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By Barry Thorne

(Note: Reproduced here from Volume 4 of 'Expatriate Experience of Life and work in Nyasaland' by Colin Baker, with
the kind permission of Mpemba Books, owners of the copyright.)

| set off from England on my 26th birthday to begin a new career in
Central Africa, filled with enthusiasm and expectation of life in a British
colony. The Boeing 707 from Heathrow was my first experience of jet
travel, and proved to be so much better and smoother than any flight
experienced previously. We landed in Zirich and Cairo before reaching
Salisbury in Southern Rhodesia, where | had to spend the night prior to
flying onto Blantyre in a turbo-prop Viscount, a smaller but nonetheless
pleasant enough aircraft which flew at a lower altitude than the Boeing,

and gave me an excellent opportunity of viewing the African countryside spread out below.

| was met at Chileka Airport by David O’Neill, a newly promoted Assistant Superintendent,
whom | was to replace at the Police Headquarters in Zomba as Camp Commandant (a title
which sounded more appropriate to a World War Il prisoner of war camp than to anything
related to the police). Prior to setting off on the forty mile journey to the capital (in those
days Zomba was the capital of Nyasaland) we stopped at Ryall’s Hotel in Blantyre for my
first curry in Africa (of many in the years to come) a dish popular with the British since the
days of the Raj, which had developed its own very ‘colonial’ style.

The following day, | was issued with my peaked cap (with its Nyasaland
Police badge), black Sam Brown belt, and long, khaki socks with black
hose tops. | was then taken to a local Indian tailor to be measured up
for my uniforms, comprising short-sleeved bush shirts and shorts which
were worn throughout the year, even though, being in the highlands of
the country the weather in winter could be wet and cold, often with a
scotch mist descending on us. Black shoes were worn by officers during
normal working days, but for parades we had to wear boots, with hose
tops and black puttees wound around the ankles, plus a white shirt with

black tie, and carry a sword.

We were issued with a personal weapon (a Webley .38 revolver) but throughout my time in
the country | never carried this on duty, but kept it in my chest-of-drawers at home. In fact,
apart from my time of Special Branch when acting as personal bodyguard to the President
and was particularly well armed, all | carried when on duty was the officer’s short black-
leather bound stick tucked under the left arm.

My new boss was Senior Superintendent Mac Kirkham, who had
been my interviewing officer at the Crown Agents when | was
recruited. | was in effect his number two in the administration of
Police Headquarters, and was responsible for the upkeep and
maintenance of officers’ housing, the living quarters of married
and single African police other ranks, and the offices, buildings
and grounds of the large area comprising the headquarters. This
was somewhat disappointing for me, as | had envisaged being
given more ‘hands-on’ police work, especially having done well
as the Metropolitan Training School. But | was assured that the
role would in no way be permanent, and decided to make as
good a job of it as possible. My accommodation comprised the




the sharing of a first floor, two bedroom flat, and it was there that | met my good friend
John Pritchard, a highly intelligent man and excellent bridge player.

n 1963, in the lead up to full Independence, Nyasaland was given internal self government
and Malawi Congress Party, being the leading political party at the time, made it clear that
on gaining full independence the name of the country would be changed to Malawi. The
leader of the party, Dr. Hastings Banda, known to the people as Ngwazi, or leader, became
Prime Minister, and a number of events took place to celebrate this development. | was on
duty at one important dinner, to which many foreign and local dignitaries have been invited
and was stood at the door inside the hall, checking that no intruders got in. The guest of
honour was Mr Mennen Williams, who was the USA’s roving ambassador to Africa at a
time when many countries in the continent were gaining independence. In those days, the
United States was in the forefront of the anti-colonial movement, and was keen to see the
end of all the empires whether they were British, French, Portuguese or Dutch. Generous
aid was prowded to many of these newly independent countries, much of which was

influenced and under the direction of Mennen Williams
himself. He was invited to give the keynote speech, and
spoke at length about Malawi, together with other African
countries, freeing itself from the shackles and yoke of
colonialism, and compared this to his own country which had
freed itself from the same oppressive control of Britain. He
went on in this vein for some twenty minutes, causing me a
great of inner anger at the unfairness and unbalanced nature

of the speech, but my feelings were much assuaged by what followed. At the finish of the
speech, he sat down to polite applause and looked duly pleased with himself and
positively beamed when Dr. Banda stood up, raised his glass of Fanta orangeade (Banda
never touched alcohol) looked around the hall and then at Mennen Williams, he said
‘Ladies and gentlemen, | wish to propose a toast, please be upstanding’. But the
smugness disappeared from the visitor’s face as the Prime Minister continued, ‘Ladies and
gentlemen, her Majesty the Queen’. In doing, so, the ultra-conservative Banda was correct
in acknowledging the Queen was still Head of State in Nyasaland. But this was not the
only time Mennen Williams had the smile wiped off his face for at Salisbury airport he had
been punched on the nose by a Rhodesian farmer who disapproved of his smugness.

After only a few months at Blantyre, where | was stationed after my early days in Zomba, |
was posted to Limbe Police Station where | fulfiled much the same duties. | again shared
accommodation with a couple of fellow officers and as we were all on shift work our single
cook/houseboy looked after us by having a permanent curry bubbling away on the wood-
burning stove, which he regularly topped up with beef or chicken and added more spices
as and when necessary; fortunately, we all loved the dish especially served hot and fiery!
And he had no problems with dessert, and simply served up bananas and custard every
day!

On one sunny Saturday afternoon in Limbe, the station was relatively empty, with myself
being the only British officer on duty, and with most constables out on patrol, the station
was very lightly manned. | was enjoying the quiet when suddenly | was disturbed by a lot
of noise outside. | went to investigate and found two of my constables facing an angry mob
which grew in numbers and hostility as | stood there. A small van was parked at the
entrance to the station, and | climbed up onto its roof, which when seen by the mob
caused a momentary lull while they tried to work out what this white police officer was up
to, especially as | had no backing, and was clearly unarmed. (We didn’t carry guns in
those days, as we found it unnecessary, and as mentioned earlier, my own revolver was



kept in an unlocked sock drawer.) The one thing | had learned in my time in Nyasaland
was that a smile and a joke often worked much better than any threats and the use of
force, so | used the opportunity of this brief respite to point to an obvious leader of this
growing mob, the fellow who was agitating the people around him to do something more
than just stand there and shout. He had on a very bright but ragged red shirt, and | pointed
to this and in my barely adequate Chinyanja said that | rather liked his shirt and would like
to buy it off him. This caused everybody to look towards the man and to quickly realise that
there was humour in my remark and that the joke was on this fellow, resulting in a
potentially ugly situation turning to laughter. After everything had quietened downed down,
| later found out that the man at the centre of the mob’s anger had been discovered
stealing from a store-holder in the market, and was being brought to the police station
when more and more people had gathered round and got very excited. As they were
dragging the fellow out of the market, some started beating him and soon the crowd turned
into a mob, and was further agitated by the troublemaker out to do damage. But once the
thief was handed over to the two constables and taken to a cell, everything returned to
normal. Not a great event in the life of a colonial police officer but one which lent strength
to the argument that sometimes a smile is more effective than a gun!

Sunday mornings comprised ‘Commisioner’s Parade’ when we all turned out in best kit
and shiny boots, to be inspected and march around the main square to the beat of the
Police Band. The most prominent performers were the Police Mobile Force (PMF), a
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quasi-military component of the Police Force, comprising platoons of ex-kAR soldiers led
by young British Inspectors, whose role was entirely of a military nature rather than the
‘prevention and detection of crime’. Following the parade, bachelor officers quickly
adjourned to the Mess for beer and a massive curry which took up most of the rest of the
day. The PMF officers’ rest room was close to my own office and it was always amusing to
see the rush to the window by these lonely bachelors whenever one particular secretary
appeared on the veranda of the Commissioner’s Office.

In 1963, | applied for and obtained a transfer to Special Branch. | was then posted to
Zomba as the Detective Inspector in charge of the Special Branch section at Zomba Police
Station, which proved to be another interesting period of my life. My duties were varied

and included following and reporting on visiting dignitaries from overseas,
and on one occasion this included a leading politician from communist
China. In those days, we had no ‘Q’ car or any official vehicle for such
purposes | had to follow the visitor around and not try to appear and

included following and reporting on visiting dignitaries from overseas, and on one occasion
this included a leading politician from communist China. In those days, we had no ‘Q’ car
or any official vehicle for such purposes | had to follow the visitor around and not try to
appear conspicuous In my own little Fiat 1100 car. In any event, | wasn’t spotted or
identified and the visit went off without any undue excitement.




However, as full independence approached, political events began to hot up quite
considerably, and at one point there was growing concern at the possibility of some form of
revolution or even mutiny in the army (as occurred a little later in Tanganyika, where the

army mutinied against the government of President Julius Nyerere, a
development which had become prevalent also in other African
countries). So another of my duties was to keep watch on what was
happening among civil servants and more particularly the army,

and | acquired sources of information among African soldiers in the
Kings African Rifles (KAR, which, after independence became the
Malawi Rifles). One such contact was a Sergeant Major (Warrant
Officer Class Il) who was not averse to accepting a few pounds to
provide me with information; it was not a terribly eventful duty, but it
was quite exciting having to go out to lonely places on country roads to
meet with the fellow. | would then report on my comments or

information he gave me, particularly on whether or not there was any revolutionary talk in
the Sergeants' Mess, or indeed anywhere else in the regiment. But the army remained
loyal, and my reports (with no names given of course) were sent up to the Head of Special
Branch at Police HQ, and thence on to the Prime Minister himself.




