now, we had house shoes, were not allowed to play outside, went for walks in crocodiles and had our temperatures taken every day. Looking back I feel I was deeply unhappy then. Certainly I was very naughty. I longed for India, Kashmir, Sheikh Bagh, Mehta and the Ahmeds.

In the summer of 1948, carrying a cricket bat and a copy of the Daily Graphic, I set off from Heathrow or whatever it was called then, by York airliner to join my parents in Southern Rhodesia for the holidays. I was scheduled to go by flying boat via the Nile at Cairo and Khartoum, Lake Victoria, the Zambezi at Victoria Falls, the Vaal Dam and then up to Salisbury, but the service was cancelled. Thus, I had to spend the night in the equivalent of an Indian rest house or dak bungalow at Tripoli in Libya. Then, flying via Cairo I spent another night in a hotel on the Nile at Khartoum. I can remember the old gents, some wearing panama hats, sitting under fans and reading local newspapers that, to my amazement, had up-to-date details of the county cricket scores. The next day was another ordeal of being sick as we flew over the seemingly endless Sudanese swamps. In Nairobi I stayed at the old Stanley Hotel where I ate my way right through an extensive menu before going off to buy a bottle of linseed oil for my cricket bat. The next day a Viking aircraft took me via Tabora, Ndola and Lusaka to Salisbury, the capital of Southern Rhodesia and to the arms of my parents. I remember the suburbs spread out with their large houses and extensive gardens and in the middle of town were modern shops. There was no teeming mass of humanity like India and to my surprise there were more whites than blacks. As I walked with my parents, I saw a burly white man elbow a black man off the pavement. Some whites I was told, did not believe that blacks should be allowed on the pavements. After a night with friends, we set off along the 200 miles of strip road towards Fort Victoria in the country's midlands, where my father was the head of the government's irrigation department catering for a third of the country. The strips were a brilliant Rhodesian idea to save money, with two parallel strips of tar along which you drove until you met another car and you moved left leaving your right wheels on the left-hand strip as you passed. We stopped at the Enkeldoorn hotel and had a Mazoe orange and water on the veranda. I was told that the area was one of the main strongholds of Afrikaner farmers in Southern Rhodesia. Further along the road we saw a large herd of impala and once a kudu bull with massive horns flattened against his back leapt right across the road.

Fort Victoria was a small town with a single street of shops which included a small café selling wonderful doughnuts, a hotel, a butchery, three general stores and a couple of filling stations. The few blacks around were served through hatches at the back of the shops. The Europeans were friendly towards us and my parents had obviously settled down well. When I was taken around the town to be introduced, I remember my mother being taken to task for referring to England as ‘home’. ‘But this is your home Betty’, said the bank manager. And that was the essential difference from India. Southern Rhodesia was their country and they ruled the roost with their white man's constitution, their law and their democracy. You went there to make it your home. Our house was four and a half miles out of town, down the strip road towards The Great Zimbabwe ruins, Beit Bridge and South Africa. It was a mile off the main road down a lesser dirt road serving smallholders' plots and a few farms. Our house was a bungalow with a wide veranda and a 25-acre mealie field whence the cat would bring in endless quail, of which she was sometimes dispossessed for father's breakfast. My parents had established a beautiful emerald green lawn, which contrasted sharply with the winter brown of the mealie field and the surrounding bush and hills. My father had blasted a swimming pool out of the kopje at the back and had planted lots of trees including an apple orchard. He was in the process of drilling a borehole using a flexible gum pole from which was suspended a drill bit. A gang of Africans repeatedly pounding down the drill bit provided the drilling power. My father said this was an Australian method which he was testing for possible use in the native reserves. We had three servants, Simon the houseboy and two garden boys Dick and Sam. I immediately made friends with Simon, who was a serious, sensitive man. Having spoken Urdu in India like a native, I wanted him to teach me his own language Chikaranga, one of the Shona dialects. He was unhappy about this because he feared I might learn to insult and swear at Africans like the white plumber who came to put in a second bathroom at the end of the veranda. The latter kept up a constant stream of invective at his small gang of African workers in a way that could not have been imagined in India. He used a mixture of English swear words and a language full of imperatives which at the time was called kitchen kaffir. I soon learned that very few whites spoke a real African language. I remember Dick digging a new fish pond and wearing a tattered shirt. Being winter when I arrived, the weather could be cold and feeling sorry for him; my mother knitted him a short sleeved jersey. He loved it so much that even in September when the weather was hot, to my mother's consternation, he continued to wear it. Sam, the other garden boy, used all his monthly wage of 15 shillings to buy a grand Stetson hat.

As the summer holidays came to an end, I was asked if I really wanted to go back to school in England. I gave a definite no and so was sent to a prep school called Whitestone near Bulawayo. Before that my father said he thought I should start learning Afrikaans. I agreed and so I was sent to the wife of one of the other smallholders down the bush road to the Mtilikwe River. I had thought the language would be useful because at first I was under the impression that it was a native language. I never used it and in Rhodesia in those days it would only have been spoken amongst Afrikaners themselves. So I made little progress. Learning Greek to communicate with all the Greek boys or young men who came to Whitestone all the way from Beira in Mozambique, would have been more useful. Some of the latter seemed to be about 17 years old. One of them even made a proposition to the not-so-young matron, who politely turned him down. I spent two years at Whitestone during which a new management including two top masters from Michaelhouse School in South Africa turned it around. All of a sudden lessons started to be interesting, a chapel was built and the school managed to get boys into the top public schools in South Africa as well as Rhodesian schools like St Georges and Plumtree. I remember the cricket, boxing and athletics matches against other local schools like REPS and Baines. I was the fastest runner in school in my last year at Whitestone and would have been victor ludorum but chicken pox intervened. Other activities included acting and for two years I played the lead in the school play. I also sang solos in chapel or at concerts. In Bulawayo there were two boys' secondary schools – one academic, Milton, and the Bulawayo Technical School – and several all girls' schools. There were big sporting occasions like when Rhodesia played the visiting MCC or Australian cricketers or when we beat the All Blacks rugby team in Bulawayo in 1949. We schoolchildren were there in thousands – all white, not a single black. Apart from school servants we never had any contact at all with blacks. I don't think there was a single black boy at any white school in Rhodesia. We certainly did not think of this as an issue though sometimes I would think about Mardan Mehta or the Ahmeds. There was a boy at Whitestone called Pizey who was my best friend. His parents had been tea planters in Assam and he thought like me. Otherwise you might as well have been talking about men from another planet. Mention of non-white friends in India would be likely to attract the comment ‘sus’ roughly the equivalent of ‘yuk’ or ‘how disgusting’.

At just over 14, I passed the entrance exam to the top public school in South Africa, St Andrews College in Grahamstown. We used to travel to school in the Eastern Cape by train via Bulawayo. It was a three-day journey and we drank a lot of castle beer and smoked a lot of Rhodesian Gold Leaf cigarettes on the way. At one stop at Mahalape in Bechuanaland there was a band and an outdoor dance floor so we all danced, sometimes with the girls from other South African boarding schools and sometimes with each other. On one of my holidays, my projected week's stay with a friend at Ndola was cancelled. So my parents were not expecting me and were not there to meet me when I arrived back at Fort Victoria railway station. I was 14 and my suitcase was too heavy to carry by myself all the way home. I had a shilling in my pocket which I offered to a young African if he would carry it the four miles. He readily agreed and we started walking through the bush. Within a couple of hours we were home and my delighted parents handed over another couple of shillings to my kind helper.

In those days if I thought about black people it was in the same way as I thought of Indians. I did not know many, but I supposed that there must be some who were anybody's equal. This was not the attitude of whites in southern Africa at that time. Conversations about blacks tended to centre on whether you would want your sister to marry one or on how stupid they all were. They were considered inferior in every way. Any question of them being allowed into cafes or cinemas was laughable. As for being allowed to share toilet facilities with whites, that was unthinkable. Yet in 1953 came a very significant step, which looked as if it was going to change everything. The all-white Southern Rhodesia electorate voted in favour of entering into a federation with Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland. The latter were genuine British colonies and protectorates, whereas Southern Rhodesia, though technically a colony since the days of the Chartered British South Africa Company rule in the 1920s, was in practice virtually a dominion like Australia, New Zealand, Canada or South Africa. There was much talk of the economic benefits that the federation would bring to the whole region. Thanks to early confidence in a multiracial future, business boomed and the Rhodes Centenary Exhibition in Bulawayo in 1953 attracted exhibitors from all over Africa and around the world. There were Mozambique and South African restaurants and a new concert hall was built to accommodate the Royal Opera Company which performed Gloriana, Aida and La Boheme. George Formby did a show and there were lots of visiting businessmen and potential investors. Salisbury, the capital of the new federation, boomed and became known as Bamba Zonke (grab everything) in jealous Bulawayo. Associated with federation was the concept of ‘partnership’ between the races. Many whites thought this would merely give blacks ideas above their station. For us as a family, it seemed a very good idea as it would surely mean the end of racial discrimination and make for more opportunities for African advancement through new job possibilities and special training programmes. It would also mean the end of petty discrimination and so-called ‘pin pricks’ which hurt the dignity of Africans and made a shared and peaceful future seem less likely. Though under all the circumstances race relations were surprisingly good, it did not take much imagination to guess what many blacks thought about regularly being called ‘boy’ and told to ‘take off your hat’ or routinely shouted at, denigrated or abused. With the beginning of popular support for African nationalism, I could see that these were the things Africans in Southern Rhodesia thought about. I did not think that they could have any confidence in white leadership. However, surprisingly there was little hate then – though if I had been a black man bicycling in my best suit and then deliberately splashed by a passing white motorist going out of his way to drive through a puddle, I would have started to hate. Mostly there was the cumulative effect of failure to take any account of human dignity. In those early days of the federation we waited for change but little came. Granted, Messrs Savanhu and Hove now sat in the federal parliament, but the post offices remained segregated and with the exception of the Jameson Hotel in Salisbury, blacks were not allowed into hotels or restaurants. Most important and most damaging perhaps was the fact that genuine black advancement was being blocked by the trade unions protecting the power and privileged access to work of white artisans. Reinforced by the arrival of thousands of British artisans after the war, they formed a block to the entry of Africans into trades such as plumbing, electrical work and motor engineering. They also formed a block on political change. As a family we were affected by this when my father was supervising the building of our new house in Bulawayo and hired a black plumber to do some work. After that no white artisan would touch any work on the house. So where he could not find a black contractor to do work, he had to do it himself. It was clear to us that if vital black support for the federation was to be gained and maintained, then rapid progress towards bringing about genuine partnership was essential. This principally meant getting rid of discrimination and providing genuine opportunities for black advancement. All this was a separate issue from the difficulty of convincing blacks in the Northern territories that federation was good for them. As I was to learn later, they wanted to continue their progress towards independence, and the last thing they wanted was to have anything to do with Southern Rhodesian whites.

Despite the failure to put partnership into practice, many white Rhodesians continued to support federation and were proud of the ongoing progress such as it was. Virtually all white South Africans were sceptical. I remember the parents of a school friend with whom I went to stay in Johannesburg. They were moderate, successful and English-speaking people. When I told them that in Southern Rhodesia black policemen directed traffic, they said that they must be different from South African blacks who would not have the mental capacity to cope. At school the only black people I ever talked to were the motherly and matronly old women who worked as a team in the house to darn our socks and mend our clothes.

I left St Andrews at the end of 1954 with a third-class matric after an undistinguished four years. I had been secretary of The Debating Society, taken the lead in several school plays and played countless games of rugby and cricket. Actually, the school seemed to be mainly about sport at which I was only moderately successful. The only master with whom I really communicated was the senior chaplain Hugh (Horse) Harker who somehow managed to get to know every boy in the school. I do, however, have the Headmaster Ronald Currey to thank for indirectly getting me through my matric. My parents had been visiting for the first time all the way from Rhodesia during my second-last term, and Currey told them that there was a serious danger that I would fail. When they told me I was shocked, but I did start working seriously from then on. Though my life-long friend Richard Valentine, a Rhodesian farmer's son, was in my house, I had never been really happy at St Andrews and I was pleased to leave. I did not much like South Africa. I still hankered after Sheikh Bagh, Kashmir and TB and India. I had had enough of exams and did not want to go on to university.

After I left school I wanted to earn money, be independent and have fun. My father dropped me in Salisbury at the Central Hotel in January 1955. I was due to become one of the clerks of the Water Court of Southern Rhodesia, which determined on the use of so-called public water from rivers around the country. Both the accommodation and the job itself were shocks to the system. I found myself sharing a room with a middle-aged man who snored loudly and had a very loudly ticking alarm clock. I did not meet him straight away as he was asleep when I came to bed and he got up very early. To help me sleep, I used to cover the alarm clock with my towel. When eventually we met, he was incandescent.

At work, despite enjoying driving the judges' official Humber Super Snipe to hear cases on farms around the country, I soon came to realise what a lowly position was that of a mere clerk. Besides, my £29 per month wage left me with £11 to spend after accommodation. It was certainly not enough to take out all the girls of my schoolboy imagination. Soon I was the paying guest of my young English immigrant boss and his wife, a potentially intolerable situation after a day with him at the office. However, it suited me as it was cheap and I had started studying for government law exams so I could be a trainee magistrate and escape to a better life. I spent evenings and most of the night at weekends studying. My father noticed all this and asked me whether I would like to go to Oxford. Would I! It would be paradise after being an impoverished 18-year-old nobody. I studied hard with the help of a local teacher for the St Edmunds Hall entrance paper in Latin. I had taken no interest in the subject at school and could not relearn enough to pass. So I went to Rhodes University in the Eastern Cape instead. Rhodes had been founded from the sixth form of my old school, St Andrews. It was wonderful to have friends, sport and other interests catered for and not to have to worry about money. Now I had a girl friend and even went by ship to Mauritius during the long Christmas holiday to improve my spoken French. Since I had not studied the subject at St Andrews, I did an intensive introductory course in the language. If I got a first class in the exam held at the start of the second academic year, I could go straight to second-year French. On board the Dutch MV Tjichilenka on the voyage to Mauritius, the only other European in the second class was a Belgian from the Congo who spoke no English. For ten days I spoke nothing but French. He told me the Belgian philosophy was to give no political rights whatsoever to the native population. In that way, the issue of majority African rule would be avoided he said. With all the talk and some study, my wonderful hosts in Mauritius helped me to get my first class and eventually I majored in the language. It was a vital factor many years later in helping me get jobs in Morocco, the Congo and later one which took me back to magical Mauritius for two years.

Now my political awareness really started focusing on the federation and on South Africa. I continued to support the idea of federation particularly while Garfield Todd, a genuine liberal, remained prime minister of Southern Rhodesia. Yet it became ever more apparent that there had been little progress of the sort that was so clearly needed. Instead there were ridiculous issues raised as to whether or when Africans merited being referred to as ‘Mr’ or whether they should be called ‘Africans’ rather than ‘natives’. Contact between the races remained non-existent except on a master and servant basis. I remember a debate being generated in the correspondence of a national newspaper on ‘whether natives had a sense of humour’. I remember taxing our local MP in Bulawayo with the lack of progress. She talked about the overriding need to maintain standards. In 1956 when I set off hitchhiking from Bulawayo to stay with my farmer friend Richard Valentine near Umtali, I was picked up by a man whom I knew to be a leading member of the pro-federation United Federal Party, Ian Smith. We talked politics for the whole six-hour journey to Salisbury. I gave him my view that unless the federal and Southern Rhodesia governments took drastic action soon, partnership and with it the federation were bound to fail. All he did was to repeat endlessly that the issue was standards and that the
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