Gardening in Nyasaland
By Mary Birill

In January 1950 | arrived in Nyasaland to a completely new way of life, | was a country
girl, | had been brought up to live without electric light or running water. This proved a
great advantage to me, we always had a garden and we grew our own vegetables. My
mother was the gardener in the family and | learnt a lot from her .

When | arrived at Balaka, the farm which my husband Reg was living on was just starting
to produce crops. He had organized and cleared the land with a gang of African workers,
built a house and started to clear land for a small garden. There had been little or no rain
for a year. Now the rains had started so it was an ideal time to plant. We bought seeds
whilst on a visit to Blantyre. The area needed fertilizer too which Reg sorted and we took
on a garden boy who needed quite a lot of instruction. | could not speak any Chinyanja
then but we got him to make shades for planting the seeds which, of course, needed to be
watered twice a day. The water had to be carried from the river although, later that year, a
well was sunk on the farm. We had got everything growing including beans which did the
best as well as carrots.

Then before the end of the year we were moved, all the hard work we had done was left to
others. We were moved to the Northern Province for the next year. We lived partly in
Mzimba and Rumpi were we had small flower gardens or a few flowering shrubs.

Most of 1951 was spent out on the Vipya, Reg was building a dam at Luwawa on that
wonderful high plateau, this was now to be our garden. Just the wonderful rolling
landscape, teeming with game, lion and leopard but also the most amazing flowers, all
growing in wild abundance and glorious to behold. Golden, yellow arum lilies, violet blue
flowers like-forget-me-nots, giant Red Hot Pokers and wild Gladioli all competing with the

long grass. There were daisy like flowers which were everlasting with papery like petals
and many more which | could not hope to name. All this wonderful flower and fauna all
started our great interest in gardens over the years. The soil up on these high Plateaus like
the Nyika highlands was very fertile basically because it was well manured by all the wild
game with moisture from the low cloud levels helping produce this wonderful display.

We were moved on, south to Blantyre after our UK leave. Here we had a bush house
which had a small but pretty garden with shrubs and flowers already planted with a few
things like Zinnias, Marigolds and small shrubs with a low hedge around the plot. The soil



there suited them, not so fertile it needed mulching and plenty of watering. We employed a
garden boy to do this and to cut the grass with a sharp hooked blade. | cannot remember
ever having a lawn mower.

In 1953 Reg joined the Nyasaland Police, we then moved into our seventh house in
Nyasaland. This was also in Blantyre and a lovely old colonial house on Hospital Hill. It
had a very mature garden with lots of lovely flowers and shrubs. A magical garden for the
children to play in, they could play hide and seek and other fun games they enjoyed.
Overlooking the road was a large boulder which you could climb up and sit on to watch

traffic coming up the hill out of town on the road which was
lined with Jacaranda trees. The Jacaranda flowered in October
and when in bloom they were produced such a wonderful blue
haze. Honeysuckle grew all around the house, the perfume
from its flowers filled the rooms. It was, indeed, the most
amazing home to have. Next door lived the Chief Justice, he
and his wife accepted our invitation to dinner one evening, a
great honour for us and we had a long chat about gardens,
mostly about those in Africa. However, this was another short
stay before going on leave again. Lt :
Our next posting was to Fort Johnston. Here we had a lovely little Bush house with a big
enough garden to start a vegetable patch. The soil needed a lot of mulching and fertilizer
to grow anything but we were able to use lots of wonderful leaf mould that Reg had found
on an empty plot next door, ideal for the garden. We bought piping with small holes in
from Abegg In Blantyre and seeds from the local store to grow in the prepared beds which
a garden boy had helped Reg to prepare. The piping used as a sprinkler was then laid
between the beds of seeds and shading was erected to keep off the hot midday sun. The
water for the sprinklers was turned on for an hour in the the early morning and again in the
cool of the evening. All in all we produced some wonderful vegetables, carrots, beans,

cabbage, tomatoes and cucumber etc. | also grew lots of flowers, it
was a great success. Thanks to the wonderful leaf mould from the
empty plot next door. Dr William Lamborn lived one plot away from
us, we made friends and he used to take us up to his house in the
hills at Namweras where he had a wonderful garden with fruit and vegetables looked after
by his two African gardeners. His son Bill and wife Ann lived in Blantyre, we had been
friends for sometime and have stayed lifelong friends. It was many years after our tour in
Fort Johnston that Bill showed us a Letter written to him by his father. Bill gave me a copy
to keep - it was dated 4th June 1956, typed and an extract reads as follows:

Dear Billie,

Could you please send the enclosed note to Abegg, for you to
collect, and send down to me. Tubing for garden and Lav Bucket. The
tubing makes an excellent spray for the garden.

Reg Brill, next door has it in his garden, which is doing
amazingly well composted with material I have been laying by for years
in empty plot next to me. I don't think vegetables have been grown
here for years, except on the river bank. He has most things even
tomatoes and cucumbers, cabbage etc. A very enterprising fellow!!!
She is getting a good display of flowers too.

The rest of the people are supine of course, easier to buy from
Limbe of course.



When we read this in the 1990s we were highly amused nothing had ever been mentioned
to us at the time about the leaf mould friom the empty plot and there was loads of it - Dr
Lamborn had used it of course growing wonderful vegetables at Namweras.

Composting is very important but this takes time to ferment and become usable for a
garden so ready prepared fertilizers were used. These could be bought along with all the
tools you needed in Abeggs in Blantyre although | have very little recollection of this as it
was Reg who bought these things. We certainly found gardening in Africa a great
challenge with somany different types of soil. The tools used by the Garden Boys were
very simple, a jembi was the hoe used to clear and dig over the ground. They also used a
panga, this was bit like an axe with shorter handle, it was used for cutting down small trees
and chopping off branches. Cutting grass was done with a metal blade, sharp and long.
You could often buy these tools in the local market. The locals were very clever at making
their own tools and, for instance, could replace a handle quite easily when needed.

Then, In 1959, we were posted to Karonga, way up at the north end of the lake. Our
house and garden was very close to the lakeshore. The soil was very poor but the garden
had a lovely fill of flowering shrubs - Hibiscus, Poinsettia and Frangipani with its sweet

smelling flowers. All these lovely flowers attracted lots of birds into the garden, exotically
coloured nectar eating bee-eaters and weaver birds. Wonderful to watch as they flitted
around and hovered at the the flowers taking nectar.

We tried to grow a few Vegetables in the dambo near to the lake but we did not have
much success, poor soil and too hot. We did get a few squash that did well and some
water melons. At the back of the plot near the staff quarters there were a lot of mango
trees, pawpaw and avocados producing lots of fruit. We were very sad to be posted back
to Blantyre and leave this lovely garden.

For the last years of our time in Nyasaland we were posted to Lilongwe in the Central
Province in quite a large house with a mature garden, a large lawn and flower beds.and
we employed a garden boy to look after it . There was a water supply to the house but
water was in short supply so could not use it to grow many vegetables. However, | had

, . beds of flowers, the usual hardy African Marigold and Zinnias. Also,
v#8 because it was quite poor soil | grew some small flowers called

4 Portulaca whch did well. They made a lovely show enjoying the hot
B sunshine and shrubs like Frangipani also thrived. At that time |

i enjoyed growing African Violets, in pots on the konde where they did

very weII and my pride and joy. It was a lovely garden with lots of space for the children to
play in and, in particular, ball games in.

Well that was to be our last garden in Nyasaland. It was a very sad day when we left to
return to the UK but | have never lost my love of gardening.

Mary Brill



