MY STORY IN AFRICA     
   and so the story unfolds.
Part One

1970………age 27………australia………
After kicking around Brisbane for a time I headed for Sydney with a girlfriend in ’69.  There I met Charles P. Otway – familiarly known as Chas - who induced me to stick around a while & find a job.  To cut this part of a long story short, he and I became serious about each other and ended up living together.    At the end of ’71 we both got itchy feet for places new.
Chas’ sister, Maureen (known as Mo), was working at “The Royal Swazi Spa Hotel & Casino” in Swaziland, southern Africa, and suggested, during one of her phone calls, that we try to get jobs as croupiers in the casino of the same hotel.  Neither Chas nor I had any experience in that field.  In fact, neither of us had ever been inside a casino and only had an idea from what we’d seen in movies – James Bond and such like.   But, what the hell?  Life’s an adventure so we could learn to do the job as long as we could find someone to teach us.  So we made our plans for “The Dark Continent”.  We had only enough money between us for a return ticket for one so Chas went ahead of me to get the lay if the land.  Maureen met him at Johannesburg airport, South Africa, there being no international airport in the little kingdom of Swaziland, and drove him to Swaziland.  It was close to Christmas and a very busy period, too late to start training for the casino.  Being an experienced waiter (trained on the Queen Mary) he had no trouble landing a job in the restaurant of the same hotel and started work right away.   This entitled him to free accommodation in the staff compound and meals too.   Within two weeks he was somehow able to obtain a return ticket for me from the local travel agency in Mmbabane, the capital.  This ticket my smooth-talking man managed to acquire on the “never-never”- and I was on my way.     
I was given a great send-off from friends in Sydney, particularly Tony Muir with whom Chas and I had shared a flat.  It was a night of “Black Velvets”, (champagne and Guinness), and they went down like liquid sunshine.  After goodbyes, I dragged myself onto the plane hoping to sleep off the effects of the alcohol.  Wrong!!!  No sleep.   It was my first long flight and I was to discover the joys of trying to get some sleep amid squalling babies, irritable mothers, demanding drunkards and people with weak bladders.   I arrived in Johannesburg, South Africa, with a well deserved hangover and feeling as if I’d just been ejected from a time warp.   Chas, bless him, was waiting to meet me with Maureen’s tiny car, a mini minor.  He was a bit taken aback at my less than tip-top condition but understood perfectly when I told him I’d had a send-off with his mate, Tony.  God!  It was so good to see him.  Just a short separation had left me with absolutely no doubts about my very deep feelings for him.   We over-nighted at the Holiday-Inn Hotel next to the airport and I had such jet-lag, I seemed to just float through the rest of that day.  Next morning, refreshed and happy, I was ready to begin my adventure with Chas in a new land I knew precious little about.  Heaven is being together. 

  I was pleasantly surprised - in fact relieved - to find that Johannesburg, the capital of South Africa, was a modern city much like any other.  No lions prowling the streets, and those streets weren’t paved with gold either, by the way.   The low cost of living compared with Australia was particularly important to us since we didn’t have two brass razoos between us.  We were a bit nonplussed on being told to be sure to obey the robots in this city, since there were heavy fines for not doing so. I was expecting to see some sort of mechanical men bossing the population about, a’la Star Wars.   It turned out that “robots” are what South Africans’ call traffic lights.  A little disappointing, really.

The next day found us, along with, literally, my worldly possessions (one battered suitcase and a bit of hand luggage), crammed into Maureen’s Mini Minor beside Chas.  We were soon leaving the city behind us and venturing into mile upon mile of straight tar road which dissected the sunburnt “veldt” (flat plains).  The monotony of the heat-shimmering landscape was relieved regularly by very small towns known in South Africa as “Doorps”.  These are usually spaced approximately thirty kilometres apart, presumably a good day’s “trek” by ox wagon in the early days.    There’s always at least two churches, a pub and a general store (known here as a café). These little shops display, among other things, strips of raw meat, hanging up and swaying in what little draught is available.   Known here as “biltong” it is, presumably, the South African version of the American “jerky” and every biltong maker boasts that his recipe is finer than any other.  As a new-comer to Africa, I was horrified at the thought of chewing on these blackened strips of steak, so often ornamented with big bluebottle flies.   As time went by, and I became more Africanized, I developed a taste for many things I’d not considered human food before.  Biltong is one of them.    There are not many homes – often only thirty or so, in these little doorps so the populations are usually very small.   

After a couple of hours the terrain began to change and we began to climb and see green trees.  Quite a relief after the brown world we were now leaving behind.   Lots of timber plantations – gum trees & pines mostly - and the road became like an avenue, cutting through the forests, with the temperature becoming noticeably cooler compared to the heat of the veldt.  Up, up we climbed when suddenly, there in front of us, was…….nothing.   It was as if my vision had been limited to thirty metres or so and thereafter was nothing but whiteness.  Chas slowed right down to a crawl and then I realized it must be smoke across the road in front of us.  Probably a bush fire.  But there was no smell of smoke.   We were driving into thick fog.  A cloud, in fact.   We pretty-much felt our way along the road for about half an hour after which we finally burst free of the chilly clouds into glorious, welcome sunshine.  Soon after this we arrived at the Swaziland border post, some four hours after setting out from Johannesburg.

  Having successfully negotiated the border posts and passport control, we stopped to take in the breath-taking vista of Swaziland.  There we were on a high mountain in the bright sunshine with the clouds far below us.  It looked a bit like a bowl of curdled yoghurt with rocky, majestic mountains thrusting their heads through to enjoy the last of the afternoon sun.  We began to descend the mountain by a gravel road into the valley where most of the population is concentrated.   Once again we entered the cloud and were obliged to resume creeping along, trying to see the road through the whiteness and avoid plunging over the very scary drops which we could just make out through the less dense patches of damp mist.  With enormous relief we unexpectedly emerged from the bottom of the cloud layer into the light of day.  Can you imagine it?  Driving right through a cloud - top to bottom!!   Just as I was beginning to relax a little, we were faced with an incredible vision.  We found ourselves surrounded by high mountains, so green after the monotonous dry brown of the veldt we’d left on the other side of the clouds.  There, ahead of us on this narrow, lonely ribbon of road was a Swazi native, brown skin glistening in the heat of the hot afternoon, wearing full tribal regalia complete with feathers, leopard skins, spear & shield, the full shebang.  He was actually leaping up the middle of the road, shaking his weaponry and chanting loudly in a language I’d never heard before.  Needless to say, we were more than a little apprehensive.  All at once, this was the Africa I’d read about and seen depicted in the adventure movies.  A far cry from the sophistication of Johannesburg, just a few hours behind us.  Was it safe here?  Could this be the place where we were destined to come to an unexpected, even grizzly, end?  As it turned out, our nervousness was unfounded.  The warrior took not a bit of notice of us as our little car almost tiptoed past him.   Our introductory “wild man” had just come from the Royal Swazi Hotel staff’s Christmas party, this special occasion requiring his full ceremonial dress.  he’d had copious amounts of “chwala” (home made African beer), hence the animation, which continued as he grew tinier in our rear-view mirror heading  away up the winding road,  soon to disappear into the clouds to who-knows-where.   The whole episode was akin to something from the Wizard of Oz.   Thus I was introduced to the Africa I quickly grew to love.  

We wound down the mountain, by-passing the capital, Mmbabane, into the Ezelweni Valley.  The consensus seems to be that this valley was formed way-back-when, by a volcano which exploded and blew out one complete side of its cone and eventually became extinct.  The end result is a fertile basin around which a semicircle of mountain walls stands guard over the Royal Kraal of the king of the land and his family.   Now, in this valley is the Royal Swazi Hotel and casino resort which is where Chas & I were to be employed for the next five years.  

Chas explained that we were unable to get the jobs that we really wanted, in the casino, due to the Christmas period being hard upon us and therefore no training available.   Mo, his sister, had arranged for me to be temporarily employed as an assistant receptionist.  I’d had no experience in this line of work but Mo was the head receptionist and was happy to teach me.  Having this job meant that I could also have accommodation in the staff “compound” with Chas.  I found this a little alarming because, since I’d been reading a lot of books about Africa, I understood that a compound consisted of a group of thatched, mud huts standing in a circle on a piece of ground totally bereft of so much as a blade of grass.   This is a good description of the traditional living quarters of the natives throughout most of Africa, the only real variation being the shape of the structures.  The reason for the bare earth on which the huts stand is that snakes and other crawling inconveniences are disinclined to venture across such an open area for fear of becoming a snack of a monkey or bird etc, so the villagers are less likely to find themselves sharing their homes with so many of these creatures.

Chas, of course, was already living in the staff compound but he chose not to enlighten me as to the nature of our accommodation and just let me expect the worst.  I must say that when we did finally arrive “home” I was overjoyed to discover that my mental image was nothing like the reality.   There before me, was a small village of bungalows, nothing too grand but brick built surrounded by a grassy lawn with a swimming pool taking pride of place in the centre.   Mo was waiting there to greet us as we unfolded ourselves from the little car and she took charge of directing us to our living quarters.  Although rather cramped due to there being three couples sharing, thankfully, mo and her boyfriend being among them, there were three bedrooms so I hoped we would have some privacy.  The one bathroom had to be shared and the same went for the miniscule “living room” which was really just an entrance room.  In fact Chas & I were obliged to sleep in the “living room” for the first week, making eight of us in the quarters, because the occupants of the bedroom allocated to us had some sort of a glitch in their plans to move to new accommodation.  Chas & I squeezed into the single bed he’d been provided with when he’d arrived, (there was no room for a double bed) and we used the bathroom, or mob’s room when available, to dress in since our temporary space was in the main entrance  with everyone to-ing and fro-ing.  The biggest problem was the moths.  Chas swore that they bite and he didn’t take kindly to them when they came in after flitting around the light just outside the front door, so it was my job to dispatch them in any way I saw fit.  Most of them were very big (Chas insisted they’d give a vulture a run for its money) so they weren’t too agile and were easy to catch.  They had beautiful markings but when I offered them to Chas to see and appreciate their splendour he remained unimpressed so I just put them outside.  There was no need to harm them.   In spite of this cramped discomfort and the crucially strict timetable for the bathroom, I was one happy little camper, considering what I had envisaged prior to my arrival.  It wasn’t all bad as most of us were on different shifts which meant we were seldom all at home at the same time.   Once we were able to move into our own bedroom everything was vastly improved.    

My first night in the new bedroom was one I’ll not forget in a hurry.  Chas, and everyone else for that matter, were on night shift and I was all alone.  I welcomed the opportunity to have the luxury of a lovely long bath after everyone had gone off to work and then settled down to the sheer delight of having the place to myself for a change.  I was half way through a book called “Uhuru” by Leon uric, about the Mau Mau uprising in Tanzania during 1952 to 1955.  It is a story, which graphically depicts the white farmers being slaughtered with pangas and spears, men, women & children, their farm animals and pets, all.  Well, right in the midst of this blood curdling read I heard a drum beat begin very close to the compound.  I thought it was rather nice of someone to provide me with “mood music” whilst I buried my nose in my book.  However, the drumming became more urgent in tempo and was then joined by voices, chanting, interspersed with some very disturbing, high-pitched yells.   Was it my imagination or was this cacophony coming closer?  I felt the hairs at the back of my neck stand up like a picket fence and I closed the book, turned off the light and remained under cover of darkness awaiting my fate.  It crossed my mind that people always say that all you can see of a black man in the dark is the whites of his eyes – I wondered if that were true and assumed I was about to find out.   At one point I considered getting dressed and going in search of some protection but the idea passed quickly because I was way too scared to venture out into the night.   I was still sitting up in bed with eyes like organ stops when Chas finally came home at about 1a.m.   The drumming and the voices had abruptly stopped at around 11p.m., but that had made matters even worse at the time.  I told Chas what I had heard and how terrified I’d been and he laughed like a drain.  It turned out that the Swazis have a celebration called “Nquala”, which is a festival of the first fruits, at the King’s kraal at that time of year and the dancers had used the little clearing close to the compound to practise.  I felt rather stupid once I knew there hadn’t been the slightest danger and that if I hadn’t let my imagination run riot I could have just relaxed and appreciated the sounds of real Africa.   But you see what can happen when you read scary stories about a strange land when you’re all alone in that strange land!
I started work at the reception desk a couple of days later and although I didn’t find the work to be my cup of tea, I got on with it and started to make friends with the other employees.  It was only temporary after all.  Mo was a great help and made things as easy as she could for me during my first days and made sure we were on the same shifts together so that I had a constant help-line, until I learned the ropes.  I couldn’t believe how busy this hotel became over the Christmas holiday period.  It was jam packed with guests, predominantly Jews, Indians and Afrikaners (white South Africans of Dutch descent), some of whom had made their reservations for this season when they checked out of the hotel the previous year.  Others had come “on spec”, hoping for a cancellation for them to fill.  From time to time there was a bit of a fracas between hopefuls over who had been there first or someone trying to pull strokes.  All very disturbing until I learned to distance myself from the masses of people and just get on with my job.  After all there was a security department to deal with all that.  There were, at that time, only three casino venues in southern Africa.  One in Gaborone, Botswana; one in Maseru, Lesotho and our Royal Swazi in Swaziland.  Ours was the closest to Johannesburg, South Africa, and since gambling was illegal there, nearly all our guests were “Jo’burg-ites” they all made the journey with their cars filled with whatever paraphernalia they thought necessary for their stay.  The more affluent brought their newly purchased designer gowns and suits, expensive jewellery etc.  On the other side of the coin were the Indian people who could not (or would not) pay for a room and slept in their cars in the car park, using the gardeners’ tap to wash and cooked their curry and rice on portable gas burners on rickety little tables next to their cars.  Very often the smell of curry coming from the hotel rooms was very evident and on one occasion the duty manager noticed that a guest had ordered twelve bread rolls from room service.  Nothing else.  Curious, he accompanied the room service waiter as he made the delivery and there, set up on the beautiful carpet of the room, were a couple of braziers on which cooked a great pot of curry and another of rice.  Twelve people were staying in that room, taking it in turns to sleep in the beds and use the bathroom. A couple would book into the hotel quite normally but insist on a ground floor room.  The rest of the group would park their cars as close to that room as possible and get all the luggage in and out via the sliding doors.  They would live like that for a weekend or a week; it didn’t matter to them as they spent most of their time in the casino.  Money was for gambling, not wasting on accommodation.  It was an ongoing problem for the security personnel and the culprits were constantly being ejected.  It was a long hard season of five weeks, non stop and I blessed the day when it was over and the majority of the people migrated back over the border.  All the staff was exhausted and everyone except those on duty headed for their beds to recuperate.  It seemed hard to believe Christmas had come and gone.  Everyone had been working so flat out that the only concession our little household made to the Festive Season was a tree.  But what a tree!!!!  Mo told me to go to her room and see the Christmas tree that she and her boyfriend had decorated.  I was floored…It was a great big Marijuana bush!!!  No kidding!!  It turned out that the plant grew wild all over the place.  I’d never smoked it myself but we had friends in Australia who did, when they could get it.  Strictly against the law there.  They even went so far as to attempt to grow some in their window box amongst the flowers and a sorry looking little weed it was, too.  And even that poor specimen got them into trouble with the law.  Naturally, I took a photograph of our “Christmas tree” and included it in my next letter to them….cruel, I know.   I had barely seen Chas during the season, being in different departments and on different shifts.   At midnight on New Year’s Eve, Maureen and I deserted our positions behind the reception desk and rushed to the restaurant to see our men and there was Chas in the crowded room.   He wrapped his arms around me and kissed me as we wished each other happiness for the year to come.    During that season we saw each other when we crawled into bed after work each night but, usually, the one home first was already asleep and then Chas, with the earlier start, would sneak out trying not to disturb me the next morning.  

1972…

 It was a great occasion when we finally managed to get four whole days off, together.   One of the pit bosses from the casino, “Mac” Macaulay, was going to spend his four days off in the famous Kruger National Park, on the other side of the border in South Africa. “Just down the road”, by Australian standards, anyway.  Mac was a frequent visitor to this game reserve and invited us to join him and we very gladly accepted.  In actual fact, the Kruger National Park was closer to four hours away, mainly due to our having to travel over narrow dirt tracks with severe corrugation and deep with fine dust.    Chas and I were really excited to be going there because, before leaving Australia, we’d been avidly watching a weekly television program featuring Amond and Michaeila Dennis who were great wildlife enthusiasts and the majority of their film footage was taken in the Kruger National Park.   This South African park covers 19,500 km2 (500 sq. Miles), roughly the area of Belgium, in a long slice of land lying north- south, sharing its eastern border with Mozambique.  Its narrow northern border abuts the Limpopo River, on the far bank of which lies, the then, Rhodesia – now Zimbabwe.   It has a meticulously planned network of roads, the main ones, being tar, linking the strategically placed rest camps set up for visitors to sleep overnight, but with many secondary dirt roads for those who prefer to seek the real solitude of the bush.  The purpose of Kruger is the same as the many other reserves throughout the world – to allow a window on, in this case, the Africa that no longer exists anywhere else.   An Africa now wiped out by the pressures of mankind with the exploding populations, deforestation for firewood and houses, guns, and human greed.  The tropic of Capricorn dissects the park approximately two thirds of the way up its length.  It is a mostly sub-tropical landscape varying from dense, riverine forest to flat, sparsely timbered plains and even majestic hills.  This is home to more than 2,000 different kinds of vegetation which sustains 146 species of mammals, nearly 500 species of birds not to mention a staggering representation of fish, amphibians and reptiles.   Many of these creatures will not be found anywhere else on earth.  

As we drove in through the gates of the park at Crocodile Bridge we noticed that the speed limit was restricted to 35km. per hour.  This is for the protection of the animals, which have the right of way at all times.  It’s also a good thing for the tourists, because you really don’t want to come whizzing around a bend and run smack into a big bull elephant.  It’s liable to have a sense of humour failure.  But quite apart from that, you need to be travelling very slowly to be able to take it all in and to spot the animals.  It’s amazing how well nature has camouflaged them and you’ve done well if you have spotted 50% of the animals that are actually within your range of vision.  On that first trip we saw elephant and a pride of lions, crocs, hippos and all manner of creatures never seen by us before, not to mention the countless herds of impala.   We took reels of photographs and ended the days, exhausted from the lowveldt heat and with gritty, red-rimmed eyes from straining them into every likely looking thicket.  Wonderful!!!   And almost as wonderful was the braai (barbeque) and beers before turning in for the night.  Bedtime is usually fairly early because you need to get up before dawn to have a chance of seeing some of the nocturnal creatures, on their way home after a night of hunting.  In the park we humans are locked inside the rest camps from sunset to sunrise because its too dangerous to be out among the animals at night and too many people are too stupid to stay put without being under lock and key.  In the morning there’s usually a little queue of cars at the boom gate waiting with fogged-up windows and steam billowing from the exhausts.  These intrepid visitors, including ourselves, were up at 4am in the hope of being first out when the game guard lifted the barrier, hoping to come across some exciting animal event before anyone else arrived and, therefore, get the best view and the finest photographs.  That’s how it’s done in the game reserves.   We stayed in the park for three nights, thoroughly enjoying ourselves and marvelling at actually being in the very place that we’d wished we could visit when we’d seen it on television back in Australia.  Most of the animals were too far away to be recognisable and those which we could distinguish were so small we had to look very carefully to find them amongst the background.  We still have some of those photographs from Chas’ first attempts at game photography.  Boy, did he have a lot to learn!! But learn he did, very well indeed. He should be very proud of the swift progress he made with his newfound hobby.  He went on to take some brilliant shots, some of which we’ve had enlarged and mounted, taking pride of place on the wall where they enjoy the admiration of our visitors.

We made our applications to the casino for jobs and after the Christmas rush was over, I eventually managed to get some training as a croupier, having worked on the hotel side for a couple of months.  Sadly, Chas was not so lucky.   Although the casino was willing to accept and train him, the restaurant needed him and would not allow him to transfer from that department for the time being.  I continued to work in reception but, from February on, took split shifts mornings and evenings so that I could fit in a couple of hours’ casino training during the afternoon breaks.

The royal Swazi casino offered five games to its punters – blackjack, American roulette and French roulette in the public areas and poker and Chemin de fer, dealt only by very experienced male dealers, in a private room called the Salon Prive - which was where the big gamblers played and had everything laid on – drinks, food, cigars and whatever else they may desire – as long as they were gambling.  It was decided that I would start with blackjack as this game was easier to deal and quicker to learn than American roulette.  French roulette was dealt only by men (seated, if you please!!) So my options were rather limited.   There was nothing very formal about my training.  A pit boss, Pietro Divivo, was assigned to me, when he could spare the time.  He was still required to work his usual hours in the casino at night and my training was over and above that, so no-one expected him to be there for me the whole time.  However, he got me started with handling the chips, which is much more difficult than it appears, and the dealing of the cards from the “shoe”.  This alone is a couple of weeks in the mastering and even then a novice is easy to pick out at the gaming tables.  Pietro popped in to check my progress fairly regularly and when he wasn’t there, there was usually one of the other casino staff about.  Sylvia was one of these.  She was engaged to Alec, the drummer in the band, and my association with the band through Maureen’s boyfriend, we became friendly quite quickly.   She was very helpful to me and made a point of coming in to give me a hand quite regularly.   It took me about six weeks of training for two hours every weekday afternoon.  Slow going but finally, I was deemed ready to join the casino and make my debut.  But first I had to be interviewed by the general manager, Mr. Lawrence Parry.  I assumed that this was just a formality and entered the office with confidence, only to be flabbergasted when he told me he considered me to be too old for the job of croupier.  I was twenty-eight.  My astonishment must have been written all over my face because he proceeded to explain that casino life is tough and it had been his experience that older women didn’t last in the business because it is too strenuous.  Since I was already “older than the usual trainee” the odds were that they wouldn’t get much length-of-service out of me and would soon be having to train somebody else to take my place.  I asked him why, when he knew very well I was being trained in the casino, he had allowed me to waste all that time and effort, not to mention that of Pietro and the others who helped me.  His reply was that he kept expecting me to drop out and thus relieve him of the unpleasant task of this interview.  “Well”, I said, “I haven’t dropped out and I have no intention of doing so.   A dealer is what I want to be and, damn it, I mean to be!”  He began to waver and my hopes rose.  I begged him to let me at least try as I had come all the way through the training program and if he threw me out now, he’d still find himself recruiting another trainee.  Surely it didn’t make sense to stop me now.  He relented but didn’t allow me to feel too secure.  Three months probation was what I was allowed.   I got out of that office before he had a chance to change his mind and headed straight to the restaurant to tell Chas how I had fared.  I was very happy to have managed to get into the casino, even if it was on a probationary basis.  I was quite confident that I would prove myself to be capable of doing this job well.  Of course there was the sad part that Chas was unable, at that time, to join me in the casino which meant more time living like ships passing in the night.  We both hoped it wouldn’t be too long before he was allowed to transfer.  

The casino was open from 7pm on week nights 1pm on Saturdays and 11am on Sundays.  During holiday seasons the casino opened at 11am every day.  Closing time wasn’t fixed and depended on how many customers were left and how much they were spending.  Weeknights usually saw us closed by about 4am and weekends around 6am, although the Salon Prive could stay in operation around the clock if the action on the big games warranted it.    

 I was released from the reception department and was issued with uniforms for the casino – a different one for each night of the week, plus a couple extra for-day shifts.  My new career began at 8pm (the late shift) on Good Friday 1972.  It was the first night of the holiday season which was to last for ten days.  I can’t begin to tell you how nervous I was.  When I arrived in the croupier’s rest room, half an hour early, I was welcomed by the staff members who knew me already from the training school and had become my friends.  Everyone else just smiled and got on with their own agenda.  My friends could see how tense I was and assured me that no-one was spared these first night jitters, known in the entertainment world as stage fright.  It was customary for the duty pit boss to come to the croupiers’ room and assign tables to the dealers who were next to start work and positions for the inspectors. (They, men only by the way, were seated in high chairs between two gaming tables for the purpose of checking everything that happened on their tables and to mediate in any disputes which may arise).   I wasn’t called so I had to sit there and stew in a state of nerves until the next batch of dealers was to go on.  In the casino business, a croupier deals on his or her table for a set amount of time then goes for a break for a short period.  This timing is called the breaks system and is necessary because dealers on busy tables soon become “brain tired” from all the things they have to watch out for, adding up the payouts for winners, bringing in losing bets, sorting and stacking chips, watching out for cheating or bending of the rules of the game by punters plus it is very physical.  On top of this every move the dealer makes has to be done to set procedures and no deviation from these procedures is allowed.  Such a lot to remember.  So, to keep the efficiency standards at a premium the dealers and inspectors are given these breaks.  When the casino first opens and its not so busy, the cycle can be twenty minutes on the table and twenty off.  The break is not really necessary at this stage but a pattern has to be established right from the word go, otherwise it doesn’t work.  As the time goes by it gets busier and more tables are opened but the number of dealers remains the same so the breaks get further apart.  It was considered by management (and staff too, obviously) that the pit bosses must strive to have the dealers at the table for no more than an hour where possible so the breaks become shorter usually becoming one hour on and ten minutes off.  However, there were times that even this was not possible and we were doing an hour and a half on and seven minutes off.  With the casino being so crowded as to warrant such breaks, we found it impossible to get through the press of people to the croupiers’ room and back to the table in that time.  A few of us who were furthest away from the croupiers’ room asked permission to slip into the adjacent movie theatre, which closed early, and take our breaks there.  That way we at least got off our feet for a bit.  All this probably sounds very pedantic to anyone not in the business but, provided everyone keeps strict time, it works very well indeed.  Needless to say – Woe betide anyone who comes back even thirty seconds late from a break!!! 

Anyway, back to my first night.  When the pit boss came into the rest room and began calling names, I heard my name and – “blackjack one!”  My heart squeezed into a little ball and my mouth went dry.  I frantically tried to go over all the procedures I’d been practising at training, the rules of the game, the payouts etc., etc., etc.  When the other dealers got up to leave the room my leaden legs could barely carry me out with the rest.  I somehow arrived at blackjack one with a smile etched onto my face and began to deal the cards.  I’d never known such stress and I remember little of that night except that the dealer who took over from me during my breaks was complaining bitterly that the cards on my table were soggy.  My hands had been sweating so much, from the tension, that she had trouble getting the cards smoothly out of the shoe.   I, of course, could have been dealing with place mats and wouldn’t have noticed the difference that night.  When my shift came to an end and I could leave the casino, I was invited by some of the other staff to the hotel’s Grill Room for a drink.  This I unhesitatingly accepted and spent an hour or so “unwinding” from my “trial by fire”.  I said my goodbyes and dragged myself up the hill to the staff compound in bright sunshine. Chas had already gone to work for the breakfast shift.   Bed was all I could think of.  Being horizontal with no weight on my feet.  My ten hour initiation was over and tomorrow night would be better.  As I took off my make-up in front of the mirror I saw the smile, behind which I’d hidden all night, had etched itself onto my face and I had to consciously redistribute the muscles of my face.  In so doing I became aware of pain in my jaw from having my teeth firmly clenched all night.  I lay down and closed my eyes and was presented with the sight of casino chips, all colours, and all denominations, everywhere.  I think I dealt a lot more games during those hours of sleep before I had to get up and go to work again.   Lawrence Parry had not been kidding when he said the job of croupier was no picnic.  It would have been very easy for me to have chucked it in had I not been in a foreign land with a point to prove. 

The memory of that terrifying first night will remain with me until the day I die. Although I eventually became an “old hand” in the business, I still can’t watch a trainee go through a first night without having my heart break for them.  I always tried to be the inspector I wish I’d had for my first night.

I gradually settled into my new job.  I somehow dragged myself through that loooong ten days of high season, just working and sleeping.  I was experiencing a great deal of pain in my right shoulder and was informed that it was a common affliction, known in our business as “blackjack shoulder”.   There were occasions when, as I went on a break, I burst into tears from the pain and an angel would be waiting for me at the stairs leading to the croupiers’ room.  This angel took the form of a burly Italian man whose name was Mitch Michaline.  He was a pit boss who took pity on me and massaged my burning shoulder, where the trapezius muscle was so cramped that it was standing up in a ridge like a mountain range.    He devoted his break to seeing me put right for another stint on the tables and I will always remember him with affection and gratitude.  I had made a friend called Linda, whose parents had come for their yearly visit to the resort.  Oddly, Linda’s father’s name was Len and her mother’s name was Jean, the same as my own parents.  Anyway, it turned out that Len was a doctor of chiropractics and, at Linda’s request, had kindly agreed to have a look at my shoulder.   I had to get up at about 10am (after only about three hours sleep) to meet Linda’s father, mother, sister and young brother who were relaxing on the lawn around the pool.  After introductions, Len took me to the family’s hotel room and after a brief examination, he gave me a treatment which began with a gentle massage becoming stronger and stronger.   Then he surprised me, to say the least, by taking me in a very odd embrace and asking me to allow my head to drop into his hand and relax!!!  Len was a very tall, strong man with a gentleness about him that was surprising.  I had to trust him so I did as I was told and suddenly he effortlessly wrenched my neck.  There was a crack so loud that I was sure it would echo around the valley.   I thought he’d broken my neck.    Len told me the treatment was over and I gingerly moved my head from side to side, just to make sure that I was actually in tact.  Well, that was the first of many a treatment over the ensuing years.  I felt like I’d been re-made with my shoulder muscle back where it was supposed to be.   Of course, as I continued to deal blackjack, the trouble recurred time and again and although I went to doctors who put me through some pretty horrible treatments, including injections into the offending muscle and sprayed ether on it which was so cold, it burnt, Len fisher was the only person who could make the pain go away.  As we became more and more friendly with Linda and her then boyfriend, Peter, we were often invited to spend our days off with Linda’s family at their home in Johannesburg.  Chas and I became like part of the family and remain so to this day, although sadly, both Len and Jean have passed away now. 

After what seemed like an eternity in the casino without a day off but was actually only about three weeks, I was given time off which Chas also managed to get at the same time.   Poldi, an Austrian work-mate of Chas’, very kindly lent us his jeep so that we could do a bit of sight seeing around the country.  We headed off into the mountains. 

It was winter by this time and although the days were sunny, the breezes were chilly.  Travelling in the open jeep was ideal from a visual point of view but a mite cold to say the least.  We wrapped ourselves up in layers of clothing, socks, boots and woolly hats for warmth and thoroughly enjoyed ourselves, feeling adventurous and carefree as Chas manoeuvred the jeep along little used tracks, across river fords and over bumpy hills.  The views were breathtaking and the Swazi people curious but friendly.  The population was sparse but, usually, when we came to a stream there’d be women, often bare breasted, washing clothes and spreading them out on the grass or on thorn bushes to dry.  In spite of the cold - and that water came from the high mountains so it must have been very cold - the naked children would be playing and splashing in the shallows and all stopping to wave to us as we drove past.  We didn’t stop because we still had a lot to learn about their customs and we had only a few words of their language.  We could have, in our ignorance, given some sort of offence and, since we hadn’t seen any other “tourists” around, decided to be satisfied with the friendly waves and smiles we received, and continued on our way.  Up in the mountains, shrouded in mist, we came across an old, long-abandoned European style settlement.   Its name was Forbes’ Reef and was just a little clutch of small houses and a couple of outbuildings, although all that was left was the foundations and a few crumbled walls.  Adjoining it was a graveyard and a tiny church, still standing but all overgrown and uncared for.  We didn’t attempt to go inside for fear of snakes.   Moss encrusted headstones jutted out of the dank earth at odd angles, with faint engravings that struggled to tell us whose remains lay beneath the tangle of grass and weeds    Afrikaans names, one a twelve year old boy who had drowned, seemingly forgotten by the outside world.  Standing there among the remnants of this community, I felt that, with a little more effort, I should be able to see the faces of the people who had lived and died in this isolated setting.  It wasn’t a frightening place by any means.  It just seemed to have a personality somehow. I understand that it had been a gold mining concern, privately owned by someone by the name of Forbes who gave the settlement his name.    He had come here in the late eighteen hundreds and achieved his Swaziland citizenship by naturalization.   Permission had been given him by the king of Swaziland to buy the land and mine it for gold.  One presumes he and his family had some success because there were houses enough for an extended family.   Unfortunately, a political upheaval took place in the king’s household and Forbes backed the wrong horse so he was expelled from the country, citizen or no and the place was abandoned.   I have grown to love places like that and to discover the history behind them.
 After an hour or so we started feeling the cold and the damp from the mist so we dragged ourselves away from there and got on with our own adventures.   By sunset, we were more than ready to call it a day and were glad to happen upon a hotel called the Highlands View.   It had three stars above the door so we figured it would be clean with a decent meal in the dining room.  We booked in and the first thing we did was call room service for a couple of beers to get the dust out of our throats.  Then we enjoyed a leisurely hot shower and got ready to go to dinner.  Upon arrival at the dining room we were surprised to find that Chas was refused admittance because he was not wearing a tie.  Way out here in the middle of nowhere, he had to wear a tie!!!  They were adamant and since Chas hadn’t packed a tie, we decided to return to our room and get a meal from room service, since that was our only option.   The food was awful but we were hungry so we ate it just the same and spent the rest of the evening discussing where we’d explore the next day.  An early night was followed by an early departure.

The next couple of days found us exploring further and becoming acquainted with our new environment.  The countryside was wild with a terrible problem of soil erosion, due mainly to the custom of the Swazi people of keeping goats.  These animals seem to eat everything they come across leaving bare earth in their wake.  With little or no root systems of plants left in the ground, the rain washes away great swathes of topsoil leaving fissures and subsidence’s known in Africa as “dongas”.  Small family villages consisting of just five or six thatched huts were scattered around the countryside, many of them in areas with no apparent water source.  We later discovered that Sawziland is dotted with numerous upwellings of delightful clear spring water and where there is a spring you will find habitation.   Another thing that we noticed was the little “shops” along side the rough dirt roads.  Although advertising “Ice Cold Coca-Cola”, upon entering the shop to buy the promised cold beverage, we found that there was no Coke, no refrigerator, no electricity.  In fact, none of these little stores had more than a half dozen items on the shelves but, oddly, they all had stocks of boot polish and shoe laces.  Oddly because we saw almost no-one wearing shoes in those rural areas.  Maybe the goats ate them?   Eventually, we learned that a pair of shoes is a prized possession of the rural black person in all the African countries we visited.  The very poor or rural people would wear their shoes only on very special occasions and, although those shoes might be years old, they would sport a shine that any sergeant major could use as an example of spit-n-polish.
By sunset we had begun to think we’d have to sleep under the jeep when we drove around a bend and there was an establishment claiming to be “a hotel”.  A ramshackle kind of place built from various materials, walls of cream painted breezeblock, corrugated iron roofing in some places and thatch in others.  It was called “The Assagai Inn” (assagai means “short, stabbing spear” in Swazi and Zulu language) and proudly boasted clean, comfortable accommodation and a restaurant.  Accepting what the sign said and, anyway, rightly thinking there were no other options available, we unpacked our bags from the jeep, took a deep breath and went in.  A youngish Swazi man gave us a welcoming greeting although he looked bemused as if wondering how these white people came to be standing there in front of him.  He registered us in a school exercise book and turned to a key rack, which appeared to have a full compliment of room keys all labelled with a piece of cardboard on a string with a number in Koki pen.    After what seemed to be great deliberation he chose a key and invited us to follow him.  It didn’t occur to him to relieve me of my heavy bag, after all this was rural Swaziland where a woman carried a huge barrel of water on her head, a bundle of wood in her arms and a baby on her back.  Why would I expect him to carry my baggage?  In fact, he was probably wondering why I wasn’t carrying Chas’ as well.  We got to the room that seemed fairly clean although there were plenty of spider’s webs in the corners of the ceiling.  Not to worry though, we were tired and not bothered about a few crawlies.  Hopefully they’d stay in their webs if we didn’t disturb them.  Two single beds were in the room with a night table in between them with a carafe of water and two glasses. A small dresser with a tin basin and a ewer of water for washing.  No en- suite bathroom here but a communal ablution area down the passage.  The sheets looked clean and we preferred not to examine the blankets too closely.    It was when the young man presented us with a paraffin lamp that we realised we were in for an interesting night.  We thanked him and asked what time we could have dinner. “From six o’clock till seven” was the proud reply as he left.  We just had time for a quick visit to the “bathroom” which was bereft of any comforts – strictly functional, thus discouraging anybody to languish there too long.  Off we went to dinner which, I suppose, was edible but I can’t remember what I ate.  I just recall that we were back in our room by seven o’clock where we produced a bottle of scotch and using the water glasses from the night table we toasted each other and discussed our day then suddenly the lights went out.  It was then we realized that a generator had been chugging away somewhere on the edge of our consciousness and now it had stopped.  All was darkness and silence even when Chas opened the door of the room and looked outside.  Nothing. Blackness. Its as well we were smokers in those days so were able to produce a lighter and get the paraffin lamp going.  The hotel hadn’t supplied matches.  Chas took off the glass chimney, lit the wick and replaced the chimney.  Our field of vision became all of a couple of metres across.  We had a torch so Chas went to find someone to give us another lamp.  After what seemed an age he returned with lamp in hand.  He hadn’t seen a light on anywhere so decided to try one of the other rooms and as luck would have it, the door wasn’t locked and there was a lamp in there which he hijacked.  By now it was very cold so we poured another drink and climbed into our beds fully dressed to read for a while by lamplight.  There was only one blanket on each bed and, after an unsuccessful search of the room for extra ones, decided to pool our resources and climb into one bed with both blankets on top.  We were still shivering so decided to leave the lamps burning, since they were giving off a modicum of heat and, pulling the blankets over our heads, tried to sleep.  After a very long night during which, at some time, the lamps spluttered out, I woke up feeling cramped and tired.  My stirring woke Chas and he fort his way from under the blankets and suddenly burst out laughing.  When I asked what was so funny he said that I was! “Just look at yourself in the mirror” he gasped, which I did and was greeted by a black face blinking back at me.  Laughing, I realised it was the residue from the paraffin lamps and then I looked up and saw, to my horror, that the ceiling, which had been white, was blackened too.   We decided we had better get out of there quickish so, after getting the telltale soot off me, we packed up and went to pay the bill.  The same young man asked if we would like to have breakfast. That we declined, even though we were hungry, and said we had to make an early start.  Thanking him, we jumped into the jeep and drove off as sedately but speedily as we could until we got around the next bend in the road where we burst into laughter.  Heaven knows what he must have thought when he saw the ceiling of the room later that morning, but then, with the lack of heating on a wintry night, maybe it wasn’t such an uncommon occurrence. 

From there we headed back home as our time off was at an end.   We thoroughly enjoyed our little foray into the seldom travelled parts of the country although, with hindsight, we were naïve and foolish.  Had we known then what we know now, we would have been too afraid to wander around out there.  Ritual murders, known there as “Muti Murders”, were and still are, a part of the traditional way of life.   Although it is now against the law, it has not stopped it from continuing to happen.  Superstition is rife countrywide but particularly so in the rural areas where there’s not much formal education.   People are murdered and certain of their body parts are removed for use by witchdoctors in various ceremonies traditionally believed to bring about some or other stipulated benefit to a customer willing to pay the price.   This is not a fairy tale – we know first hand of several of these incidents, which happened in the valley where we worked and it still happens all over Africa.  In fact, in South Africa the other day was a newspaper item, not rating headlines or any grand place in the news.  Just a filler article to warn the relatives of the dead about to be buried that body parts, particularly genitals are being removed at the morgue for onward sale for muti!!
End of Part One
Part Two
Swaziland is an independent democratic country, and at the time we were there ruled by an old king named “Sabouza” who had been on the throne for many years.  As is still the custom, he had many, many wives and a multitude of children.  We were a bit surprised to discover that some of the royal family were working at the hotel in various positions, from room service waiter to the very impressive looking doorman, turned out in traditional Swazi dress, whom everyone fondly called Induna – which is more or less our equivalent of “Chief”.   King Sabouza was popular and well respected by his people and by ex-patriots alike.  He was a wise old man who knew who he could trust and who he couldn’t and wasn’t above enlisting the advice of a white man if he thought the opinions of his own courtiers were likely to be biased to suit themselves.   Swaziland is a former British territory and Sabouza had ruled his country under the watchful eye of England until independence was granted.  The currency had been Stirling and there were many British companies and British industry in the country.  With Independence and with the withdrawal of the British, Stirling was ousted and the Rand became the new money. The Rand is the currency of South Africa, with which Swaziland shares its borders, and both Stirling and the Rand had much the same exchange rate until about 1975.   At that time the Swaziland parliament finally chose to have its own currency, the Lilengeni – or in the plural – Emalengeni.  We were in the country when this event took place and were surprised at how the people reacted to it.   Instead of feeling empowered by having their own money, they were very suspicious of it.  At the end of the first month after the change over, the majority of workers in the land refused to accept payment in this new currency and insisted on being paid in money (Rands).  We saw this at first hand when we ceremoniously presented our Swazi housemaid, Christina, with her first wages in the new currency.   She was ironing at the time and, instead of being excited, was visibly unhappy with the crisp notes and shiny new coins that Chas placed on the end of the ironing board.  She prodded the money with a suspicious finger as one might an apparently dead scorpion and then looked up at us, saying “why do you give me this?   Where is my money?”   We were obliged to dig out some south African Rands which we had fortunately held on to, just in case.   The Rand remained legal tender, along side the Emalengeni, for a considerable time.   Even the king showed his scepticism when he called in a white lawyer to tell him how much money was in the fund for the wedding of one of the princesses.  When the lawyer gave him the figure in the now, not-so-new, Emalengeni the king said “no, tell me in money” so the lawyer gave the amount in Rands.  “no, no”, insisted the king, “I want to know how much is in the fund - in money!  Tell me how many pounds there are!!”  On being given the Stirling equivalent the old king was finally satisfied. 

Around September of that year, Chas told the manager of the restaurant that he was considering resigning since he and I had been working all those months in different departments on totally opposite shifts and enough was enough.  Chas wasn’t prepared to wait any longer to get into the casino, especially since Christmas was looming again and casino training would be impossible if it was left any longer.  We would have both resigned and gone off somewhere else to be together.   However, Chas won his point and was allowed to start his casino training right away.  He trained blackjack, which is the easiest and quickest to learn and I was able to help him with it, and he passed his table test at the end of his training period.  Then, would you believe it, the casino manager said he wanted roulette dealers and that Chas was to train in that game if he wanted to work in the casino!!  Isn’t there always something??  So he started training roulette, which was much more complicated than blackjack.  More techniques and more rules and lots more mental maths involved.   After lots of hours of training, squeezed in between restaurant shifts where he had continued to work, he was finally accepted to join the casino.  Unlike the women, who had a whole wardrobe of uniforms supplied, the casino men were obliged to supply their own tuxedos, white shirts and bow ties.  Off we went to Johannesburg on our first available days off and Chas got himself kitted out in what was to be his working clothes for many years to come.    It had to be hell for him on his first night, what with the stage fright we all experience and feeling trussed up in an outfit which doesn’t lend itself to the kind of activity involved in dealing any game in a casino and particularly roulette.  But what a knees-up when we finished our shift that night (next morning, actually)!!  It was the first time in over nine months that we were able to finish working at more or less the same time and go home together.  Poor Chas went through all the nightmares of being a “Lumpy Dealer”.  That’s what all trainee dealers are called because their fingers move like lumps of independent gristle on the ends of the hands until time and experience moulds them into nimble extensions of the brain.   We were able to settle down to what, for us, became a normal life in spite of the fact that we worked by night and slept through the mornings, rather like bats.   Thereafter, Chas and I seldom worked apart and when we did, it was under great sufferance.   

We made some wonderful friendships during the years we worked in Swaziland - strong friendships, which are as strong today as ever they were then.  The Fisher family, who took Chas and me under their family umbrella, always made their home our home where we always stayed when we had time off to go to Johannesburg.  Peter Watkinson, a senior pit boss at the time, married my friend, Linda Fisher and I was her matron of honour and Chas was best man for Peter at their wedding.  Chas and Peter became best friends as did Linda and I, sharing our social lives and often taking our annual leave together.  Then there’s Mac and Vicki, Danni and Ivan, and Sylvia and Alec – all couples who were and are our friends and who got married during the five years we spent in Swaziland.  We had wonderful weddings in that country.  Always with beautiful scenery for a backdrop to the celebrations and always catered by ourselves.  In fact, we got so much practice at serving up trays and trays of delicious foods that I’m surprised not one of us ultimately went into the wedding catering business.  We became a well-practised, slick operation that had all of us organized doing flower arrangements and decorations of churches and reception venues, special foods and drinks, indoors or alfresco.  Everything was done to our very best ability because we loved the couples tying the knot and really wanted their special day to be perfect.  And in spite of doing all that, we were always dressed and on time at the ceremony.  
We found the Swazi people to be a friendly bunch, on the whole, and many were given a fairly formal education in schools much the same as anywhere else in the world.  But we discovered that the average “man in the street” was not very familiar with Western technology.   On the surface one could engage in an intelligent conversation and their naivety wouldn’t be  too obvious but every now and again some little situation would arise and the Swazi person would do something amusing – from our point of view.  For instance:  one of the Swazi waiters, Alfred, who had worked under Chas in the restaurant remained friendly with us even though Chas had joined the casino and he didn’t see us so often.  One day he invited Chas to come to see his new house which he had almost finished building.  Chas went along and on arrival praised Alfred on his workmanship.  Considering he wasn’t a builder he’d done a pretty good job.  It was a small, simple two room dwelling of breezeblocks covered with mud which was how most of the ordinary local town people built their homes.  When they went to inspect the interior Albert proudly showed Chas the water taps he had installed.  To Chas’ surprise, the hot and cold water taps were attached to short lengths of pipe which had been simply jammed into the mud wall.  No plumbing of any kind was evident.  Before Chas could ask the question, Albert told him that his taps weren’t producing any water yet because he hadn’t yet learned the magic that white men were born with that can divert a river to flow out of the pipes.  He had seen the taps at the hotel producing limitless water but neither he nor any of his friends or family had any idea of how it came to be there.  

The manager of one of the banks in town requested one of his new clients to come in and have a chat.  When the man arrived the bank manager told him that his cheque account was overdrawn and that he had no money in his account.  He would have to pay in more money to clear the debt.   The client thought for a minute then started to write out a cheque for the amount owing.  He hadn’t grasped that one could only write cheques if one had money in the bank to cover it.  He had seen the white people writing cheques and exchanging them for goods or cash and assumed that this was some kind of privilege that he, somehow, was allowed to share because the bank manager had given him “The Magic Paper”.   So many anecdotes, too many to re-tell, on the subject of White Man’s Magic. 

We went horseback riding fairly often.  Sometimes there would be a dozen or so of us from the casino who did without some sleep (we’d get about four hours) to have a day in the mountains.  Chas’ sister, Mo, also joined us if she was on a day off.   Mitch, my angel of mercy in my first days in the casino, owned a riding school in the valley, run by his wife, Yolanda. He would organise horses for us all and have them saddled and waiting for us when we arrived, usually at about 9AM.  We would mount up and be on our way to a pre-arranged spot, somewhere nice, and he, Yolanda and their kids would meet us there in his truck with a delicious picnic lunch.  There were places in the valley where it was wise to keep the horses at a canter because of the dagga (marijuana) bushes growing wild.   In some patches it was as high as our horses’ chests.  If we had allowed the horses to eat any of the stuff they would become quite unmanageable. “Loco Weed” as it’s known in the Americas. This is where our Christmas tree had come from.     We had some great times riding in the heat of the valley then starting up the mountain slopes.  One of the routes we sometimes took was so steep we had to dismount and walk to give the horses a hand.  Exhausting stuff but well worth the effort when we reached our destination.  We unsaddled the horses and let them free to graze and rest on a mountain top with a stunning view and a crystal clear stream flowing over a long, smooth rock face at just the perfect angle to make a water slide.  Down we slid on the cool water into a series of small rock pools dappled with sunshine.  Then Mitch and his family would arrive and join in the fun.  After that we relaxed and dried off over our picnic lunch.  Around 2pm we would reluctantly catch the horses, saddle up and remount.  Of course, these riding school horses were no fools and it was always a bit of a job to catch them.  For everyone except young Neils, that is.  He was the youngest in our group but what he lacked in years he certainly made up for in stature and brawn.  Neils was built like the proverbial “brick shithouse”, average in height, thickset with a neck like a bull buffalo.    He was of typical Afrikaner stock with the soles of his feet as tough as tractor tyres.  He thought nothing of walking for miles barefoot, over thorny, stony ground that would have torn any one of us to shreds.  For all that, a nicer, gentler young man you couldn’t hope to meet - but back to the subject of the horses.  Neils caught them by “ambushing” them.   While we were expending great energy running after our horses, Neils would simply stand behind a bush and wait for a hapless animal to come trotting past him.   With perfect timing he would step out from cover at the very last second, into the path of the horse and brace himself.    As he connected with the horse it had no choice but to stop dead and there would be man and beast, chest to chest, and a big grin all over Neils’ chubby face.    The horse would be very meek after that - probably trying to work out what had happened - and we would all make our way back down the mountain to the stables and then drive home to get bathed and ready for the night shift in the casino.  Once at work, it was easy to tell which of us had been out riding.  Apart from the obvious stiffness in our walk we were all aglow from the sun.  Of course, by the wee hours we found it a struggle and were desperately tired by the time we finished work at around four or five in the morning.   But, sure enough you guessed it – it wasn’t long before we were making plans to do it again.  

 On one of these blissful outings we visited a small island in the middle of a river in the valley.   To get to the island we remained on our horses’ backs with feet held high to avoid contact with the water.    This wasn’t because we were lazy but because the rivers below a certain altitude were infested with bilharzia. This is a parasite which lives on the snails in the shallows, that gets into the bloodstream through any orifice or lesion and ends up making a person terribly ill and, if left unchecked, will cause death.   We were safe up at our mountain waterslide because of the altitude.  Unfortunately, Chas’ sister, Mo, was unlucky and found herself dunked but as she had kept her head above water and knew of no cuts we all figured she’d probably be OK.  She kept an eye out for bilharzia symptoms for some months but there was no sign of it and she eventually forgot all about the incident.    It wasn’t until fifteen years or more later, living in Canada, that she started feeling unwell.  Her doctor diagnosed a thyroid problem and ultimately she was subjected to cobalt treatments.   These made her feel sick and caused her to lose some of her hair but she wasn’t feeling any improvement from the treatments.   One day, while she was sitting on a hospital bed waiting for her treatment, a young doctor came in and they started to chat.  They exchanged histories of their travels and it turned out that he’d just come back from a long stint in Africa.  Mo told him that she’d spent some years in Swaziland and he stopped her in mid sentence.  He asked her if she’d been tested for bilharzia, which she hadn’t, as her dunking in the river had been so long ago she’d forgotten.  Well, she had a test right there and then and sure enough, she tested positive.   That parasite had lain dormant for all those years before rearing its ugly head.   Her treatment was quickly changed and it was a simple injection that turned Mo around to the road to a complete recovery in a very short time.    It doesn’t bear thinking about what would have happened to Mo if that young doctor hadn’t been studying tropical medicine and recognised the symptoms immediately. 

Being surrounded by dagga, and people who used it, the time came when I just had to try it for myself.  We went to a charades evening at a little place in the valley where Sheryl and Asa, two of the senior female croupiers, lived.  Linda and Peter were there too and we played this game which I must confess I wasn’t enjoying.  I felt rather stupid and embarrassed, getting up there in front of everyone miming and acting and so-forth.   I’ve never enjoyed doing that sort of thing.  That was when Asa suggested that I try a “joint” to make me less inhibited.    I thought, why not? Chas would see that I didn’t get into trouble, so I accepted.  Well I must say that my inhibitions decreased somewhat and I found everything that happened hysterically funny.  The good thing is, it didn’t agree with me and the minute I got home I was violently ill.  I had been drinking red wine that night and I suppose that had something to do with it.  All I know is that the mere smell of dagga unsettles my stomach to this day and red wine I didn’t touch for about twenty years.  I think it was a marvellous thing to happen to me.  Just imagine if I had liked it and got hooked.

There was once a winter party given by a couple of croupiers, whom I won’t name, where the soup had been secretly spiked with dagga.  Fortunately, Chas and I didn’t have any and we left early because the party was very dull.  People were just sitting around with very loud “music” playing and being generally boring.  Of course that was the effects of the ingredients of the soup.  We heard the next day that one chap in particular, who had just become engaged and had been made to promise his fiancé  not to drink, had lots of soup instead!!   Well, it seems that when they left to go home, they got into his VW beetle and instead of turning left out of the driveway and onto the road for home; he took a direct line to his home in the staff compound.    This entailed driving his little car cross country via the hotel’s prized golf course, making furrows across the putting greens and generally causing quite a lot of damage.   His fiancé refused to believe that he hadn’t had a drink and he had little idea of what he’d done to upset her.  The poor guy was just a victim.  Well, the hotel management came down on him like a ton a bricks and told him that he was to foot the bill for the repairs to the golf course.  His girlfriend broke off the engagement and left the country within the week - although that was probably doing him a long-term favour as she really wasn’t his type.  The perpetrators of the soup- spiking were thoroughly hauled over the coals and put on pay suspension for at least a month, which meant that they still had to work their normal shifts but got no pay.  I think it was either that or put the matter into the hands of the police, which could have been seriously bad for them, so they accepted the pay suspension.  

By the following Christmas Chas & I had moved out of the staff compound and rented a two-bedroom house, up in the mountains in Mmbabane, with lots of lawn front and back.  Obviously it was much more comfortable to be able to spread out and, of course, the luxury of our own bathroom was simply too wonderful.  There was some furniture in the house which we bought at a good price and had the lounge suite recovered to match the curtains we’d bought.  We got permission to repaint the interior in lighter, brighter colours – it was a bit drab when we moved in – and we chose a nice orange and white combination.   We had a zebra skin which we mounted on the wall and added an orange shaggy carpet in front of the fireplace.  Being up in the mountains, we were very happy to have a real fireplace in the cold winter time, often lighting a cosy fire when we came home from work in the wee hours.    I bought some fabric and took it, along with the cushions of our inherited lounge suite, to the convent where the nuns took in sewing for a reasonable fee and had curtains and cushion covers made to match.   Chas and I loved it when it was all put together although Linda wasn’t very impressed with the orange colour – she’s more conservative than me.    The people next door were Swedish and friendly and owned a big black Labrador cross called Sipho (which, in the local language, means “a gift”) whom I quickly befriended.  He was always pleased to see us when we came home from work in the wee hours and gave us an enthusiastic welcome.  I know he grew very fond of us but I also suspect that he looked forward to the warm fire.  We used to let him in until we went to bed so I’m sure that had something to do with our popularity.  But it meant that I had a dog, albeit part-time, to lavish affection upon.  The neighbours were pleased because they often went away and used to have to put Sipho into kennels.  Now Sipho didn’t need to be taken away from his territory as we were there to look after him.  Mind you, he could be a handful at times.  The Swazi staff from the clinic up the road had to walk past our place on their way home in the afternoons if they couldn’t get a lift.  He would rush out and nip their clothing with Chas and I in hot pursuit screaming at him to go home and trying to tell the poor workers not to run.   When the dust settled we were all apologies and sympathy and assurances that the dreadful animal didn’t belong to us!!!   Sipho just didn’t like black people.  We couldn’t find a way to tell him that he was black too.  It’s a funny thing with dogs though.  Dogs belonging to black people usually don’t like white people either.  

We discovered that we had some “wildlife” living between the outer roof and the ceiling.  We kept hearing this chirping sound coming from above us when we were in bed and all was quiet.  We assumed it was birds but it wasn’t long before we discovered we had bats!!   I woke up one day to see Chas kneeling on the end of the bed with this thing flying back and forth across the room.  Chas was not taking his eyes off it for a second and then I realized what it was.  Only about the size of a small child’s hand but when it finally settled I saw that it was not a very pretty animal.   Now, as mentioned, Chas isn’t fond of things that flutter about and by now I was the official “bouncer” where uninvited creatures were concerned.   I found it pointless to try to catch it in my hands as I did with the moths.  I’m sure that it thought that I was an ugly looking monster too because it just wouldn’t let me get anywhere near it.  Besides, I’m quite sure it would have bitten me and I understood that bats can carry rabies.   I eventually got the straw broom from the kitchen and knocked it to the floor as it made one of its passes across the room.   Well!!!  It didn’t half give me a thousand words and barring its sharp little teeth at me at the same time.  Discretion being the better part of valour, I chose to gently sweep it out of the front door then closed it quickly before it came back in.  One night as I was getting ready to leave the house for work (Chas had already left for an earlier shift) I was visited by yet another bat. I had become a dab hand at getting the little blighters out so I watched as it flew back and forth across the room waiting for my chance to pounce.   Suddenly, it disappeared.  After carefully checking the whole room I realized it had flown towards the zebra skin mounted on the wall and, to hide from me, it landed on one of the black stripes and scuttled behind the skin so quickly that I didn’t even see it happen.  I must say that I was spooked and my scalp prickled until I discovered that its disappearance was just an illusion.  That one I put outside without the gentle, reassuring words which usually accompanied such ejections.  We later discovered that they were breeding up there in our ceiling when we found a couple of little ones in the house so we decided enough was enough.   One afternoon we checked around the eves and found two places where they were getting in.  Chas got the ladder and plugged one of the entrances and at the other he lit a fumigation tablet, the kind that gives off a lot of smoke, with the intention of making our home an unattractive nesting place for generations of bats.    I was holding Sipho in case he got excited and knocked the ladder from under Chas as he began inserting this smoking “bomb” through the hole and suddenly there was a scream from the top of the ladder.   One whiff of the smoke and the bats made for the hole, en mass.  Poor Chas was still up the ladder when they came hurtling out through their only escape route and he was right in front of it!!   There he was, the upper half of his body lost to view amongst about a hundred black, furry, wildly flapping squeaking BATS.  Whenever I picture this scene, my mind conjures up illustrations in my childhood picture books about haunted houses.  Chas came down the ladder “fireman style” without his feet touching the rungs once, his eyes huge and his skin pale and clammy.   Although it was a hysterically comical sight I stopped laughing when I thought he may have a heart attack or something.  During this whole drama, the local hospital workers happened to be passing on their way home from work and saw the smoke so, checking that Sipho was restrained, they took up position at our split-rail fence to watch what the crazy white people were up to this time.  At the appearance of the bats, up went a roar of cheering, whistling and clapping in appreciation of such an unexpected entertainment to brighten an otherwise dull end to a hard day’s work.   Chas gingerly climbed back up and plugged the hole and thereafter we were free of wildlife - of this particular kind.  I truly believe that if the bats came back into the roof, we’d move out before Chas repeated the events of that afternoon. 

Linda and Peter lived only a couple of blocks away so we spent lots of time at each others’ places, often getting together for a few drinks after work.  We were the best of friends.   Many were the mornings when our neighbours were having their breakfast and we were just wending our way home after going straight from work to Linda and Peter’s place.   Looking back, I can’t remember, for the life of me, a single conversation we had that kept us entertained together for so long, so often.

On a few occasions Chas and I invited half a dozen or so workmates up to our place after work to have a fondue meal.    The “evening” began at around 3 o’clock in the morning and we served snails in garlic butter to start with and then the fondue came after that.  We served up cubes of beef and pork fillet, peeled king prawns, vegetables and a variety of dipping sauces.    We’d follow that with cubed tropical fruits in a fresh buttery fondue and vanilla sugar to roll them in.   Naturally, copious offerings of wine accompanied all this food.   Now, in case you’ve never participated in a fondue evening, it’s a rather long, drawn-out affair.   Consequently, our housemaid, Christina, sometimes arrived to start work at eight in the morning to find us still sitting on the floor around the coffee table, by this time talking rubbish and the fire all but dead.   With the curtains still closed no-one had realized the sun was already up.   We’d hurriedly clean up the wreckage of the fondue and our friends would head out into the blazing morning, still wearing the casino uniforms of long dresses and tuxedos since they’d come straight from work.   It must have been quite a sight for the neighbours.   I have to say that, apart from our Swedish next-door neighbours, the people in our street tended to look upon us as something akin to interplanetary aliens.   We got the feeling that they considered casino people to be of loose morals for some reason, perhaps because we worked at night and wore “glamorous” uniforms.  Not that it ever bothered us – we simply minded our own business and got on with our lives. Most people have a social life after they finish a day’s work and so did we.  I don’t think I’ve met anyone who finishes work and goes straight home and dives into bed.  The only difference was that our work ended in the wee hours of the morning and sometimes even after the sun came up.  We still needed to unwind and have the equivalent of dinner before going to bed.  For some reason this has always been difficult for “normal-hours” people to grasp.
Chas had an aunt who was his godmother and, soon after we had moved into this house up the hill, Chas got word that she had passed away.  She hadn’t been well off but she had left Chas a little money in her will which amounted to about a month’s wages in those days.   Chas used this to buy a new car for us, a white Triumph Chicane, brand new out of the box.   The first new car Chas had ever had and was he proud of it!!  So after that we were able to be independent and come and go as we pleased.  What little public transport there exists in Swaziland is strictly for the very brave or the very foolish, and you really, really have to like goats!!
Once we were settled in nicely and had wheels, Chas decided it was a good time to do something he’d wanted to do for a very long time.  Learn to fly a plane.  He’d met a pilot who gave lessons at the airport in Manzini, the second biggest town - well the only other town - in Swaziland, about twenty-five miles away at the far end of the valley.   It was a funny little landing strip in that, as you watched the plane gathering speed down the heat-shimmering runway, just before parting company with terra firma, the plane would suddenly disappear!!   Then just when you became convinced there was something wrong with your eyes, there it would re-appear and take to the sky.   This is because there was such a dip in the runway that a Dakota was lost from sight for some ten seconds.   Chas was very enthusiastic about learning to fly and they didn’t charge an arm and a leg as they did at a flying school in Johannesburg, for instance.   He got his books to study and made arrangements for his first lesson which, unfortunately, was to be at eight O’clock in the morning.   Not such a bad time for a person with a day job but extremely difficult for someone who finishes work at anywhere between two and five in the morning.   Well, he dragged himself out of bed on the appointed day and drove to the airport where he received his instructions and had a little fly around to get the feel of it.   When he got back home he was quite exhausted and, after giving me a brief description of events, took himself off to bed for the rest of the day until it was time to get up and go to work.  After a couple more such mornings he told his instructor that he simply couldn’t continue with flying at that time of the morning.  The instructor said he could try to teach him in the afternoons but doubted it would be suitable.   The early mornings were best for student pilots because it was before the heat of the day.   Once it warmed up, and it could get very warm in the valley, there came a lot of turbulence which made for some “interesting” flights.   Chas got quite a lot of flying hours clocked up but the weather in the afternoons was really not satisfactory and many was the occasion when he’d come home without having flown at all due to storm cells, wind etc.   There was one occasion on which I, at home in Mmbabane, started feeling quite worried about Chas for no apparent reason and caught myself pacing the rooms of the house and wishing he’d come home.   With great relief I saw the car come up our road and he seemed none the worse for wear.  When I told him about my odd apprehension during a certain period of the afternoon he told me that, right at that time, he was in a plane that was falling out of the sky.  He wasn’t allowed to fly that day because of bad up-draughts but he’d been invited to be a passenger with the instructor and another, more advanced, student pilot who had to do “stalls” on that day.  Chas was happy to go up but he said it was a hell of a scary flight as the plane would be taken to a high altitude and then the engine would be stalled, making the little plane literally fall out of the sky.  That part was easy to do.   The trick was to get the thing started up again and levelled out before they hit the ground!!!  An interesting day.  After several more efforts of turning up for lessons and being stopped by the turbulence, Chas decided to stop.  He’d learned a great deal but it was all taking too long and the continuity had become too disjointed.  It was sad.  He would have made a good pilot because he has the temperament for it along with good common sense.  I would have been happy to fly with him at the controls.    

Christmas time was the busy time for us with very long hours and seldom enough sleep but we were determined to have some kind of celebration.  Dannie and Ivan, a couple who worked with us and were part of our particular circle of friends, invited Chas and myself, Linda and Peter and Sylvia and Alec to have Christmas lunch at their little thatched cottage in the valley.  We all made the effort, not only to celebrate Christmas, but Chas’ birthday as well, which falls on the 23rd and Dannie’s which falls on the 26th.   Being so close to Christmas, they rarely had the opportunity to have a knees-up on their birthdays.  So our little group gathered in the afternoon and somehow managed to produce a very festive meal, wearing party hats which came out of crackers and throwing streamers from one end of the table to the other.   We all received a gift for Christmas and Chas and Dannie got a birthday present too.   Well, of course we had wine and beers.  Did you think we would have a dry party??   All too soon we had to break up the fun and get ready for work at 6pm (we’d brought our uniforms to change into).   That night wasn’t the easiest I’ve ever had.  Lack of sleep, a big late lunch and a few glasses of wine is not really recommended slap bang in the middle of a punishing holiday promotion at the casino with minimum twelve hour shifts, but we managed.   So well, in fact, that we did the very same thing again the following year!!   
After we’d been in Swaziland for about a year, Mo and her boyfriend parted company.  Ronnie and the band got another gig somewhere and Mo decided to move on too.   She went to work for the local airline, Swazi Air, in Mmbabane where she did bookings and regularly went down to the airport to supervise the load and trim of the aircraft, which she was very good at.   She found it a bit difficult working with the Swazi pilots because they couldn’t abide being obliged to defer to a woman’s judgement and eventually Mo said “do it yourself, then” and resigned.    She left for the “big smoke”, Johannesburg, where she stayed for a while in a similar line of work before heading off to Canada, where she has remained to this day.   Not long after her arrival in Canada she met - and subsequently married - a chap with the surname of Argue!!  Now, I ask you, what chance has a girl for a blissful future when she starts with a handicap like that!?!  Well, true to his name, he did – often – and Mo is not the kind to suffer in silence.  She voted with her feet and they were divorced within a year or so.   Thereafter she settled herself in Canada and made her own capable way in the travel agency business in which she has made quite a name for herself and won numerous prizes within her chosen field.   She eventually met a man by the name of Leo who, in those days, was working as ground crew at Vancouver airport.   They really took to each other and are still together today.   Leo has retired now, he being somewhat older than Mo, and he looks after her very nicely.  He has always done the cooking and is a lot of fun with a wicked sense of humour.  We’ve managed to meet a couple of times when we all got together for holidays and, happily, we all got along like a house on fire.  
Chas & I went to the Kruger National Park so often it became like a second home.  We both learned to love the wild places of Africa and have since travelled extensively in Zimbabwe, Namibia, Botswana and South Africa.  We’ve been privileged to witness the Victoria Falls in full flood - an awesome spectacle - and in drought, a sad trickle.  We’ve often had to travel in 4 wheel drive vehicles through very rough country. It has made us fully comprehend the amazing fortitude of those early explorers such as Livingstone, travelling map-less on foot and exposed to wild animals, wild natives and even wilder mosquitoes and tsetse fly.  

In the rainy season I have sometimes walked in front of our vehicle, when negotiating flooded areas, keeping a wary eye open for crocs and snakes, while Chas drove behind.  The idea being that if I encounter a hole or submerged log or suddenly disappear, Chas knows its not safe to drive on.  I can swim and save myself but the vehicle doesn’t swim so well, being heavily loaded with camping gear etc.  We’ve had many a good laugh at the surprised expressions on the faces of some Swazi boys herding their cattle to higher ground.  We often thought it would be fun to tie a rope around my waist and attach the other end to the vehicle so it looked like some poor woman was dragging the vehicle through the floods and her husband nice and dry inside.  We never did get around to doing that though.  We’ve had many exciting camping trips into the bush, always photographic rather than hunting safaris and often have animals right in our camp, particularly at night.  The elephants are our favourites.  They’re so careful in their movements that those big feet tread on nothing.  More often than not we don’t even know they’ve been until the morning, when we discover their footprints all over the place.  Lions tend to be fairly noisy and we hear them vocalising from far away as they approach the camp.  They like to let each other know of their whereabouts most of the time, though they can be very quiet when they want to be.  Hyenas scrabble about and bicker incessantly so you know when they’re around, which is most of the time after dark.  It can be a bit un-nerving if you need to go to the loo during the night.  We very quietly unzip the tent just far enough poke our heads out to have a good look around and a good listen, too.  If there happens to be a couple of lionesses sitting by our fire (they’re not as afraid of fire as story tellers would lead you to believe), we just have to wait until they push off, usually around daybreak.  We developed very muscular bladders! One trick we learned from observing the animals in the wild was to mark out our “territory” in the same way they do. That is by urinating on the ground around the back our tents last thing at night before going to bed.  I don’t know if it is coincidence but we seldom had any carnivores intrude upon our demarcated space close around the tents after doing that.  I can’t say the same for creepy-crawlies though.  
There was one time when we were chased around our campsite in Savuti, Botswana, by a pair of very irate spiders which came out of the log burning on the fire.  They were a very pale colour so presumably spent most of their time hidden away in the darkness and were only about the size of a five-year-old child’s hand.    But you should have seen the way they bailed us up - we six intrepid adventurers!!    First one then its mate came hurtling out of the hot log and made a bee-line towards two of our party who leapt up and ran with the spiders in hot pursuit.   The rest of us perched up on our chairs with feet raised high.   When the two being chased ran back towards the fire the creatures suddenly changed direction and headed towards Chas & me, so we also set off at speed with the spiders following close on our heels.  Then they suddenly peeled off into one of the tents.   Carol, whose tent it was, was adamant that she was not going in there until the “monsters” had been evicted so we all got together and ended up completely dismantling the tent and contents.  I can’t remember if we actually found the spiders but she was eventually appeased and it was OK to put it all back together so she could go to bed.   It wasn’t until we sat down around the fire again and examined the whole episode rationally that we realized what had happened.  The fire was quite big as it was a cool night so our campsite area was quite well lit.  Besides, it’s always better to be able to see if there’s anything creeping up from behind you and sitting in a circle means there’s someone facing you who can watch your back.  The spiders weren’t actually chasing us but were trying to hide in our shadows.   By our running away, they too had to run, to stay in the darkness.  When we eventually passed close by the tent they chose its shadow because it was large and not moving away from them.  We had a good laugh about it and finally got into our cots.   Next day was washing day and Carol and I drew the short straws.  We got down to business while the rest of the party went off in the land cruiser in search of animals.  We were fortunate in this particular camp.  It had a tap situated over a concrete trough, put there to provide water for thirsty animals during bad drought.  It seemed to have been unused for a long time and by shovelling all the accumulated sand out of the trough, we had ourselves a wash tub with running water.  What luxury!!  In went the grimy jeans and t-shirts, making sure there was one article of clothing placed neatly over the drain hole.  In went the soap powder then in went Carol and I.  This is the only way to wash clothes if you have no washing machine.  In bare feet, shorts and brief tops, both of us chanting some of the latest songs of the day, to ensure a good rhythm, we stamped our way around and around the trough.    Then we’d reverse direction to make sure every item of clothing got a thorough stamping.  Under the blazing sun this chore became a pleasure due to all the splashing going on. During all this, a large truck bearing the logo “Overland Experience” arrived with a group of newly-arriving tourists travelling across Africa from Germany. They insisted on stopping next to us, probably to find out if we had gone mad from the sun. “Just doing the washing” we chorused with grins a mile wide.  Our visitors moved off to find an overnight camping spot a respectable distance away from ours, looking more than a little perplexed.  After rinsing we strung a rope between two trees and hung up the clothes.  The air was so hot and the breeze so dry that the first pair of jeans we hung up was dry by the time we hung up the last of the wash.   When the others of our party came back from their game viewing drive it appeared that Carol and I had been sitting around in the shade, doing nothing all morning.  Then they went into their tents and found all their clothes, beautifully clean and dry, neatly folded on their bunks and smelling wonderfully fresh.  They’d only been gone for three hours!!  All part and parcel of the love of wild places.  Africa somehow gets into your blood.  
But that’s enough of bushy escapades for now.
Swaziland borders the southern part of Mozambique and although it’s a bit of a rough journey by road, very corrugated dirt at best, it’s just a quick hop by plane.  One of the inspectors in the casino, Graham Bisdie, held a private pilots licence and a few of us sometimes got together and hired a six-seater aircraft belonging to the local doctor, Charlie Tredway.   We would start out at about ten in the morning and be in Lorenzo Marques in half an hour or so (then under Portuguese administration, now independent and called Maputo).  One of the punters who frequented the casino, a Portuguese Immigration official for Mozambique, was able to furnish us with the necessary visas and the name of someone to change our currency into Portuguese Escudos at the optimum rate.  After landing and clearing passport control etc., we would catch a taxi into town and split up to shop or get haircuts and so on.  Then we’d meet up again and find a place to have lunch.  In those days there were lots of restaurants and sidewalk cafes and most of them served the best prawns you’ve ever tasted.  We’d choose a fairly clean looking establishment and order prawns, grilled or fried with delicious sauces, one of which is the fiery peri-peri which is famous in the Portuguese enclaves of Africa.   With the table groaning under enormous platters of seafood and the “must have” Mateus Rose to wash it down, except for Graham the pilot, we’d all tuck in with our fingers and spin out the lunch for a good couple of hours.  Then back to the plane and return to Swaziland in time for those who had to go to work that night.  A couple of times we passed through  “L.M.”, as it was locally called, by car on our way to or from a short holiday further north.  We’d make a point of staying overnight at the Polana hotel, built on a headland overlooking the sea, and go out for lunch at Katembie which is on the other side of the harbour.  This we reached by ferry along with the local people, goats and chickens etc. And then on the other side we’d climb onto a broken-down old bus which took us to this particular eating place.  It was far short of a salubrious venue, with Formica topped tables and chairs, linoleum covered floors and, in typical Portuguese tradition, walls painted in an array of stomach churning pastel shades.  The view was of the harbour but one was obliged to avoid taking in the foreground of mud and rocks littered with bits of flotsam and the occasional dead fish floating by.  As I said, not a great venue – but, oh God, the food!!!!   None of us has ever again experienced prawns and crab as fine as that which was put before us in that unlikely place.  We were not the discoverers of this gastronomic paradise.  We got the recommendation by word of mouth, as everyone else we knew seemed to have done.   How, I wonder, did the original intrepid non-Portuguese diner come to eat there?  We didn’t often see people other than Portuguese families there. It was way off the beaten track and from appearances, certainly not the kind of place one would venture into if it hadn’t been already well commended.   Whoever the discoverer was, I take my hat off to him for bravery beyond the call of duty and I’d kiss him on both cheeks for making it possible for us to follow confidently in his footsteps.   Mind you, not one of us had the courage to venture so much as a glance at the kitchen!!!  

Linda and Peter joined us for a two weeks holiday in (then) Rhodesia.   I really can’t remember why, but we were travelling in two cars. Probably, they were travelling from Linda’s mum’s in Jo’burg to meet us somewhere along the way.  We crossed the border at Beit Bridge, having driven up through South Africa by way of Louis Trichardt.  Once through the border and passport control our first overnight stop was the Victoria Motel, a stone’s throw from the Zimbabwe Ruins, an ancient ruin of a civilization of uncertain origins.  Many theories have been put forward but, as far as I know, no common theory has yet been reached.  Many schools of thought fancy it was used for some kind of religious purposes due to the alignment of certain key sections with the rising sun at the summer solstice.    It is believed to have been built between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries and is one of those amazing works where the method of building is stone upon stone, perfectly structured and obviously very durable yet nowhere is mortar used.  Every stone simply balances in its place. 

We four scrambled all over it and I marvelled at the thought of people so long ago being able to build like that.   I was in my element there as I’m fascinated by archaeology and just love relics of the past.   When we became too tired to climb any more stairs or double ourselves over to negotiate another passage (the originators must have been very short) we wearily made our way down a descending pathway to a little curio shop where we bought the obligatory post cards and various other knick-knacks.   Then back to the motel for a very well appreciated beer.  That night we had dinner in the bar and afterwards, played scrabble… or tried to.  Linda and I challenged our men and they did nothing but cheat, and we still soundly trounced them.

Next day we set out for the capital, Salisbury where we stayed at the Jamison Hotel.  We were very impressed with the service there as, deciding to stay ahead of the laundry problems, we called the switchboard to send someone up to collect it.  No sooner had I put the phone down and there was a knock at our door and there stood a porter with a laundry bag!!  We were on the third floor so he couldn’t have received the message and got to our door that fast.   Telepathy, perhaps??   

Our next stop was Bulawayo and I’ll never forget our grand entrance into this town.  Linda and Peter were in their car ahead of us and as we came into town we saw the front of their car suddenly take a nose dive then the front wheels catapulted off the tarmac.  They’d discovered one of Bulawayo’s famous speed arresters.  Instead of the more common “hump”, these were the exact reverse and were indentations across the street but deep enough to be termed ditches!!   Well, once you hit one of those at anything over fifteen miles an hour, it has your undivided attention and you’ll certainly keep your speed down until you leave town.   I don’t imagine Bulawayo gets much revenue from speeding tickets but perhaps the local suspension workshop makes a killing.  We overnighted here and then we headed for Whangi Game Reserve, which we reached at about four in the afternoon.  We booked in at the Southern Sun Game Lodge on the edge of the reserve where we spent two nights.  We enjoyed our game- spotting drives there and on one occasion, we found a lot of road workers, all standing up on top of three foot high posts and peering into the bush.   They told us that a breeding herd of elephants were very near and that we should go quickly but quietly to the river which was just a hundred metres away.   This we did and we found ourselves with one of the finest sightings of elephant we’ve had in all our travels.   The river was only a few metres wide and the elephants were drinking from the opposite bank.   The good thing was that our side of the bank was high, about three metres, so we were quite safe although poor Linda wasn’t feeling at all comfortable.   She loves elephants but doesn’t like to be close to them.   In the restaurant of the hotel we stayed in, there was a mounted elephant head over a fireplace.  Definitely not to my taste - the poor thing.  And on the menu we found “elephant trunk in red wine sauce”.   Also definitely not to my taste.  I believe we had a steak Diane, made from cow!!   

After Whangi, we headed back across Rhodesia towards Mozambique.  It was a long stretch and we kept ourselves entertained by stopping now and then to swap music tapes – we had the old eight track cassettes back then, big bulky things.  Moody blues was our favourite and we played them to death.  In fact, any time I hear moody blues now, which is very seldom, I immediately think of that long road winding through native villages and not another white face in sight the whole day.   We reached Leopard Rock Hotel at Umtali, close to the border between Rhodesia and Mozambique, just in time for sun-downers and that’s where we spent the night.  

*Next morning we crossed the border into Mozambique and began the dusty journey towards Gorongosa Game Reserve.  

This, as it turned out, was not the ideal time to be in such an out-of-the-way area of that country as the political situation was like a boil coming to a head.   It was only once we had travelled miles into Mozambique that we noticed armed men at strategic places such as on railway bridges.   The Portuguese, who had been in control of the country for generations, were about to be over-run by the native Mozambicans who wanted, and aimed to have, independence with or without a fight.  We found ourselves on some very lonely roads through the bush and there simply had to be terrorists in the area.   Linda and I, not being up on politics, were blissfully unaware of our dodgy situation and Chas and Peter, after realizing the implications, chose not to worry us.  That is, until our car got a flat tyre and we had to stop and change it.  Chas moved so fast, he could have been the number one wheel changer at the grand prix.  We had to unload the luggage from the boot because our spare was stored under the floor boards.  Then Chas jacked up the car like lightning and had the wheel changed in a flash, got the gear back into the boot and we were just gathering speed again when Peter’s car caught up with us.  He’d been travelling behind at just enough distance to let our dust clear and had a very worried look about him when he found himself suddenly caught up with us.  Had something serious happened?  Had we been stopped by terrorists?   Chas told him it was OK, just a flat, and we got going again and at this point we girls were told about the possible danger we could be in, in that area.  Happily, we reached Gorongosa unscathed but dusty, parched and a tad relieved.   We booked in for two nights and were told that dinner would be served between 6pm and 6.30pm. Which we thought was a bit early, not to mention hell-of-a-quick.  But we were hungry so we hung around and had a couple of beers in the meantime.  It sounds as if we hardly thought of anything but booze at the end of any journey but, well, I suppose you’d be right!! We felt like we had half the country’s topsoil lodged in our throats.  Anyway, whilst we relaxed with our drinks, and no longer feeling in any danger, this being a famous tourist venue, we were greeted by a young antelope, a kudu doe, which suddenly appeared from nowhere.  She was quite tame and very friendly.  In those days Linda and I both had long blonde hair and on that occasion I had mine in “pony tails” fastened with red “baubles”.  The kudu must have thought they were berries and actually reared up on her hind legs, placed her hooves on my shoulders and tried to nibble at the “berries” with her long raspy tongue.  I was somewhat nonplussed at this unexpected and un-kudu-like behaviour and jumped back from her.  Linda was nearly wetting herself with laughter until miss kudu turned her attentions on her.  Once we got used to it we had a lovely time making friends and she tried to follow us into the dining room when we went in for dinner.  Actually, calling it dinner leads one to think we were given a full meal.  Well, that was not the case.  We ordered steak, eggs and chips from the extremely limited menu and we got a tiny piece of overcooked meat, one egg and about half a dozen chips.  We spent the rest of our allotted half hour of dining time negotiating for more food.  As I recall, we eventually got another egg and some more bread.   We were hurried out of the dining room on the dot of 6.30pm, I suppose before we could hassle them any further for sustenance, and, after making our plans for the following day’s game drive, we went to our rooms and to bed.     

The following morning after a breakfast that was somewhat more substantial, thank god, than the previous day’s evening meal, we set off on a game viewing drive in our car, which had the advantage of a sun roof from which we could get a better view of anything of interest.  We came to a dam where a hippo carcass was laying half on the bank and half in the water.  It had probably been dead for a couple of days, judging by the stench and the whitewashed appearance of the skin from bird droppings.  Vultures were busy crawling in and out of the body cavity and squabbling among themselves as they always do.  A short distance away was a derelict building, partly overgrown with brush, and on the roof, of all places, was a pride of lions.   By the looks of their distended bellies they had had their fill of hippo meat.   They were taking it easy in the morning sunshine far enough away from the irritating cacophony coming from the vultures but close enough to see off any hyena, their mortal enemy, should it look like steeling so much as a morsel.   It is probable that the hippo died of natural causes and was scavenged by the lions as hippos are not their normal prey.  Of course, if the hippo had been wounded the lions would not have hesitated to finish it off.   We left them to their vigil and travelled on to see what else we could find.

There were plenty of antelope and, to our surprise, quite a lot of lions.  One small pride we stopped close to gave us a bit of a scare.   Linda and I were standing up with our heads and shoulders out through the sun roof to get a better view.  Not clever.  One of the lionesses took exception to our presence and rose to her feet with the apparent intention of leaping upon us.  We were very quick to get down where we belonged and she settled down again.  On hindsight, I imagine her chuckling to her pals saying ‘see how easy it is to make these humans jump.  That’ll teach them to do stupid things like sticking parts of their bodies out of their cars in our reserve!!’   The animals don’t actually recognise a vehicle as a threat or associate it with humans unless they have been shot at from a vehicle at some time.  A vehicle to them is just a big lump of “something” that moves around the reserve, makes a strange noise and emits noxious fumes, thus covering the scent of the people inside.  Stick a part of the body out of the vehicle and its possible to distinguish a potential meal in there somewhere.   I knew better but was stupid.
After a long day trundling around the reserve we headed back to the camp and played with the kudu again.  That nights dinner was marginally better than the previous night’s but we had already consumed bags of crisps and sticks of biltong along with our sundowner beers so at least we didn’t go to bed hungry this time.  Next day we packed up the cars and headed slowly out of the reserve, taking about three hours to get to the exit so as not to miss sighting any of the wildlife.  Our next stop was Ixi Ixi ,  pronounced “Shy Shy”.  
This was a fishing village on the Mozambican coast, and used by weary travellers as an overnight stop.  We were hungry by the time we got there and booked into the rather rustic hotel where we immediately ordered pregos all round.  A prego is actually a Portuguese steak roll, usually with deliciously tender beef and a few fried onions.  There was a pet Vervet monkey which was very friendly and made a fuss of the guests in the hope of being offered food.  Chas squatted down and made a fuss of the little guy and it danced around him and was altogether too “cute” until it spotted the back of Chas’ jeans where the waist band stood away from his middle, creating a gap that the monkey took to be a pocket.  It rammed its little hand down the back of Chas’ trousers right up to its armpit and quickly grouped around between the cheeks of Chas’ bum for the peanuts he had learned to find in peoples pockets.  Chas shrieked and leapt to his feet with the monkey trapped and dangling by the arm in the now tightened waist band.  What a sight to see!!  We begged Chas to do it again but he was a party pooper and wouldn’t go for it.   Although he played with the monkey again later on, he was careful not to let it get behind him at any time. That night we heard that the terrorists had, that very same morning, shot up the camp in Gorongosa which we had just left. In fact we would have been still been inside the reserve, approaching the exit gates at the time the attack took place.   We’ve never been sure exactly why they did this in such an unlikely place as a game reserve but it seems it had something to do with a doctor, who had some sort of political connections, being there.  As the story goes, he flew into the airstrip near the camp, saw the terrorists and attempted to take off again when they riddled the plane with bullets, killing him outright. Then they turned their automatic weapons on the camp itself and sprayed it with bullets too.   I don’t think anyone at the camp was killed but there were some injured.   We were sooo lucky to have left. We stayed just one night in Ixi Ixi then we were headed south for Lorenzo Marques – now Maputu – which we reached the following night.  We stayed at the Polano hotel which was very up-market in those days and next day we were back in Swaziland, due to start work the night after that.  So, another adventure over and a lucky escape. 
End Part Two

part three
War broke out in earnest in Mozambique very soon after and so our visits to that part of the world were totally out of the question until some years later when the troubles ended and the borders were re-opened to tourists and we were told we were welcome.  At least our foreign currency was.    We headed to an out-of-the-way place called Parke Flora about half-way up the length of the coastline.  This was a very pleasant and quiet little holiday spot, very basic and, as I recall, we were the only guests.  Just as we like it!!   Accommodation was just a small bungalow with linen and some cooking equipment provided.  There was also a small “restaurant” which was a primitive sort of café with a bar at one end and we chose to use that rather than get involved with carting food from Swaziland and have the bother of keeping perishables from going off.   On our first night we wandered into the café and, over a couple of pre-dinner drinks, chatted with the man behind the bar.   He turned out to be the manager, the cook, the waiter and the barman and since there was no one else staying there, we had his undivided attention.   We both ordered prawns perri-perri which came grilled on a bed of rice and an alcohol bottle filled with the perri-perri sauce placed in the middle of the table.  As always, we loaded on the sauce and rolled up the sleeves and attacked the prawns with gusto.  Bad move!!  That sauce was so hot I could feel my face flushing and the beads of sweat erupting on my forehead.    I dragged my eyes up to Chas’ face and noted the same reaction in him.  When we were finally able to find our voices to speak, it came in expletives rather than dinner conversation.   Once somewhat recovered and having obtained two large cold beers from the bar we did our best to finish the prawns, which were superb, without ingesting any more of the lethal brew posing as a sauce!!  We didn’t manage to finish all the prawns but enough to take the edge off our hunger and decided to fill up on more beers instead.  We had befriended a large dog which took station under our table as soon as we sat down but he apparently knew about the sauce and refused even a morsel when we offered him some of our prawns.  I still believe to this day that the sauce was a deliberate ploy to increase the bar percentage and it certainly worked with us.
Once we were recovered we had a chat with the manager and got information about things to do around Parke Flora.  The resort is at the edge of a lagoon, separated from the ocean by a line of high sand dunes.  It was explained that the lagoon water was replenished by the seepage from the salt water table since the dunes had closed off the mouth of the lagoon a couple of years previously.  The lagoon being landlocked, he assured us, it was quite safe with good fishing and had the added advantage of being shark-free, unlike the open sea on the other side of the dunes.  
Next morning found us down at the water’s edge where we discovered the man in charge of boat hire.  Yes, it was the same man!   We could have either a small boat with an outboard motor or a two-man canoe with paddles.  Feeling fit and strong we opted for the canoe and once we had practised a bit to get synchronized and our balance sorted out, we set off with fishing tackle, sandwiches from the café and something to drink.  We had the whole day ahead of us so we just took it easy and went exploring the waterways.  After paddling for some time we decided it was time to rest so we dropped the small anchor we’d been provided with and set up our lines for fishing.  The sun was hot and the surface of the lagoon was like a sheet of glass and the silence was blissful.  A few bites, re-bait, cast, quiet conversation, then suddenly there was a big splash and a flurry of fish skittering along the surface just a couple of yards from where we sat.  Then up came three dorsal fins.  These most definitely were not dolphins but belonged to those “non-existent” sharks we had enquired about from the manager.  Within minutes the water surface was back to it’s glassy self and all was peace and quiet again but just knowing that there lurked beneath us, at the very least, the three sharks that we had seen first hand, tended to subtly minimize our comfort zone.  Now, being in a canoe that could easily overturn due to our unprofessional handling of it made us exercise a lot more caution than we had earlier considered necessary.   It wasn’t a hardship, just a little niggling voice in the back of the head saying “watch out”.  We didn’t catch any fish.  They probably went into hiding with the appearance of the predators so we pulled the anchor aboard and set out for the distant sand dunes which separated us from the Indian Ocean.
  After about two hours of paddling we pulled the little craft up past the high water mark on the sand and went dune climbing.  There’s something about the feeling that I’m quite alone in an unspoilt wild place (apart from Chas being there, of course) that makes me feel absolutely whole.  Don’t ask my why.  I’ve always been a loner but that total isolation from the rest of the human race gives me a feeling of belonging.  Mind you, I’ve never been obliged to be in such solitude for longer than a day or so and I could, possibly, change my mind should the isolation be extended too much beyond that.
We spent a couple of hours there, had our sandwiches and walked a short distance along the surf side of the beach then returned to the canoe at around 3pm to get started back.  By then we were fairly tired from all the paddling and walking and our hands had become a bit sore from the shaft of the paddles.  We were both glad to be heading back for a nice hot shower and get the salt accumulation off then relax with a nice cold beer.  About half way back, when we were still more or less in the middle of the lagoon and a few miles from home, the wind suddenly picked up, blowing straight into our faces, which made it very hard going.  After half an hour of this battle we decided to dog-leg closer to the shore where, at least if we were blown over, we could stand up.  We hadn’t forgotten about those sharks, either.  It was a long battle, taking turns to paddle so we each could get a little break and by the time we got to shore our palms were very blistered and our arms were quivering from the strain of paddling against the wind and current.    We got out of the canoe and, using the anchor rope, waded and dragged the canoe through knee-deep water for the last mile or so.  I kept thinking of stonefish and all sorts of other unmentionable beasties we could stand on in the now murky, choppy water and was very happy to see the jetty come into view and beyond that the little cluster of buildings that comprised Parke Flora.  We had made it through yet another fine mess.  The dog came bounding down the grassy verge and jumped up to greet me, knocking me on my bum in the shallows but I really didn’t mind.  It was kind of nice to have such an enthusiastic welcome on our return from our expedition.    I presume we had dinner after getting cleaned up but I really don’t remember and I suspect we were in our bed very early that night.   The next day was spent quietly recovering from the trials and tribulations of the pursuit of “fun” and we left Parke Flora a day later.  We got to Maputu (which used to be Lorenco Marques) in the middle of a very hot day.  Chas said he was feeling a bit bilious and that it was as if he had eaten an apple 
(he’s allergic to apples and the mere smell of raw ones sets him off).  I sheepishly opened the glove compartment and produced the offending fruit which I had stashed there - thinking it was out of  range of Chas’ odour receptors – and disposed of it.  Within minutes he was feeling himself again so that was a lesson learnt.  Don’t sneak apples into a car with Chas in it!!  The tropical heat will warm anything up enough to intensify it’s fragrance a hundredfold. We booked into the new Polana hotel then set off for those famous L.M. Prawns perri-perri (not the blow-ya-head-off stuff of a few nights ago) and the traditional bottle of Mateus Rosé for a late lunch.  Maputu was a poor comparison to the old Lorenco Marques showing a generally grimy, unkempt demeanour with the same shops of old but not much for sale inside.  Sidewalk cafes were fewer and the prices rather higher but the prawns were just as wonderful.  Considering this country, and this city, had been through a devastating war it was surprising how any of these businesses had managed to continue to survive.  Of course, one was not allowed to forget there had been this traumatic upheaval in the country.  There were demobbed army personal hanging about the streets still sporting their uniforms and weapons.  Once the war was over there was nothing for them to do and in most cases, nowhere to go as their homes and families had been wiped out.   The new government had told them there was no money to pay them so there they were, dispossessed and armed to the teeth.  Not a comforting scenario.  We did our best to avoid any trouble and enjoyed our prawns and wine lunch which, as was customary, lasted all the way through the afternoon.  On returning to the hotel we had a quiet evening, foregoing dinner, and went to bed early having requested a wake up call at six the next morning and tea and croissants with butter and honey or jam from room service.  We awoke at seven without having been called at all and then had to call room service to bring our breakfast.  This eventually arrived but was quite awful as the tea tasted like tar with milk and the croissants were very stale.  No sign of anything to spread on them.  We called to complain but found this was to no avail and realized that we were barking up an empty tree.  We packed the car, paid the bill and were on our way back to Swaziland and home.

Still in Swaziland, in ’74, Chas & I took a few weeks leave and went to England where we got married on the 6th of July, in the beautiful church at Great Baddow near Chelmsford, Essex.  This was where Chas’ mother, Mary & her second husband, Henry Yarde-Martin, worked as Warden and Nursing Matron of the Chelmsford Police Training College.   Chas’ natural father had died in 1969 and Henry was also widowed.   Mary & Henry were married in 1970.   I had been in regular contact with Mary & Henry by letter for a couple of years due to Chas being a rather poor letter writer but this was the first time I’d met any of Chas’ family apart from his immediate siblings.  I was married in white with the veil and the full to-do, feeling like the fraud I actually was since I definitely was no virgin.  But Chas’ mum really wanted to have me in white and since she’d done so much for us, organizing everything before we got there and putting on a superb reception, I felt it was a small favour to do for her.   Now that we were in England I was staggered by the size of the family.   Chas has a brother and a sister and two step brothers and a step sister so with the merger of the two families you can imagine what a bunch of relations he ended up with.   After all these years I’m still a bit confused as to who belongs to whom, especially since the kids are all married and having families now.   On arrival at Heathrow, Mary and Henry were there to meet us.  It was a strange feeling to meet them for the first time and I knew that I was being sized up.  I took the decision that the best way to handle the situation was to make a bee-line to Mary and hug her with great enthusiasm and blabber about how wonderful it was to finally meet face to face.  It really was wonderful as a matter of fact but the trauma of the moment made me feel on the defensive.  I hugged Henry too and it seemed that I had done exactly the right thing.  They were both beaming and Chas had a contented and relieved look on his face.    We were rushed off to Westminster Abby where Mary had made an appointment to obtain our wedding banns which were duly produced on the most splendid document complete with enormous red seal.  It was a pity we were in such a rush as the Abby is a fascinating place to spend some time in although I did find it a bit disconcerting to be walking over the representations of the graves of the famous people inlaid upon the tiled floors.
Off we headed to Chelmsford which was a good couple of hours drive and along the way most of the discussion was about the wedding only a few days away.  Amid the talk of flowers and cars and colours etc., I was quite overcome with fatigue and uncomfortable because the sun was low in the sky and shining directly into my eyes.  I finally just closed them in self defence and the next thing I knew we were at the Police Training College.  Once upstairs (Mary and Henry have living quarters on the top floor) I looked at the clock and thought it was wrong.  It said nine o’clock.  I had never experienced twilight before and suddenly realized why I was so tired.   It had been about half past seven in the evening when I finally lost the battle with the sun in my eyes but I thought it must have been about three o’clock.  I hadn’t looked at my watch all day.  A light supper and we were all off to bed – with Chas and me in separate rooms.  Next day was a typical overcast day with clouds heavy with rain scudding about and now and then letting down a light drizzle.  Funnily enough, ever since then wherever we are in the world, when we have that kind of day we call it Chelmsford weather.  After breakfast we were taken on a tour of the building and shown where everything was and introduced to everyone we came across.  I was very pleased to have the impression that Chas’ folks were proud of me.  Of course Mary positively doted on “her little boy”, as she referred to him - much to his chagrin.  
Over the next days Linda and Peter joined us, having been in Liverpool visiting with Peter’s mum and introducing Linda to his family.  She had been through the same apprehensive family introduction as I had and, of course, they just loved her – how could they not?  We four made a trip down to London to shop for Chas’ wedding suit and I for a going-away dress.  Linda also needed an outfit because she was my Matron-of-Honour.   So our two men went off and left us girls to it.  Linda found a lovely long dress in Harrods which looked lovely on her but I had a really hard time finding anything I liked.  I finally ended up finding a little boutique called “Just Looking” and came away with a creation I rather liked.  When Chas learned that I’d spent ninety pounds in a place called “Just Looking” he nearly wet himself at the irony and I’ve never lived that down to this day.  To add insult to injured feelings it turned out to be totally wrong for the occasion.  It was all chiffon, long and flowing and brown in colour, just the ticket for an after-dark departure.  I’d forgotten about the bright sunshine at seven o’clock when we were scheduled to leave the reception and that made it all wrong.  As it turned out, it’s just as well I didn’t wear it because, on hindsight,  I think I looked rather like Friar Tuck in it!!  Anyway, Chas’ dark blue pinstriped suit with waistcoat looked perfect on him.  We stayed over in London that night so that Chas could have a “stag night” so we booked into the Park Lane Hotel and had a bit of a rest in the late afternoon.  Chas and Peter were to go out and meet with Chas’ brother, Bernard and all three would go and paint the town red.  Linda & I chose to stay in the hotel and have a room service dinner.  After the men were gone Linda came and joined me in my room and we watched some TV (there was no TV in Swaziland and the TV In South Africa was pathetic and half of the programs were in Afrikaans so it was a great opportunity to watch a few English programs).  
Linda & I perused the dinner menu and the all-important wine list and eventually chose something although I no longer remember what it was.  We phoned down our order and had the wine sent up immediately.  Dinner followed in a half hour or so and just as we were finishing that there was a call from reception –“a Mr. Alan Sher would like to visit.  May he come up?”  Oh! Absolutely!!  Alan was one of our workmates and in Europe on holiday and had made it his business to get to England for our wedding.  He was absolutely gay and a wonderfully close friend.   When he arrived at the room he waltzed in and quite naturally snuggled in between Linda and myself on the bed from where we had been watching TV.  We phoned room service for more wine and another glass and we didn’t have too much trouble persuading Jonty (his feminine name) to give us a run down of his adventures on the continent.  He was just getting into full swing, describing some of the “joints” he’d visited and the characters he’d met, when the waiter knocked on the door with our wine.  He must have heard our howls of laughter (Jonty had a venomous sense of humour) and up went the waiter’s eyebrows when he noted that we two girls had found a male friend since his previous delivery.  He looked a little envious of Jonty, little realizing that, in a romantic situation, Jonty would prefer Mr.Waiter to us any day of the week.  

At around eleven-thirty, we were very surprised when Chas and Peter came back in, stone cold sober and a bit down in the mouth.   Their attempt to paint the town red was thwarted by a “lack of paint”.  After having a meal, they headed for a casino where Peter had once worked and expected to be able to have a bit of a flutter on the tables with some drinks signed for by the staff Peter knew. Well, that may be how things are done in Africa where pit bosses and inspectors had the power of the pen for the sake of spoiling the big punters and were happy to sign off drinks for visiting casino staff as well.   But since peter had worked in this casino, things had changed in the uk.  No alcoholic drinks were permitted on the gambling floor and had to be consumed in the bar, hence no power of the pen necessary for the pit bosses etc.   To add to the disaster of this proposed knees-up, the bars closed at 10pm so there was poor Chas and his two supporters drinking tea and bored to distraction.   They decided to call it a night and Bernard made his way home so Chas and Peter came back to the hotel and blessed room service.   And there they found their women-folk, somewhat sozzled, roaring with laughter at the tales told by a man who was sprawling on the bed amid empty wine bottles and the remains of our meal.   We looked up at their entrance and asked “what the hell are you doing here?”  Not, Isuppose, the kind of welcome a groom should expect upon returning before midnight on a stag night.   But we three, who had stayed in the hotel room that night, certainly didn’t expect the return of the town painters at such an early hour and stone cold sober to boot.   I must say though, Chas and Peter did a fine job of catching up with our party mood once they got a couple of beers under their belts.   I have no idea what time the party ended but when I saw Jonty again at the wedding, he mentioned that he got some very leery looks from the hotel staff as he threaded his way through the foyer on his departure.   I can just imagine how smug the gossiping staff must have been when Chas and Peter returned early and asked at the desk for their keys, unaware that the girls upstairs were entertaining a man in one of their rooms.   They must have waited for the interloper to be tossed out on his ear and got a big surprise when he was seen to leave some hours later, unscathed and happy. 

Next morning we four headed off to Chelmsford to prepare for the wedding which was now only a couple of days away.  Linda and Peter checked into a motel and Chas and I were given separate rooms in his mother’s flat which was up on the roof of the training school.   Chas’ mum had gone to enormous lengths to make a success of this special day when her “baby boy” took a wife.  The mess hall where the reception was to be held was being decorated with all manner of festive knick-knacks and several lady helpers were proudly introduced to us.  The cake had just been iced, two tiers of it all done by Mum’s loving hand.   We were shown an example of the invitations long since sent, the menu for the reception, the place cards, all of which Mum and Henry had taken charge of in our absence as if I had been their daughter.   We were introduced to Terry, the driver of the bridal car, shown a brochure with the chosen flowers for the bridal bouquet. .   I had only one request of mum by letter prior to my arrival - that I would like to have a flower called cosmos in my bouquet.  It is a simple daisy-like flower that grows prolifically in South Africa and, when in bloom, whole swathes of countryside become a sea of swaying shades of white, pink and dark red.  It is a flower that I dearly love and I felt it deserved to be represented at my wedding to reflect at least one thing that was essentially me.   But in spite of all mum’s inquiries to florists all over, none had ever heard of it.   She even contacted the gardener at Kew Gardens who disdainfully dismissed it as a weed and therefore not to be tolerated in any garden of England.      There ended the “me” part in the proceedings.   It may be a weed but it’s a beautiful weed!! Mum settled for a lovely arrangement of yellow roses and in the absence of cosmos I was very happy with them.    The brides maids were Chas’ sister Maureen, his step sister Nicki, two of his nieces Lisa and Caroline and a four year old page boy who was a nephew called Christopher.   The only ones of my entourage whom I knew was Maureen and, of course, my dear friend Linda who had agreed to be my Matron of Honour 

On the eve of the wedding Chas, according to somebody’s custom, was banished from my presence and went to spent the night with Peter and Linda at a motel.  God, how I wished to be there with them.  I had pre-wedding jitters and was surrounded by strangers.  A constant stream of people dropping in to get a preview of the woman the “overseas son” was about to marry.  They were all smiling and gushing and plainly sizing me up so they could go home and report their first hand assessment to members of this, to me, enormous family. 

An hour or so after dinner I hugged Mum and Henry and excused myself saying that all the excitement had exhausted me and I needed to get my beauty sleep.   

Linda, God bless her, arrived at the flat fairly early next morning – the wedding was to take place at 11.00h so I had plenty of time to get ready – I thought!  As we laid out the wedding dress and veil etc. in my room I was unaware that the flat was filling up with people.   I honestly can’t recall who they all were, only that when I tried to get into the bathroom to shower and wash my hair, I had to get in the queue.  For some reason the little bride’s maid, Caroline and her page boy brother were getting ready at Mum and Henry’s flat and the place was in chaos.   Linda marched me back to my room, closed the door and made me calm down.  She then went to the other rooms and announced that if the bride couldn’t use the bathroom and get ready then there would be no wedding for the rest of them to hog the bathroom for – or something to that effect.  Order was returned and the bride was duly permitted to jump the queue.   Once I was ready, Linda saw to herself and we made our way to the living room where glasses of champagne were being poured.  Mum looked lovely – Lord knows when she managed to get near the bathroom – and Henry, who seemed very proud that I had asked him to give me away, looked the absolute gentleman that he undoubtedly was.   As I emerged from the building I was greeted and applauded by the police cadets who had gathered to see the bridal party off to the church.    Terry was waiting with the immaculately polished and be-ribboned bridal car, himself looking so very smart in a chauffeur’s uniform, all spit ‘n’ polish, cap and gloves.  I didn’t quite expect that but appreciated it very much.  He opened the rear door of the vehicle and with the help of Linda and Henry, got me seated regally with my dress and veil, now draped over my face, all arranged to their satisfaction.  Henry scooted round to the other side and slid in next to me, heaving a little sigh.   Now that we were alone together I realized that he was extremely nervous about his role in the ceremony.  We took each other’s hands and squeezed, consolidating our meagre reserves of individual courage into the pair of smiling faces  that eventually arrived at the church.   Henry and I formed a bond that day that lasted until the day he died and is still there with me to this day.   Although Henry had three children from his first marriage, only one was a girl and she was then too young to be married.  This was Henry’s first experience of being “Father Of The Bride”.  Many years later Chas and I were present when he gave his own daughter’s hand in wedlock.   He thanked me profusely for my having “given him a practise run” as he felt much more confident the second time around.  

On reaching the church we found the minister, robes flying in a fairly stiff breeze, pacing up and down on the pavement with much of the congregation milling about on the lawn and looking somewhat worried.   The groom hadn’t turned up!!  There was another wedding booked immediately after ours.   “Drive round the block, you cant go into the church until the groom has taken up his place at the alter!!”  Terry drove round the block at a snail’s pace until we again arrived outside the church.  Again we were waved on but this time Linda suggested that Henry get out to hold Mums hand and she got in.   Terry drove to a spot a block from the church, stopped the engine and produced a pack of cigarettes which he considerately offered to his two charges in the back seat.   We drew on them desperately and, when we eventually calmed down, saw the humour of the situation.  I didn’t think for a moment that Chas had “left me at the alter”.   His mother would have boxed his ears.  He was as bad at time keeping then as he is today and, to be absolutely honest, I was irritated rather than worried.   Terry left us in the car and walked to a spot from where he could see events unfolding at the church and when Chas and his best man, Peter, eventually arrived, Terry came back to the car and drove us sedately to the church once more.   There were a number of people on the lawn as Henry helped me alight from the car and I wondered why they weren’t inside awaiting the arrival of the bride.  I heard the wedding march start and still the people outside made no move to enter the church.  Then the penny dropped.   These people were the guests for the next wedding ceremony and we were holding up the works.   I entered the church on Henry’s arm and there was Chas standing sheepishly by the alter looking flustered and just a tad strained.  Henry gave me into Chas’ hands and we were duly married.  All went without a hitch although I did have a bit of a heart flutter when it came to the time for Chas to put the ring on my finger.   My ring was not a single band but consisted of seven delicate looking narrow bands and I had suggested to Chas on the previous day that it might be an idea to tape them together for the ceremony to make them easier to handle.  Well, they weren’t taped and Chas’ hands were shaking alarmingly as he held the seven little circles out toward my finger.  To avoid the disaster of having them all spill out of his trembling fingers I practically stabbed my ring finger into the rings and got them safely to where they have resided to this day.  

At the beginning of our walk back down the isle as Mister and Missus, something made me look up and I stopped dead in mid pace, horrified. Dark shapes up above the rafters - there were people hanging from ropes!!  I was mortified!  A thought flashed through my mind.  What kind of a custom was this that would have people dangling inside a church, of all places! At a wedding!!  Then all was revealed and I felt truly ridiculous – wedding bells began to peal in the traditional glorious deafening clamour that announces the emergence of a newly married couple.   The dangling people were soaring up and down on the ends of their ropes with each tone of their individual bells, really putting their hearts into the performance and looking as if they were thoroughly enjoying themselves.   This was no “canned wedding bells” – this was the real McCoy!!

I emerged from the church with the bells resounding across the countryside

The wedding, Linda & Peter part of ceremony,   reception and subsequent trip with THE CAKE.

Friends showing up from Swazilznd.  Sharon & Graham Bisdie afterwards.

After the wedding we went on a short honeymoon on which we took our friends linda & peter.  A sort of touring holiday of the lake district then up to scotland.  At one stage we found ourselves in a misty and spooky place called ballock, where we found a a hotel that looked rather like a haunted castle.  we girls stayed in the car while the menfolk went in to see what it looked like from the inside,  45 minutes later  they still hadn’t come back  so being worried our men might need rescuing, linda & I mustered the courage to follow them inside.   wouldn’t you know it, there they were looking all relaxed, perched at the bar with , beers in hands.  

After extricating them from there we were shown to our rooms.  it was a rambling old place with long creaky corridors and the whole place was freezing.   we were told that we were the only guests in that night and if we were not happy with the allocated rooms, we could feel free to choose another.  we had the run of the place.  well, since it was so cold and we were used to the warmer climate of Africa, we moved our belongings into a room that seemed warmer and we took the two bar heater from the original room with us.  chas decided to try out the big inviting looking bed and launched himself fully spread-eagled through the air to land smack, flat across it.  As he hit he suddenly looked as if his eyes were about to pop out of his head and his breath was one loooong intake.  i laughed at his antics, he has a very sharp sense of humour and is always doing daft things.  it took me a minute or so to realize that he wasn’t kidding.  the invitingly soft eiderdown on the bed had cunningly disguised a viciously hard mattress underneath, upon which he had merrily flung himself.  poor darling had the wind knocked right out of him plus, we discovered soon after, he had cracked a rib.

we bathed and dressed and went down to dinner in a dining room designed to seat about fifty people in it, with only we four in the whole place.  upon asking the waitress why the  restaurant was not well supported, she explained that there was a calie on in the hotel that night and everyone was already there.  the hotel rooms were empty because of the expected noise.  as if this explanation was a cue, the sudden raucous  sound of a bagpipe sounded somewhere in the upstairs part of the building. it seemed the  cailie had begun and the waitress kindly invited us to join in after dinner.  the meal was of a high standard and over sweets we decided that it would be wiser to join in the festivities than to attempt to sleep through it.  so up we trooped and were met at the top of the stairs by the proprietor who made a fuss of having overseas visitors and seated us at a table along with some very friendly local people. when asked what we’d like to drink i don’t recall what the men had but linda and i chose drambue.  much to our surprise the whole bottle was brought and placed with two glasses in front of us.   i have to confess that most of what followed is to this day something of a blur.  i recall lots of singing and watching local lasses performing jigs and flings.  there were quite a few songs with words in Galic and i surprised everyone, including myself, by singing the whole song in the Galic language.  it happened to be a song i had learned and particularly liked at school.  at some un-Godly hour we said our goodbyes and thanks for a great and unexpected evening of local culture and made our way off to bed.   next morning we were greeted with a large tomato juice and a couple of asprin.  we’d flattened the bottle of drambue  and negotiated the narrow stairway without breaking our necks.  we were a bit slow moving but got ourselves under control and continued with the rest of the holiday/honeymoon.  two weeks later we returned to work in swaziland.

another reception and the final demolition of THE CAKE.

only back a week and “B” rings from uk asking for “loan” 2000 quid

took a british passport.
during the next year chas became inspector and i had my first taste of training.  

mini moke

 Marujana in the VALLEY,  Trip to Seychelles & Mauritius. Linda’s turtle.   Mac & Vicki’s Swazi wedding.  

flying holiday to Chobe, Vic Falls etc.

We stayed in Swaziland until ’77 when we were overcome with an acute attack of itchy feet so we packed up our accumulated goods & chattels and headed for the UK.

Boat trip Windsor castle

we had a few bob saved and thought we might buy or lease a pub over there but on arrival, what we saw either didn’t suit us or what we liked was out of our leagur financially.  i personally wasn’t totally unhappy about this since i discovered that i wasn’t too keen on the prospect of living in england.   Too damned cold, for one thing.  so we  bought a station wagon (known over there as an “estate car”) and went to europe for a holiday which ended up lasting about 8 months.  we spent all that time between italy, austria and germany.  innsbruck  with Ernst & Maria & Albert.  beautiful old part of town,   skiing, number plates off for parking,  vienna & visit with Poldy & Joyce to some of their relatives in the mountains.  Lots of homemade liquors and singing in the villiage hall.  lippinzana horses. stayed in B&Bs and lots of eisbein and shinken, kesser torst, bacon & cheese frankfurters,   castles, message to  meet peter for football  long drive to northern italy.  2 nights with  augusto, angelina & primo, had to be escorted everywhere, with agusto to rome – mad drivers,  desperate for loo at football grounds,  old roman baths,  charriot ruts,  fountains autobaahn too terrifying,  return to innsbruck &  bought camping equipment for italy lake garda nearly killed on lake in storm, , met fred, Henk & Deserie, ballroom competition dancersHotel California  whilst camping and cooking Africa style 

 and during that time we went to the university in munich and took a  german language course.  what with my previously limited education it was something of a big deal for me to attend university, even if it was just a sideline.  it was free of charge and cost us only our time and enthusiasm.  having a german maiden name, i often wondered about where it originated and if my ancestors came from any of the  many places we visited in germany.  on hindsight, we should have used the phone book  in each town & city to see if there were any hieligs there but didn’t think of it at the time.  maybe next time.   we even toyed with the idea of settling in germany as we made some lovely friends and were even offered decent jobs.  another attraction there for me was the munich zoo.  i went there very often when chas went off with his friends to the football stadium.  i was missing africa and at that stage wasn’t expecting to go back there so i enjoyed spending time around the african animal exhibits.  one day i was chatting with  a german couple in front of the cheetah enclosure, explaining  how  those  beautiful cats were in such danger of extinction and  telling them some stories of our first-hand encounters with the wild life in africa.  someone behind me asked me to speak louder and i suddenly realised that a group of people with a guide had stopped near us and overheard my conversation.  they seemed not to mind my broken german and asked lots of questions.  i eventually left them with the promise that i would return the following week, which i did and there most of them were, waiting for me.  i must say i felt somewhat shy but rather important too.  we all spent a lovely afternoon together and then i got on the bus and found my way back home where chas had a delicious pfeffer schnapps waiting for me to warm me up.  this delightful schnapps was my absolute favourite but i soon learned that two was my limit otherwise i had to be carried home.

germany was just as cold as england although there, they build the houses with the idea of keeping the cold on the outside, unlike the british who use little more than a stiff upper lip the combat the miseries of winter.  so in spite of the job offers, we were pleased when we were asked to return to southern africa to be on the opening team of a new casino to be managed by our friend (chas’ best man), peter.  we didn’t have to deliberate for too long before accepting.  we gave the car to chas’ mum along with all our camping gear etc, to sell at the church bazaar  and booked our flight to return to africa.

by this time the money in casinos wasn’t nearly as good as in the old days.  inflation had reared it’s ugly head in africa and the south african rand was devaluing steadily.  we no longer lived high on the hog the way we used to but the casino business was still better than anything else we were qualified to do.  we were provided with free housing including electricity and water, which effectively boosted the salary by about 40% and still left our taxes fairly low.

worked in bophututswana Mafeking – brief history – 1st 2 months in Crews hotel then into shared house.

Peter in trouble for killing a cyclist on the road. I gave up driving forever

1 year – fishing at lake in bush – 

Chas’ flying lessons – holiday to Kruger in Stoll with pilot, me falling out at Sabie River Bungalows golf course, Crispy duck - Chas flying plane in storm on way back 

My decision to get spayed.

 till jan ’79 then left because of peter.  
waited for job in lesotho. ryan born jan 7 1979.  godchild -.all lived together at 10 darwin. applied for visa for s.a.

got work in swaziland yen saan & first horse. lived in a rondeval full of bees.  smoked dagga for first time.  water skiing on lake with leaches & southern comfort Israeli ambassador’s coctail party. ducking the boarder police – no visa s.a. or swazi..  just escaped in time to lesotho1981.  training school for me & pit boss for chas.  little bit of work in cage then staff canteen. sailing course. with liz & jeff. watched the war from our balcony. bmw stolen & replaced with topogigo  

“B” arrives in SA and spent xmas with us (and scorpions) 

hurried departure march 1984 – packed 3 houses in 1 day and hid contents out in the open in friend’s garden with dogs to guard.  prayed no rain.  removal trucks next day over boarder.

6 months with nothing to do but spend our savings

in september 1984 we went into partnership with liz & jeff adamson .  we chose to share a house to keep expenses down and it made communication easier.  we become the proud owners of a delicatessen come fast food take away shop in johannesburg.  what a catastrophe!!   our timing was all wrong. we’d been in business for about 3 months during which we’d spent long monies on changing the position of a wall by only half a metre and putting in a huge extractor fan and hood.   all this was at the insistence of an africaaner health inspector who was plainly expecting a back-hander and we weren’t biting.  in the long run, maybe we should have but it was the principal of it plus we hated the thought of giving him the time of day, let alone money.  no sooner was all this done and business was picking up ( we were even discussing opening another branch in cape town) when the country was hit by a massive recession and small businesses like ours were going bankrupt at the rate of around 30 a day in johannesburg alone.  suicide was rife.  we hung on to our little shop doggedly – we had no choice as nobody was remotely interested in buying any business large or small.  liz was pregnant and we were all seriously stressed and in need of income.  we finally gave in  and closed our doors in july 1985 and, after paying up all the bills, we were left with only R20 to our name and an old van to get around in.

our old friend, “mac” macaulay, was the manager at the wild coast  casino so we tried to call him to get a job.  as it happened, he was at the jo’burg airport, about to fly off to canada for a month’s leave.  we hitailed it to the airport in the hope of catching him which fortunately we did.  after explaining our sorry situation he immediately called his assistant to tell him to expect us on the staff.  he gave us both jobs as dealers (God bless you Mac)although we had to start at the bottom of the pile.  fair enough since he could hardly put us in over heads of his existing staff.   it wasn’t easy to swallow at the age of 43 and chas at 40 (my toy boy), but we had a place in the business again and were ready to claw our way back up the ladder.

packed up – kind letter & cheque from len fisher.  our R20 enough to buy petrol to get there.  the horrendous drive down.  out of practice at the tables.

we put our heads down and took a small sub against our first month’s wages and so avoided having to use len’s cheque.  we  just got on and worked and began to get tome savings together again.  once again the casino business was our saving grace as we were given good accommodation in the form of a semi-detached 2 bedroom bungalow, fully furnished and curtained with crockery and other kitchen necessities, all quite basic but enough to get by with.  normally a bungalow like that would have to be shared but since we were employed as individuals and not a “package”  we were entitled to a bedroom each like any other individual.  that we chose to sleep together in one room was neither here nor there to anyone else.  the electricity and water was paid for so there were no overheads to come out of our wages.  we employed a housekeeper to take care of t he cleaning & washing and ironing.  this was glorious for me because after working the long shifts required in the casino ( usually 12hours and at times 16 hours) we would only go to bed at 7 or 8 in the morning and wake up at 3 or 4 in the afternoon.  not a lot of time for chores before starting work at 6 or 8 in the evening. 

peter died September 1985 leaving wife linda and son ryan.  knocking on window by vicki macaulay with the bad news.  chas devistated to lose best friend.  wake in Jo’burg two weeks later.

 eventually, in 1987 we were financially able to sell our old van and buy a sound used kombi  mini-bus and when our first yearly leave  of 3 weeks came around, we were crying out for our beloved wilderness places to take some deep breaths of fresh air, slightly flavoured with elephant dung and get some african dust in our hair.  we decided to head for the etocha reserve in south west africa, some 2,000 plus kilometres away.  we were fully laden since we intended to camp and we had two friends who wanted to come along with us, so it was a lot of gear.  we borrowed a trailer from one of our workmates and hooked that behind and set off early in the morning looking forward to the rest from the stresses we’d fought through over the past year.  just on dusk and not far from our first scheduled stop-over, having travelled about 1,000 km, disaster struck.  the  road we were travelling suddenly narrowed and we found ourselves with the two off-side wheels on a gravel shoulder.  road widening had been done up to this point but had suddenly stopped leaving a 3 or 4 inch jump to get back onto the  narrowed tarmac strip.    as chas tried to slow down and at the same time get us back onto the tarmac the  trailer’s was dragged off it’s rim causing it to jack-knife.  this sent the kombi sharply to the right and across the road then tumbled us end over end several times, finally coming to a halt 30 yards off the road in a ploughed field.  of course we’d  been shedding equipment and supplies along the way and left a trail of our treasures for local tribesmen , who seemed to have materialized from fresh air, to gather up behind us.  they must have thought it was christmas.  one of them has a dog with him which came sniffing at us as we lay in the dirt but the man didn’t attempt to assist us.  just continued to poke through our  debris for whatever he could use.   someone had been travelling behind us and seen it all happen and reported to the police somehow.  i don’t know how long it was before they arrived together with an ambulance.  meanwhile, chas had managed to crawl out through the now non-existent windscreen.  i couldn’t get my seatbelt undone so he turned to help me and in so doing realise he as seriously injured in terrible pain.   it turned out that he had 3 compacted vertebrae at top, middle and base of his spine.  I seemed to be  ok, just a bang on the head, bruised knees and the seatbelt (thank God I was wearing it) had badly bruised and done some damage to my right breast.  one of our passengers, lorraine, had her pelvis broken in two places and she spent a long time in mending.   the male passenger, Craig, escaped uninjured and was eventually able to get free by himself by climbing out through the sunroof.   he later took charge of getting the wreckage towed away to a scrap yard and he got the police to transport himself and what belongings he could find in the now dark field, back to bloemfontein.   There he booked into a hotel and hired a car so that he could take all our things back to our homes at the Wild Coast.   we other three were taken by ambulance to Bloemfontein hospital and were sent to various departments after admission and x-rays.  I only found out about four hours later, having thrown a tantrum over the seeming conspiracy of non-information, that Chas had been moved to another hospital which specialised in orthopaedics.   I was kept for observation because I was in shock with very low blood pressure.   they considered me to be ok by morning and they let me leave.  Craig was there waiting to take me to a hotel just across the road from the hospital where Chas had been taken.   the hotel was fully booked except for a large room with, I think , ten beds in it and a bathroom down the hall but since it was so close to Chas, I decided to take it anyway.   i dumped the suitcase craig had salvaged for me  from the wreckage and went straight over to the hospital to find chas.  he was still in the same clothes with mud and dirt all over him from the field we’d landed in.  they had cut away his jeans so he could be examined and he was in enormous pain.   He had 3 crushed vertebrae, one at top, one in the middle and one at the base of his spine and there was some concern as to whether or not he would walk again.  They didn’t say so but kept asking him if he could feel his toes and were watching him very carefully.  he was dosed up on a cocktail of pain relieving drugs  given every 4 hours but his pain was so severe that the drugs took ages to work and then only gave him relief for about 20 minutes.   it was just too  terrible  for him and I felt so useless standing there watching his agony.  I resorted to massaging his feet a couple of times a day.  he seemed to calm down a little and he said it not only felt soothing but was a wonderful way to know there was still feeling in his feet.   I fussed over him empting bed pans and such and between us we devised a way to turn him on to his side for a while without altering the position of his spine.   this gave him a chance to get some fresh air circulating around his back and took the pressure off the hips for a while.    I suppose the nursing staff thought I was a damn nuisance but i really wasn’t concerned about that.  once the specialists were confident that the spinal cord was not injured they told us that chas would be able to walk again but would have to remain lying on his back for about 3 months.   meanwhile, my dear friend, linda, insisted on coming to bloemfontein for my support.  she took one look at the  dismal “dormitory” I was staying in and ordered me into the southern sun hotel in town.  here, because  the casino we worked for was part of the same hotelgroup, I was entitled to a substantial discount and i must say I was a great deal more comfortable.   I had to get taxis to & from the hospital twice a day but it was worth the expense.  Anyway, my hotel discount pretty much covered the travel expenses.  Linda was a Godsend because she knew me so well and was able to stop my concern for chas from getting me down.   one of the ways she did this was by pouring copious amounts of wine into my glass and, although I fought tooth & nail to avoid drinking it, she made me do it!!!  

once she was convinced that I would handle the situation she went back to Jo’burg to her family.  

I went to the scrap yard to have a look at our vehicle.   I almost fainted when I saw it.   it was unbelievable. crumpled - and I’m still astonished to this day that we all got out alive.   Chas’ seatbelt was still buckled so he must have been winkled up and out of it with all the summersaults the combi had done.   i sold the vehicle for the bits and pieces that still worked and got R1200.  I was probably stitched but there were no options and that was that.

Mac, our friend and employer, had in the meantime spoken  to a chap by the name of craig bowls who was doing some contract work at the wild coast.  Mac told him about our being stuck in Bloemfontein and chas’ delicate situation and craig, incredibly kindly, put his private aircraft and pilot at our disposal, having removed the seats on one side to accommodate chas on his stretcher.    I checked out of the hotel and went to pay my account to find that the accommodation had been signed off, compliments of Mac and all i had to pay for was the room service and phone bill.   I took my final taxi ride to the hospital from which  an ambulance took us to the little airport and  the attendants loaded chas in and made him comfortable.  finally we took off for home.  on the way we flew over the drakensberg mountains which were incredibly beautiful since it had snowed which made them a sight to see.   chas couldn’t see them because he was lying on the floor of the aircraft so he held up a mirror, which I was carrying in my handbag and he had a lovely reversed view of them.  on landing at margate airpot (the nearest to where we lived) we were surprised to find a very splendid ambulance, complete with attendants, waiting on the runway for chas.  it was the new ambulance  which the m.d. of the wild coast hotel & casino, mr. alberto chiranda, had purchased to with a view to assist the  ciskeian people who were without any real medical facilities.  he very kindly sent it to take chas to the port shepstone hospital which was the largest and best in the area. they had the latest kind of stretcher designed to take a patient from one stretcher to another without the patient’s spine being moved and it whole thing was handled very professionally. these are the things we will always remember with great gratitude – the rallying round of our friends, not to mention craig bowls who didn’t even know us, and making sure we were well taken care of.   when you think of it, had any stranger followed our progress, they could have been forgiven for thinking that chas & I were some kind of royalty, what with the kind of attention  and care we received. 

Chas was admitted to Port Shepstone Hospital and after seeing him settled, I went home to our staff bungalow and went back to work.    I was able to get a lift to see chas and take him treats a few times a week and since he was very popular with the nursing staff, he was allowed to keep some cans of Guinniss in the fridge at the nurses station.   During his stay there  was a flood in the area caused by cyclone Demoina and it became pretty dodgy to get to the hospital to see Chas.   Wayne Montgomery, who worked in Port Shepstone, was usually the person to give me a lift and we had to drive half way there until we reached a particular bridge.   If it was under water we had to turn back but if the water level was just below, the police usually let us through.  Chas’ bed was by the big picture windows and he was able to see the sharks down at the mouth of the river, enormous things, feeding on the cattle and perhaps people washed away from the banks of the river up-country.

Chas was eventually able to come home after ten weeks in hospital.  what a great day!!!  our friend, John McDonagh, took me in to pick him up and he was able to walk to the car with his torso encased in a metal brace to keep him from bending his spine.   Chas insisted on going to a hotel and actually sitting at the bar to have a pint.   for what reason I simply can’t remember, we chose a place where the bar was upstairs and we had to clime a really hairy set of about twenty stairs to get to it.  John & I tried to talk him out of it but he was adamant and began tackling the long climb.   he made it and bellied up to the bar and wrapped his gums around his first pint in a very long time.  be the time he’d finished it he was getting a bit shaky so we  then had to negotiate the damn stairs again, downwards time which was worse than going up.  anyway, he made it down and we finally got him home.  I had found a day-bed for him so that he could have a change from the bedroom and had put up a bar in the shower for him to steady himself when he climbed into the bath.   in went a stool for him to sit down on and there he had his first shower in two months, with me washing him and him holding himself up on the bar.  Boy!! did he enjoy it and flattened the hot water supply.   once he was dried, in clean pyjamas and in bed, I went back to the bathroom for something and found white footprints all the way from bathroom to bedroom.  it looked like talcum powder but we hadn’t used any.   then i realized that it was the skin of his feet coming off.   the skin on the soles of his feet had built up during all that time without walking and sloughing it off.  now it was being shed wherever his feet touched the floor.   i had to get a pumice and scour it all off and when that was done his soles were pink and tender as a baby’s bum.   I had to beg the new manager to let me get onto permanent day shift at the casino ,then it wasn’t too difficult to look after Chas and he was a real star, never complaining about the pain or being lonely and bored stuck in bed twenty-four hours a day.   little by little he was able to stand and walk around the bungalow until he finally went back to work, doing the countin the mornings.  this was a sit-down job and only took the morning so it was a fairly gentle rehabilitation program.  eventually, he took his place back in the casino proper although he really suffered a lot of pain from all the standing, in spite of his still wearing the brace for support.  being the determined soul that he is, he brazoned it out and after what seemed a very long time was able to dispense with the brace and resume a fairly normal life.   I was ok with the breast healed nicely although it’s a funny shape now, but who sees it under my clothes?  unfortunately, my troubles resulting from that crash started some time later.

So it was “heads down” time again since we had no car and we’d lost a hell of a lot of belongings along with it.   it was time to rebuild, yet again.  life can be interesting, can’t it???  

Mana pools
1988 one of those holidays was in zimbabwe (ex rhodesia) in 1988.    another couple, john and gayle, also long standing friends of ours from the swaziland days, told us they had the opportunity to take an interesting trip with a safari outfit owned and run by a friend of theirs, keith meadows.   this chap wanted to explore a new route from the western extremity of zimbabwe at victoria falls, into wankie game reserve, cross over to the kariba dam and travel the shoreline as closely as possible then on to mana pools in the north and back to victoria falls.  a journey of somewhere around a thousand kilometres round trip.  the catch was that keith had not extensively travelled that particular area before so this would be a real trail blazing adventure.  john and gayle were given the responsibility of finding four more guinea pigs to make up the numbers keith thought he would be able to cope with when it came to the real thing with oversees tourists.  the attractive part was that he would not charge us the going rate, which none of us could ever afford.   the deal was that we get ourselves to victoria falls airport, where he’d pick us up plus pay for our share of the expenses for the safari, ie fuel food beverages entrance fees to the various game reserves and other incidentals along the way.   it sounds like a lot but in those days it was manageable albeit not cheap.  there were two criteria, however, that had to be met.  whom ever john and gayle invited had to have a sense of adventure and a sense of humour!!  we were warned that we could possibly find ourselves in some less than salubrious  surroundings and we may not have the finest food on occasion should things not pan out just right.  we had to be able to take the rough with the smooth.   would we like to go?   i think chas and i hesitated for all of half a second before saying yes, yes, yes!!!   chas suggested that mo and leo might like to join us as they had planned to come to africa to visit us.  when we gave them the option they readily  agreed and planned to fly straight to victoria falls instead of going via south africa as it was more direct.   we had about a month to plan our trip and we spent a lot of time deciding what we ought to take with us to cover all the bases.   

on the night before we were to fly to zimbabwe chas and i drove up to pinetown, just outside durban, to stay the night with john and gayle.  they had another friend staying over who was going to house-sit and take care of the dogs for them during their absence.  we all sat down, excited as all hell, and went through the long list of “goodies” that had been packed into a couple of large tin trunks.  five litre boxes of wine, whole salami, homemade terrine of something exotic, wine, fishing tackle (to barter with) cheeses, more wine, spare engine parts, fruit cake, some more wine, tinned hams and other meats, i can’t remember it all now but there was enough to feed an army and probably build them a barracks!!   oh, and did i mention the wine??   i suppose all this sounds a bit over the top but in those days, zimbabwe had been through a terrible war and was relatively new at independence.   there was little foreign currency available for buying the luxuries (and many of the necessities) and besides, our idea of luxury and theirs would have differed enormously.   keith and his wife, angie, hadn’t had much opportunity to enjoy the things we were able to come by so easily in south africa and we wanted to give them a little taste of the outside world….that’s my story and i’m sticking to it!!  so, we finally got the trunks sealed up and ready for taking to the airport in durban.   gayle went to get some blankets out of her linen cupboard and, climbing up and reaching for the top shelf, she fell.   she turned her ankle badly and was in serious pain.  john rushed her off to the doctor who bandaged her ankle and foot, gave her pain killers and told her to stay off it for at least a week!!  but if you think that our gayle was about to miss out on this trip, you’d be very much mistaken.  by next morning she couldn’t walk if you’d paid her to so she had john help her down to the car and once we got to the airport, ordered a wheelchair!!  on observing the fine treatment she received from the airline staff, both on the ground and aboard the aircraft, we all vowed that the next time we flew anywhere, we’d rock up in a wheelchair. 

the only way we could fly to victoria falls was to go via bulawayo.  on this first leg from durban we were quite apprehensive about how we were going to get all our freight through zimbabwe customs at bulawayo.   third world bureaucratic personnel can usually be counted upon to be officious and greedy and we had visions of being obliged to hand over a large portion of the goodies or an equally large portion of our us dollars, or both.  but we had to try to get at least some of it through.   gayle got back into a wheel chair once we were disembarked and, with husband john pushing her, we made our way to immigration and then on to collect the luggage and freight.   well there we were with the sword of damocles  hovering over our heads and making every effort to behave in a light hearted and innocent manner as we approached the customs officials.   miracles of miracles!! they asked gayle, sitting in her wheel chair with her offending leg stuck out in front of her, what had brought us to zimbabwe.  when she announced that we were going on a long safari they were very impressed at her courage to be taking on such an arduous venture in her injured condition.  she beamed at them and milked the moment for all it was worth.    when asked what was in the trunks she waved her hand dismissively in the direction of the pile of freight and told them that it was all the necessities of a two week journey in the darkest regions of uninhabited bushlands to be found in their beautiful country!!!  would you believe it – they didn’t even open a single thing but wished us a safe and enjoyable journey.   we were safely through the most hazardous part of the whole trip.  we literally floated out of the customs hall only to be surprised yet again.   who should be in the transit room, waiting for the same flight as ours to victoria falls, but mo and leo.   considering that their tickets had been “stand-by” all the way from vancouver because they were staff- discounted, they had arrived in bulawayo by a particularly circuitous  route yet, amazingly, they got there at the same time as we did.   a big and excited reunion followed and by the time we got to victoria falls we were all in wonderful holiday mood.    keith, our leader to be, was there to meet us with  a land rover (with no windscreen) and although happy to see us all there at the same time, was a bit deflated when he saw gayle in a wheel chair.  he had reservations about her ability to cope with the rigours of the coming trip but she told him her injury was nothing serious and she’d soon be mobile.  he seemed to be reassured and, after introductions, we climbed aboard the “landie”, which was to become almost our home over the next couple of weeks, and headed for town a half hour’s drive away.    

 got new combi .  transfer to fish river.  chas pit boss & me inspector/ “bunny Mother/ training officer.  seconded to gaberone casino 3 months. chas visit looked up old friends in mmabatho.  bought boat and went fishing on cowie river.  had visit from seal one day, surprise.  finally got to etosha etc.  “B” turns up again for more money (never repaid previous) ended up costing our car & 9 months of my wages. disappears again.

Anne & neville magician.   sneak wedding.  shame, lost touch now.

.   offered transfer to comores and accepted.  sold up what we could & off on another adventure
Our saga continues…  

the comores is an archipelago of tropical islands half way between the east coast of africa and the northern tip od madagascar.  we were sent to the island of grand comore, the largest of this island group and is basically an active volcano (i believe the largest active volcano in the southern hemisphere) rising up out of the sea.  there is lush vegetation in the highlands supporting many species of spice  as wall as the expected rain forrest plants and trees.  the low costal strip is made op mostly of coconut groves as well as ylang-ylang  from which comes the carrier base of perfume and was a major industry in years gone by.    as with most things, an artificial substitute has been invented and of course comes in at a much lower price than the real thing.  this pretty well tore the bottom out of the comorien trade with the great perfume houses of europe although a very few of the elite french perfume houses still prefer to use the ylang-ylang for its prestige value.  this, however, is not enough to sustain an industry.    grand comore has some beautiful reefs offshore but not much in the way of sandy beaches.  Le Galawa Beach Hotel, which is where we were employed, had a magnificent beach, broken up into three gentle little bays.  there were only a couple of other beaches on the island.  all the rest of the shoreline is lava rock right into the sea.

it wasn’t always so.  unfortunately, since the local people learned to build with bricks and cement, the sand has been removed from the beaches by the sack-full and down to the last grains for their masonry.   the corals of the reefs are also being depleted for the lime.   its very rare to find a comorien house actually painted because the walls are so porus that the paint would disappear into the home-made brick without trace.  the friday mosque which is the pride and joy of the islanders, is painted white but at enormous expense and constant layers being brushed on to keep it from becoming grey.

we were to work in the casino of this resort hotel, the only operational one on the island.  chas as assistant manager and me as the cashier and since this casino is only open at night, we have time during the day to enjoy the pleasures of this island paradise.   

 for chas & I was heaven.  our contract was for one year and we were told that our living quarters would not be very salubrious.  in fact our “bungalow” was pretty much like a garden shed.  rustic.  however it did have the one very precious feature for life in the tropics… an airconditioner.  two, in fact, one for each room!!

yes, we were blessed with  the only “large” bungalow in the staff village.  two rooms 3 metres by 3 metres PLUS a bathroom with shower,  toilet and hand basin.  a clothes cupboard in the passage between the two rooms, 2 single beds (our request as it was far too hot to be squeezed into what they classed as a double bed).  one chest of four drawers and two plastic chairs, a kettle and two cups.  bedding was also supplied and, thank God, a man to clean whom we shared with several other people.  there wasn’t much to clean  and as we worked at night and got up late, he usually managed to finish in the time it took us to go to lunch (breakfast for us), +/- an hour so we didn’t get in each other’s way.  Being such a small place it would have been impossible for him to clean with us inside.  there wasn’t much in the way of wildlife on the island although there were the fruit bats.  they are very large and i always thought of pterodactyls as they lethargically flapped by overhead.   they only ate fruit, usually pawpaws, and although the odd person claims that they catch fish whilst on the wing, i beg to differ.  I never once saw a bat eating or catching a fish in all the time i spent over there.  I did, however, often see them fly out over the lagoon in the early evening and dip their feet into the water.  i firmly believe they did this to rinse off the sticky juices from the fruit they ate before settling down to roost for the night otherwise they’d be very crusty by the morning.

there’s no real bush and few wild animals such as we have loved in africa so we became involved in another sphere of wilderness.  we learned to scuba dive.  we first had lessons in the hotel pool so that we felt safe and able to concentrate on our instructions without being distracted by “wildlife” swimming amongst us.  once we were able to handle our equipment, and such a lot of it there was, we were taken  by an especially fitted out boat to the reef where we had our first taste of the open sea.  chas took to it like a merman.  i, on the other hand, had a panic attack once i was in the water  and caroline, my instructor,  was about to let me get back on the  boat and forget the whole thing.   instead, a senior instructor took charge of me and managed to coax me under the surface.  that was julia, wife of buddy, the then dive operations manager for the water sport concession, island ventures.  julia is responsible for my years of pleasure in that underwater heaven.  if i had got back into the boat that first time, i would probably never have gone  back for another try.  my main problem in those early days of learning to dive was having to take off my mask underwater and then replace it and clear it of water.   every time my instructor signalled me to do it i wanted to die.  obviously, i came to grips with it in the end but on every subsequent dive i ever did, i always went through that exercise, take off the mask – replact it and clear it - no matter how comfortable i was feeling or at what depth i was diving.  it just became a ritual for me.  funny eh??  scuba diving is an incredible experience and its astonishing the variety of creatures one encounters in the course of a sixty minute dive.   on my first dive at a place called castle rock, i had a close encounter with a four foot moray eel.  i must admit i was a bit nervous but fascinated too and we got on very well.  he (or she?) fell in love with his own reflection in my face mask so there we were, eyeball to eyeball, stretched out on the sandy bottom at about twenty metres (sixty-odd feet) beneath the surface.  he had his mouth wide open, which is how morays breathe, and displayed an awesome set of needle-like teeth which made him look as though he was about to bight my face off.  he was so close that he could have done just that.  my view of him was the interior of his mouth and into the back of his throat with the watery daylight showing through his gills as he breathed.  we stayed like that for about 10 minutes until he finally slid between my arms and off into deeper water.  his skin felt like wet velvet as he passed between my gently cupped hands and it was one of those little experiences that make life so special. 

eventually, chas & I had our first night dive and that was really something.   it was stilldaylight when we left the shore and headed off to treasure cove but by the time we got there and kitted up we entered the water in the dark.  we had “zilumes” tied to the  first stage of our tanks .  this is a sealed plastic tube containing two chemicals which, when the tube is bent and then shaken, mix together and emit a glowing light.  you cant see much by it but the glow aids one to see where others in the group are situated in the dark underwater environment.  the dive leader wore a different coloured one from the rest so that he could be recognised immediately.  of course we also carried waterproof torches otherwise there wouldn’t have been much point in being there.  the colours of the corals and the fishes in the torchlight are stunningly vibrant, much more so than in the daytime and we examined everything in such detail that we probably didn’t travel more than fifty metres or so.  at one stage of the dive and on a prearranged signal we all turned off our torches and experienced being in the sea in total darkness.  quite eerie at first but once my eyes adjusted to the darkness i was able to make out little points of light emanating from some species of fish as well as other organisms.  utterly fascinating!!  this dark session lasted only a couple of minutes because we could have lost someone or had some other problem develop unseen without the light of our torches.  during later night dives chas and i chose to hang back from the main group and act as “back-up” divers.  we let them get far ahead of us so that we often momentarily lost sight of their torches and in those moments it was like having the whole ocean to ourselves. I just love being alone with nature, whatever the surroundings.   chas and i had bought ourselves a very powerful torch each so that the rest of the group always knew where we were. they were so strong that a sea cucumber curled up when i shone the beam of light on it so after that we had to be careful not to shine the light directly on to anything.   even if there was an obstruction in between us and the group and they could not see our actual torches, the ambient light was easy for them to see.  after the dive we would get back to shore and wash ourselves and our gear then rush off to the staff canteen for dinner before it closed.  we were always ravenous by then.  that first glass of wine wasn’t half bad either. 

wall dives were always interesting, day or night.  this type of dive takes place where the relatively shallow land mass abruptly ends and is actually an underwater cliff disappearing into the black depths.  finning along on the ocean side of  this precipice can be slightly disorientating.  in fact, sometimes extremely so if you’re not careful.  its easy to allow yourself to drop to unwise depths when you’re following a line of a particular type of coral or an interesting fish.  these seldom keep to a horizontal plane and you could find yourself unwittingly headed for Davy Jones’s locker.    you really have to watch your depth gauge all the time.  a typical example of how you can screw up happened on one occasion when we were in a group and especially interested in a whole lot of black coral growing on the wall.  we didn’t notice that we had drifted into a thermo cline  which is an area of fresh water that is colder than the surrounding water.   it is usually caused by a fresh water venting out to sea originating from the land mass.  anyway, fresh water gives you less buoyancy than salt water so you sink.  that’s just what we did and we didn’t even notice until chas saw one of the group way down below the rest and looked at his gauge.  we were all very deep and it was a bit of a battle to get back into shallower water because the thermo cline tends to drag you down.  we were all busy inflating our buoyancy jackets to give us “lift” but had to be careful with that too.  when you finally get back into the sea water your buoyancy returns and, if you’re not quick to dump the extra air, those puffed up buoyancy jackets can rocket you to the surface and  possibly the bends.  thanks to chas, we all came out smiling and did a very long and slow assent with plenty of time at five metres before surfacing.  our qualifying wall dive for our open water two certification was to forty metres which is maximum depth for a recreation diver.  it’s not very interesting at that depth because the colours disappear due  to the lack of light and all you’re left with is the blue tones.  the colours are there but you can’t see them unless you use a torch or a strobe and there they are in all their glory.  you can only stay for a few minutes at that depth as you can get nitrogen narcosis, “narked” for short where you get “high’ on the nitrogen in your air supply and behave as if you’re very drunk.  in this state it’s  likely you’ll believe you can breathe without the equipment and toss the regulator away.  or you might just decide to head straight for the bottom.  either way, it’s very difficult for your buddy to get you under control without getting narked himself.  a lot of diving deaths come from this.  anyway, i have to admit that i found that deep dive rather less than exciting as nothing of note happened, fortunately, and the scenery was dull down there.  i needed to do it to qualify but would not put myself out to go to that depth again.  

then there were the wreck dives.  The owner of the watersport concession, tony kay, salvaged a fishing trawler called the Masiwa from the reef off a near-by island.  he had it towed back to his concession area, at the hotel, and anchored her about a mile off shore.  a short time later he scuttled her in thirty metres of water where she sunk with great dignity and sat herself on the sandy seabed, beautifully upright, and became a very popular wreck dive sight.   i dived on her quite often but i must say that it was my least favourite dive but i still to this day can’t put my finger on just what it was that i didn’t like about it.  chas really enjoyed it and kept going back but i ended up going only if i was really needed or if i’d gone for a dive and forgotten to ask where the dive was to be.   there were lots of very interesting thing to see such as watching the corals and sponges take hold and the natural progression of the reef fish moving into the area where there had been only pelagic fish before the advent of Masiwa.  there were big schools of barracuda which shot so fast into teeming masses of small prey fish that i never saw the actual kill, yet it happened right in front of me dozens of times.   

.  Mwali wrecked in cyclone – sucked through blow-hole.

at around february each year the turtles come to lay their eggs in the sand right in front of our bungalow.  Chas & i often found ourselves watching over a turtle who has come up to dig her three foot deep hole into which she may or may not deposit her eggs.  the laying depended upon whether or not she had chosen the right spot and she would only know that by the dryness of the sand at the bottom of her pit.  it had to be above the high water mark so that the eggs could develop without being dampened by the underground water table.  she would come at high tide and full moon which put her in mortal danger because the local islanders kill turtles for their meat by turning them over onto their backs and then butchering them.   they prefer to kill the turtle before she lays her eggs because they say the meat takes on a rancid flavour after she has laid.   as a result, where once dozens of turtles came to this beach to reproduce, now its unlikely to be more than two or three so there we sat like sentries whilst she went through her labours and seldom would she actually lay her eggs into the first hole she dug.  it wasn’t uncommon for her to have to leave just before dawn and come back the following night to try again for the right spot and conditions.   its amazing to think that she had been born on this very beach something like seventy-five years previously.  our missions were usually successful as, three months or so later, again at high tide and full moon, two or three dozen little replicas of their mother – perfectly formed – broke through their shells.  again we were on hand and were able  and were able to help them into the sea, past the waiting ghost crabs which normally are seldom seen but are right on the ball when the baby turtles have to run the gauntlet to the waters edge.   with the dawn comes the  gulls and they pounce on the little stragglers.   chas & i don’t usually interfere in nature’s  business but in this instance, where man has already decimated the green turtle population, we felt justified in doing our small bit towards rescuing a few and hopefully enabling them to re-establish themselves.

i attempted to learn french because it’s the language used on these islands along with the local language which is a mix of arabic and swahili.   we figured that french was the less difficult of the two and chas became quite good but i was worse than hopeless.   chas is fairly gifted where languages are concerned.   i’m convinced that it comes from his being exposed as a small child to languages other to his mother tongue.   he was born in cyprus whilst his father was in the employ of the british government there.  then he spent some time in the middle east when his father was a military adviser in aden.   he seems to have the knack of making himself understood wherever we travel.   i recall a time in italy at a place called garda, named after the lake near by.   chas dug up some of his schoolboy latin and put it together with some italian-style arm waving and got through a rather involved conversation with the owner of a quaint little restaurant we frequently visited.  the proprietor, adelio, noted that, at the time of this remarkable exchange of viewpoints, we were partaking of a delightful after-dinner liquor called agrumit, orange flavoured and icy cold direct from the freezer.   thereafter, whenever we went to that restaurant, ADELE would leave us to eat our food but as soon as the dishes were cleared away, he would appear with a bottle of icy agrumit and three ice encrusted glasses which reminded me of specimen tube.   this he would deposit firmly on our table and announce “vino veritas” (the wine of truth) and sit down with us to drink this magic potion and talk, talk, talk.   me…i battle with any language other than my own.

 NEW YEAR’S EVE – OTWAY STYLE, 2000/2001

   “I’ve been invited to spend New Year’s Eve on a Warrum catamaran and the Captain has said that you and Tracey are welcome to come too, if you’d like to” said our friend John McDonoughto Chas early in the week preceding the event.  What a question, of course we’d love to, tell us what to bring and we’ll be there.

  Arrangements were finalized later in the week and on the last day of the year Chas started packing up the businesses at 15.00h.   As we intended to sleep in our mini bus after the celebrations (rather not drive home after drinking the New Year in) we packed mattresses etc. and managed to get away by 16.45h.

I had made and packed a nice potato salad and a batch of fried crumbed chicken fillets to have on fresh rolls.  By catering this way there was no need for a lot of dishes, plates & cutlery.    Naturally, there was the cool box with beers, wine, soda & ice.  Can’t do without that!!

The roads on the beachfront where we live were seriously congested with vehicles choc-a-block full of people hell bent on seeing in the New Year on the beach front.  Every available square metre was staked out with blankets or gazebos and even a few tents and still the influx continued.  For this very reason, we were happy to pack up and go elsewhere to escape the unbelievable noise that is synonymous with the hoards at this time every year.  Chas had to take a long detour to get us off the beachfront and once we were just two streets clear of it there was hardly any traffic on the roads at all.  We made good time and arrived at the bluff yacht club with time to spare.  
There were to be nine aboard the catamaran and we were introduced to those whom we hadn’t met before.  The Captain and his wife, Dave and Barbara, were very welcoming and helped us to get on board and showed us around.  Another Dave and his wife Jean, we already knew and then there was another couple, Jeremy and Yvonne .  John came a little later having been the good Samaritan, ferrying a few people to and fro in his dinghy before he came aboard to make up the full party.

At about 18.00h we cast off and began a leisurely motor down the channel towards the harbour.  No sails tonight, just a relaxing chug around.  The plan was to find a nice central position in the middle of the harbour in very shallow water and therefore be out of any shipping traffic area.  There we would break out the beers and some of the snacks and settle down for a quiet evening under the stars and, from there at midnight, we would be able to see all the fireworks going off from everywhere around the harbour.   The Warrum has a very shallow draught and Captain Dave was able to drop anchor over a sand bank with only about a metre of water covering it.  No chance of being in anyone’s way here or of being run down by any big ships.  Engine off….Silence…. Bliss!!  

With our first drink in hand we gathered on the foredeck and voiced our appreciation of the interesting cloud formations and the lovely colours tingeing some of them, compliments of the recently set Sun.  Someone mentioned the strange cloud formations and said “I’d love to know what’s hiding behind those”.  Famous last words as we were all too soon to find out.
The breeze was coming from the North East and as we watched, the clouds began to darken and take on some ominous looking attitudes.  Within minutes the wind picked up and lightning began to streak the sky all around us. Very beautiful and eliciting plenty of oohs and aahs.  Then, suddenly, down came the rain. Big separate drops at first but they quickly developed into a lashing, stinging torrent.  All this happened within minutes!!  Appreciation of the elements turned into apprehension.   Barbara and Jean disappeared down below to stay dry and invited me to join them but I couldn’t face the prospect of being crammed into that miniscule cabin.  Besides, the boat was starting to leap about and I had visions of getting sick down there.  As the force of the wind increased the anchor began to drag so the men manhandled it on board and Captain Dave started the engine to get us away from our exposed position and make for some protection, the Point Yacht Basin, perhaps.  The force of the wind continued to increase with alarming acceleration and we simply weren’t going to make it to the Point Yacht Basin.  In fact, we ceased to make any headway at all and found ourselves at the mercy of this incredible gale.  We were still bows into the wind but, try as he may, Captain Dave was unable to keep the boat from being blown sideways towards the lea shore.  He had only one 30 horsepower outboard engine and, in the increasingly rough sea, the prop began to cavitate.  Suddenly there was a very large steel buoy looming off the port bow and I just knew we were going to hit it. We did!!   As the wind drove us sideways we caught it a glancing blow with the port bow before the men could stave off.  During all this confusion Barbara would periodically open the cabin hatch cover just a fraction to ask me what was happening and I did my best to keep her informed.  It must have been scary down there, hearing the wind and sea, not to mention the occasional thud.  I, and everyone else on deck, was drenched to the skin within the first few minutes and it occurred to me that, should we need to swim for it, I’d need to get rid of the anorak I was wearing.  It was full of water and heavy and only useful to cut the wind and protect my skin from the sting of the rain.  In the water it would drag me down.    It was impossible to look up-wind because the rain bombarded my eyeballs.   The wind roared like a hurricane making it impossible to be heard by anyone further away than arm’s length and, even then, half the words were snatched away by the wind.  John, squeezed into the tiny wheelhouse with the captain, stuck his hand out and tugged Chas’ sodden shorts to get his attention.  “You know,” he chirped with a big grin “I almost forgot to phone you to ask if you wanted to come on this trip!!”  

 Now we were on the wrong side of that buoy we’d bounced off and in the shipping lane.  Squinting through the stinging rain I noticed, to my discomfort, that a rather large container ship was being brought away from the dockside by two tugs not far ahead of us.   We could only hope that the ship and its shepherding tugs worked very sharpish and got out of our way in time!!  We, on the other hand, had no say in the matter but in an attempt to avoid a messy end, Captain Dave brought all force to bear and managed to turn the bows towards the other side of the harbour.   Someone must have been on our side and neither the ship nor the tugs collected us and then the bigger tug of the two went shooting off across the harbour.   There was another ship coming in which caused this old heart a bit of a flutter, and I assumed the tug was going to guide that one to a safe berth   Sadly, having our sharp end pointing in a new direction accomplished sweet Fanny Adams and the gale continued to force us towards the lee shore.  Twice we missed the corner of the dockside just vacated by the afore mentioned container ship and I’m sure everyone was quietly calculating at just what particular moment one should jump overboard.  To be on board when the yacht smashed into the wharf would, almost certainly, be fatal and to jump into the raging water and be swept into the resultant debris of a collision being smashed into the wharf would be equally disastrous.   The wharf was high with no hand-holds to claw your way up and out of harm’s way.    Then we found ourselves past the wharf and being driven, swirling, towards Salisbury Island Naval Base.   Obviously this is a restricted area but our choices were nil and I began to think it could be our salvation because, being a Military establishment, someone aught to be on watch and should see us and give assistance.  Even if they arrested us it would be preferable to the raging sea that was trying to murder us right then!!  About this time Jean emerged from the cabin, having felt the first stirrings of seasickness and was amazed to discover that we’d been blown all the way from the upper reaches of the harbour to the neck where the in and out channels merge and enter the channel.    Barbara came topside soon after, I think because she couldn’t stand not being able to see for herself what was happening and she had trouble hearing my commentary against the racket of the wind.

Our craft went skittering into the Naval Basin and we spotted a slot with comparatively peaceful water between a wharf and a floating jetty and Captain Dave made for it. The rain had almost stopped and, in here at least, the wind had lost some of its force.   At that moment a group of Naval personnel appeared on the wharf, looking askance at us and shouting words we couldn’t hear.    The wind wouldn’t let us get to the sheltered spot and kept driving us to starboard of the floating jetty where several work cutters were tied up and next to them was the Strike Craft P1561.  I doubt I’ll ever forget those numbers looming bigger and bigger dead ahead of us.   Amid much yelling and signalling to reverse from the Navy guys, not to mention all of us on board and Captain Dave having to crane his head out of the cockpit to hear, we were making a beeline for P1561.  Right then the engine cut out!  Chas was right up at the port bow making ready with a line to throw  to the Navy men on the wharf and I just had time to scream at him to look up and brace himself as we head-butted that big grey ship right in the bread basket!!  We all hung on to whatever we could to avoid being knocked off our feet and as we bounced back,we slid towards the stern of P1561 and prepared to engage the wharf astern of it. The engine was starting and stopping all the time by now but the Naval guys had taken up position and produced enormous fenders which made our own look like partially inflated condoms.  More yelling and hand signals and confusion and, wonder of wonders, we were tied up safely at Salisbury Island.   For the time being. Captain Dave said that the thing uppermost in his mind was the need for a cigarette!!  To calm the nerves, no doubt.

As the Navy Officer of the Day questioned Captain Dave about how we came to be in a position to ram his Strike Craft, a call came in on his hand-held radio and he excused himself and his men to “take care of another call for assistance”.  We were given a breathing space and the engine was restarted and allowed to run to try and dry it out.  Barbara, bless her, very thoughtfully produced a dry pair of shorts and T shirt for me to change into as I was simply sodden.   As luck would have it, the other Dave on board has a son who is a Commander of a Strike Craft at this very Naval Base, although not P1561.  Dave used his cell phone to call his son and let him know about our predicament.  By then the Naval Officer of the Day had come back with his men and Dave handed him his cell to speak directly to his senior officer.  The end result was that orders were issued to tow our craft back to the Bluff Yacht Club by a Navy cutter and that they were not to stop the tow until we were safely tied up at our own mooring.   And after a couple of abortive attempts in getting hitched up during which the tow line got tangled in the Navy boat’s prop, we shouted our thanks to the Navy men on the wharf and settled back for the tow home.  It certainly pays to have friends or family in high places at the right time!!

The weather was now quite peaceful with the water like glass and you’d never know that the people on this Warrum catamaran were, just a short time ago, in dire danger of having to swim for it.  

We tied up to the Bluff mooring at around 22.00h and  having bid farewell to our tow, we gratefully settled down to drinks and a lovely cold buffet and plenty of laughter to offset the previous anxiety.  There was quite a party going on ashore, mostly teenagers dancing and kids with fireworks, but a nice family atmosphere.  Some of the youngsters paddled out on a raft to wish Captain Dave and Barbara a happy New Year and, since there were about eight of them on a raft the size of a door, it was a miracle no-one fell into the drink.  At midnight we found ourselves under a canopy of red flares hanging in the air above us, as they do, and reflecting upon the now glassy still water. Such a lot can happen in four short hours!!  It only occurred to me the next day that I hadn’t even thought of asking where the life jackets were stowed.  It was a New Year not to be forgotten in a hurry.  

We were ferried ashore amid fond farewells at about 3AM and we found a quiet spot to park the mini bus in the safe confines of the Yacht Club’s grounds.  We climbed gratefully into our little nest and kissed goodnight and as I drifted off to sleep I swear I could feel the car rocking – let it rock, I was beyond caring!!

A word from Chas: 
I’ll add a little to the saga now that Tracey has finished her account.  After the post mortem discussion, with drinks in hand, was over we came to the conclusion that the 30 horse motor was obviously under powered in 60-70 knot winds. Also a bigger anchor and chain was needed ( in actual fact, we should have borrowed one from the Queen Mary and with hindsight her ruddy engines too!) 

The Warrum is not exactly a “dry boat” as it has no cabin space to speak of. So it might be a great sailing boat for Polynesian voyagers across the Pacific but leaves much to be desired in a bloody great raging storm. I spent the whole time plastered to the outside of the miniscule Doghouse by the force of the wind, shouting out the occasional “Bloody great ship coming up on starboard quarter” and just after “Effing hell yet another closing on port beam….gulp…”  I couldn’t move because the force of the wind and lashing rain. I was soaked to the skin despite an anorak but I only had shorts on and the back of my legs were getting a real lashing. In fact it went on so long that I think I got to like it! At first I was hanging on to one of the standing rigging cables but after a couple of lightning strikes and bloody great thunder crashes overhead I clung like a limpet to the relative safety of the doghouse roof instead.  The friend who invited us on the trip, John McDonagh, pointed out to me that twice he and I have had to be towed back to the Bluff Yacht Club after engine failures in high wind. I said in that case, next time we embark on a trip together, we should shoot an Albatross to bring us some luck!.

The fireworks that we eventually saw were quite spectacular and a lot of out of date flares were fired off as well. This did make us comment that it was a good job we didn’t fire off any distress flares as all we would have got in return was a wave of a hand and a hearty “Happy New Year”. So we managed to end 2000 with some excitement and we wonder what else is store for us and was it a portent of what is to come. Oh well “La Luta Continua”  

Post Script

We went back to the Bluff Yacht Club on the following Friday to return the clothes that Barbara had lent me.  There, we found all our shipmates in the pub and they gave us an update on the happenings of the New Year’s Eve storm.  During the week, Dave and Jean had spoken to the skipper of the big tug that was shepherding the container ship we had been so concerned might run us down.  It turned out that he is a friend of theirs who used to be a Strike Craft Commander and a good pal of their son.  He had called to ask if it was us who sent out an SOS at the height of the storm, which it wasn’t.  He told Dave and Jean that he had seen us out there whilst attending to the container ship which, by the way, was not leaving harbour but had broken its mooring and was being moved to a more sheltered dock.  Then the tug was called away to rescue another ship which had broken eleven mooring lines and had to be held against the dock by the tug.  During all this, the tug skipper called the Harbour Command tower to say that he had seen us and, although he’d originally thought we were just a bunch of New Year drunkards oblivious to the danger, he became convinced that we were actually in big trouble when he saw us being swept into the Naval Base.  The tower called the Naval Base and informed them of our demise and that’s why the duty officer had his men out in the rain when we arrived.  The tug skipper also told Dave that the wind out in the harbour where we had been was sixty knots and gusting to eighty knots.  That’s getting perilously close to hurricane force!!  No wonder we were helpless.  We were all well aware that we were in danger but hearing about the force to the wind made us realize just how serious it had been.  I must say that everyone on board behaved extremely well and there no hysterics or harsh words from any source.  So Chas & Tracey survive another adventure, and there I thought my adventuring days had become just a memory.   
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