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My soulmate, confident  and protector. We became inseparable and shared a special relationship during my time in Nassau.
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Arriving in Paradise
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For the last half an hour I had been gazing down at the azure sea below, and the surf fringed white beaches of countless small islands stretching into the distance. I believed that I had now seen every one of the 700 islands and 2,400 cays that make up the Bahamas of which only 30 are inhabited. I was headed to the main and most populated island of New Providence and the capital city of Nassau where seventy percent of the country’s population lived. 
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View from Paradise Island to Nassau at dusk c1975.

I knew little about the Bahamas except that it was famous for being the temporary home of the abdicated King Edward VIII and Wallis Simpson, the scene of the murder of Sir Harry Oakes in 1943 and was a popular playground for American tourists. The Bahamas had also only just gained independence in July 1973 from the British two years before my arrival. There was no internet or social media in the 1970s which had limited my research, so I was arriving somewhat blind.

It did seem like paradise down there and I should have been ecstatic about being in my twenties, footloose and fancy free and about to begin a new chapter in my life in a new job, but instead I was sick to the stomach.  The cause wasn’t the long tiring journey from England via Miami, although these were the days before decent in-flight entertainment which had made it slightly tedious. The problem was that it had given me too much time to mull over whether I had made a big mistake several weeks before when I accepted the post of Chief Inspector of the Bahamas Humane Society. 

My confidence hadn’t been boosted when the President of the Society, a Mrs Betty Kelly-Kenning, remarked at my interview in London that she thought I might be too young to take on the responsibility. I was already thinking she might have been right, and I hadn’t even landed in the country yet.

I had accepted the job more on a whim to escape from a personal emotional problem aka my long-term girlfriend dumping me without warning or reason on return from an enjoyable three-month sojourn in Kenya. I had been devastated as one tends to be in these situations. Worse still I was unemployed having given up my previous job for our trek abroad. I had mooched about feeling sorry for myself for several weeks when as luck would have it a good friend of mine, Nick Carter, who worked for the then International Society for the Protection of Animals (ISPA), now the World Animal Protection (WAP) telephoned me one morning with the words “Fancy a job in the Bahamas, John? There’s a lady in town desperately looking for someone to manage the struggling Humane Society.”

An interview was arranged immediately in the cramped first floor offices of ISPA at 106 Jermyn Street, Piccadilly, London and with them vouching for me, and with her desperation for someone, she offered me the job on the spot. Without much consideration, I accepted it, deciding it was a perfect escape from my sorrows and I had the naive idea that in the words of the old adage, distance might make the heart grow fonder, and my ex might fancy living out there with me. Less than month later I had collected my airline tickets from British Airways in Regent Street and was on my way. The whole reasoning and decision now appeared to have been a bit drastic.

So here I was, arriving with no work permit or visa, as apparently there hadn’t been time to arrange one pre-arrival, but I was assured everything would be fine. This wasn’t my first time at this kind of caper as three years earlier I had done similar work helping the street dogs of Trinidad and Tobago arriving in the same document less circumstances. I did get about in those days. The captain came over the intercom to announce that we would soon be descending into Lyndon Pindling International airport, and I could feel the aircraft throttling back. Looking out the window again I saw the ground quickly rising up to meet us and the wheels bumped a reasonable landing. I had arrived but with my brain in turmoil. 

The island had one of those iconic small airports where you stepped out of the aircraft at the top of the steps, got hit by a wave of overwhelming heat and humidity forcing you to shade your eyes and squint as you walked across what seemed miles of hot tarmac to the terminal. The balcony was lined with people in colourful dress waving and shouting a welcome to friends and relatives. It was a fun way to arrive in a tropical country unlike today with the miles of enclosed walkways. I entered the small bleak concrete customs and immigration hall and was surprised to hear my name being called over the speaker, asking me to make myself known. Don’t you just love that. It makes you feel important. 

This was when flying was still fun and an adventure. I announced myself to an immigration official and was fast tracked through the formalities and much to my relief issued with a work visa and permit. I felt rather special until I entered the customs hall where I was immediately jumped on by a young self-important and neatly dressed customs officer who seemed to be making some kind of point by giving me a hard time before he would clear my luggage which kind of marred my arrival. But then customs seem to be the same the world over. In the arrival hall, I spied the waving and smartly dressed figure of Mrs Betty Kelly-Kenning, handbag in hand, my new employer. 

She ushered me into her car, and I got my first view of the island of New Providence as we sped along in her left-hand drive car in the left lane of the road. This was obviously rather disconcerting to begin with particularly when overtaking but was something I soon became accustomed to. It was my first lesson in some of the quirky habits of Bahamian life. Just before entering Nassau town, we turned right at speed down a residential turning named Dunmore Avenue in Chippenham with a large fortress towering over us and pulled up outside the Humane Society. She had chatted away throughout the journey, but I honestly hadn’t taken much in as I was dog tired after the long flight. I was guided into a pleasant whitewashed tropical style bungalow with pale green hurricane shutters in the Society grounds. Obviously, I was going to be living on site. Not always a blessing. 

I was given a short tour of my two bedroomed new home which had a nice large airy reception room, polished tiled floors and an enclosed veranda. Supplies had been thoughtfully stocked in the fridge in the small basic kitchen, and food cupboards filled to get me started which was a thoughtful gesture. The cost came out of my wages at a later stage. Ho hum.

I was told to get a good rest and report for duty in the office next morning when I was ready. Being exhausted to the point of collapse, any remaining adrenaline deserted me, and I hardly had the energy to get off the sofa and head for the bedroom. I should have been excited enough to have a quick look round outside, but as often happens in these situations, when you are at a low ebb, all my worries that had been temporarily put on hold during my arrival came back. I began to have a reality check as to whether I was up to this job and had made a big mistake coming to the Bahamas almost on a whim.  I suddenly felt homesick and panicky. 

It was at this point that I heard the back door being pushed open, which Betty must have left ajar, and I thought oh no not more visitors, but then a sleek black female padded into the sitting room, her nails clicking on the polished tiled floor. She wore a red collar and had a stump tail and stood in the doorway staring at me with soulful eyes. I waited to see if an owner appeared, but no one did, and after a few seconds she walked further into the room, flopped onto the tiled floor and made herself comfortable. There was no attempt to come over to me and introduce herself. Although I made polite conversation with her, it was obvious I was being thoroughly scrutinised as though a great decision was being made. We stared at each other for several minutes and from that moment on we became inseparable during my residence and a most intense special relationship was born. 

It was a case of her adopting me rather than the other way round. She made it obvious she was happy to stay the night and I went to bed early with her sleeping in the doorway of my bedroom. I had no idea who owned her, what her name was or where she had come from, but on that first evening I was so glad of her company as she was happy to listen to all my apprehensions until I dropped off to sleep. I discovered next day that her name was Condor. And so, my first short day in paradise ended. 

Chapter One
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Meeting The Team
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From Left, Kirk Glinton, Tom, Frank, Author, George, Patrick & Condor c1976.

The Bahamas Humane Society (BHS) was founded in 1924 under the original name of the Dumb Friend’s League, changing its name in 1947 when it moved from its premises in Parliament Street to its present site in Chippenham, a suburb just to the west of Nassau town. It may have been more suitably named the Nassau or New Providence Humane Society as the country consisted of over 700 islands, albeit mostly uninhabited,  which I had no time to even consider visiting. It was somewhat ironic that the charity was set up to help the working donkeys, mules and horses and when I arrived I was to discover that some fifty years later horses along with roaming dogs that were still the main problems.  Cruelty was described as “overwhelming” when the Society was established, and I was to discover that the adjective was still appropriate in the 1970s and to a degree still is in the 2020s.

Like all charities it was operated by a committee, and the long-term President was Betty. As the weeks passed I was to discover that she was a formidable and extremely prominent figure on the island with great influence mainly because she was the daughter of Charles Trevor Kelly. He was born in the Bahamas in 1903 and established the Betty-K shipping company (named after his daughter) and Kelly’s Lumber Yard making him rich and influential. He was head of the Chamber of Commerce from 1948-1951, on the Governor’s executive Council and Minister of Maritime Affairs from 1956-1967, also serving on the Bahamas Tourism development board for 21 years. 

He was involved in building the first Paradise Island bridge and Arawak Cay. Betty was his only child and obviously inherited when he died. She put some of this money into the Humane Society which became one of her pet projects. She was also a promoter of aquatic sports in the islands, particularly amongst the young and eventually funded the Betty Kelly-Kenning Aquatic Centre in Nassau.  In her younger days she had been a top-class swimmer, one of the first elite swimmers in the Bahamas often beating leading Americans and Canadians in competitive events in Miami and Canada. She died in 2010 aged 85. 

Although she was no doubt an empathetic person, her interpersonal skills were a tad lacking. Many people found her difficult to deal with. After the initial honeymoon period I unfortunately certainly did as well.  The Society was her child and despite getting professional help from abroad to manage it, she could not let go of the day to day running and wanted it operated as she envisaged it should be regardless of best practice. She had seen off my predecessor and the one before him and was to see off my successors after I departed. She eventually drove me to distraction during my tenure which was unfortunate. But it is fair to say that the charity would not exist today if it wasn’t for her. 

I remember well the first morning when I was introduced to my “team.” It was the moment that I had dreaded since taking the job as I had no idea how many staff I had or what calibre they were. Would they like me, would they accept my authority or believe me too young to be taken seriously as Betty had.  I wasn’t even entirely clear what my role was as my interview had been a rushed and vague affair regarding my duties. I had arrived in Nassau still awaiting a contract or job description, but more of that later. 

As it turned out I need not have worried as the staff proved to be a motley crew of likeable characters whose company I thoroughly enjoyed. As I was introduced I felt a bit like royalty, shaking hands and being eyed up and down. Worryingly my arrival seemed to be too eagerly welcomed. The first person I met was the new resident veterinarian, a tall middle-aged languid American named Barrie Watson known to everyone as plain “Doc.” He hailed from Iowa and had been working in Tanzania for the previous two years. He, along with his charming wife Janet, had only arrived a week before me and so we were both newbies thrown in at the deep end. It didn’t take long for Doc and Janet to feel sorry for me and adopt me as a surrogate son during my stay. I was to spend many wonderful evenings with them at their rented house on Paradise Island where Janet regularly fed me good American fare and of course a few beers. 

Doc was an incredible veterinarian who I respected immensely, and we soon forged a friendship and good working relationship. He managed to do wonderful work under basic conditions at our so-called hospital, mostly doing operations completely unaided. Nothing seemed to bother him. If there was a Guinness book of records for the number of neutering operations done in one hour he would still be holding the record.

Next I was introduced to a short thin wizened grey-haired man of indeterminate age named Cecil, who looked after the clinic, helped Doc and cleaned out the cats and hospital patients. He was a white Bahamian and the most long-suffering character I have ever met and who I discovered was the butt of many jokes from the other staff. His life was a complete mess particularly in regard to his relationship with his much larger and much younger black Bahamian wife and family who dominated him. His wife appeared to constantly harangue him, and he lived in fear of her and her brothers. Sometimes on pay day he often refused to go home as his wife usually snatched the money from him and so he would hang around at the Humane being mocked by the other staff.
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The long-suffering Cecil with cigarette in hand.

His wife, who I must admit was quite daunting, would come in search of him and I would have to hide him and try to send her away. Cecil would man the office on my three evenings off to earn extra money, but I suspected he told his wife that he wasn’t paid for it. What little money he managed to hang on to seemed to be spent on drink and cigarettes and I rarely saw him eat which accounted for his skeletal appearance. He was constantly asking me for loans to see him through to next pay day. I heard that he finally managed to get away from his wife. Despite all this he was a hard worker and looked after the animals well. In the yard we had George, a young easy-going Bahamian who was a former ships cook, apparently a gifted baseball player and was very good with the dogs and cleaning them out, feeding them and generally looking after them. He always wore a woollen cap. He was helped by Thomas, a tall thin Bahamian who always wore a flat cap and again was excellent with the dogs. Frank Stirrup was a young lad who loved horses and spent most of his time grooming, exercising and pampering them. He had a great sense of humour and always wore a cowboy type hat. 

Last of the permanent team was the totally incorrigible “Blackie” who became my favourite just because he was such a character. I don’t remember ever discovering his actual name. He was just Blackie to everyone who knew him. I also never really got to the bottom of how old he was either although I estimated it as being anywhere from mid-fifties to mid-sixties. Neither did I discover his background or what he was meant to do. He had short curly hair tinged with grey and always wore a ragged white ship’s captain type hat. What was it with all the hats? 

He also constantly wore oversized wellington boots in which you could hear him clomping around the yard long before you saw him. Everyone playfully teased him including me and he loved it. He called me “Inspector” throughout my stay and never called me John or Boss even though I insisted he did.

I thought he was absolutely great. He had an infectious dirty laugh, never a bad thought and had me convulsed in laughter most of the time. He was also slightly deaf, I think, and overplayed it on occasions when he was in trouble for not doing something. Like Cecil, Blackie was never without a difficulty in his life which he constantly regaled me about and I found myself continually roped into trying to sort his problems out for him. On one occasion I even represented him in debtors court speaking up for him. He was more than partial to a few drinks on or off duty, but thankfully rarely drunk. 

One night I became aware for his penchant for weed and I remember being awoken from my slumbers by ghoulish screams coming from the compound. On hurrying out I was met by the sight of his familiar figure staggering around screaming and shouting in the moonlight as though he was being chased by demons. I went through the gate shouting “Blackie for god’s sake what are you doing. What’s wrong.” My voice stopped him in his tracks for a second and he stared at me with wild eyes. Then he ran over to me, and I backed off wondering what he was going to do, but he just grabbed me and in a terrified state muttered that he was being chased by little green men. He begged me to help him, and I assured him that the little green men had runoff at the sight of me. With my help he managed stagger over to the hay store and flopped down on the bales and slept.

During all this Condor had just sat by the gate yawning obviously thinking that “oh no, it’s just old Blackie again on one of his binges.” I found out next morning that this behaviour was common and that he often slept the night in the hay store particularly after a “session.” For all his eccentricities I really enjoyed having Blackie around as he would turn his hand to anything and seemed to have an affection for animals. 
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Blackie in a familiar pose.

He was happy to clean out the dogs but for some reason would never feed them which was probably a good thing. I rarely had to ask him to do anything as he pottered about keeping the yard extremely clean and tidy, as he was an enthusiastic gardener, but to my angst had a habit of massacring my hedge removing my seclusion in the house. He acted as a groundsman and involved himself in anything that was going on outside, rarely venturing into the office or clinic area.  I’m not even sure we paid him. Only joking.

One important member of staff was missing on my first day, probably intentionally, and that was a guy named Henry who was the only other inspector that I was to be chief of. He had unfortunately been left to his own devices for too long and proved eventually to be untrustworthy and unreliable with little interest in the job. He had not turned up that day which was apparently par for the course. When he did, he often disappeared again not telling anyone where he was going or for how long. 

Despite all his failings and problems, I liked Henry and eventually I had a lot to thank him for. We got on well during the brief period we worked together, but he just wouldn’t be reasonable and toe the line. He refused to cooperate with me in completing paperwork or working a rota. When it was my weekend or evening off and he was supposed to stay overnight at the office, he often didn’t bother to come in. Initially I thought I could bring him round as he was a confident fellow who, as the days passed I realised, was quite competent, but he just didn’t have the interest, commitment or devotion to the task in hand. After a month of this I had no choice but to tell the powers to be and he was given a final warning. As the days passed I realised he was heavily into drugs, drink and women and many other nefarious activities associated with these. Despite all this he was a godsend to me during those first few weeks whenever I could tie him down to the job that is. He sensibly showed me around the island, introducing me to people from all walks of life that I needed to know and making my presence known. 

Although I persevered with Henry for nearly two months trying to put him on the straight and narrow his demeanour and behaviour headed steadily downhill and he did not heed the last warning given to him by Betty and Doc and so he was dismissed for drunkenness and general misbehaviour. It was sad as I thought he could have been a great asset if he could sort himself out as he had a genuine compassion for animals. But it wasn’t the last time we saw him as he continually popped in and out of the Humane slipping into the compound and holding forth to George and Patrick which unsettled them. They would sit doing no work while Henry basically stirred them up. 

I had to continually ask him to leave and tried to reason with him in the friendliest fashion to no avail. But he had begun to have some effect on George and Patrick who also became surly for a while and my hard work in staff relations deteriorated. It wasn’t a particularly pleasant period and a state of affairs that I had not been expecting. 

One afternoon it all came to a head when Henry burst into the reception in a very agitated and intoxicated or drugged up state demanding Condor back which he stated was his dog. I heard him ranting from my office and quickly hurried Condor to safety in the bungalow and locked her in. I then returned and tried to reason with him, but he was wild-eyed and extremely aggressive striding round the room and shouting and kicking the furniture. When he started picking up the chairs and throwing them I told the frightened receptionist to call the police urgently. I quickly went outside to find the staff hoping they would help me calm him down. Henry was quite a big guy and was frightening the life out of me, so I kept my distance and just talked to him. Small tables were kicked over, but I managed to confine him to the reception until the Police arrived. They had a bit of a struggle with him, and I had no choice but to make a formal complaint and
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