
Nyasaland Memories

By Mary Brill

Simple life on the Vipya Plateau

Looking back over the many occasions of New Year 

spent in Africa I go back to 1951 when we went to live 

in a tent way up on the Vipya plateau at Luwawa, some

5,000 feet above sea level.  My husband Reg was 

building a dam there. With a gang of labourers, a 

Caterpillar tractor, a Sheepsfoot roller and a heavy 

scraper. All this  heavy equipment had been 

transported by Reg and his men by rail and road - and 

what a  journey, some 500 miles on dirt roads of 

varying standards.

Our camp was situated about 25 miles south of  

Mzimba.  With us was our cook boy Handwatch, he 

only had an open fire to cook on and a small hut for a 

kitchen, despite this limited situation he managed to 

produce some amazing meals, he even made  bread 

which he baked in the glowing embers of the fire in which was previously a tin used 

for petrol. With only a kerosene lamp to light up the tent we, nevertheless, very much

enjoyed our evening meal. 

For relaxation we would often enjoy a game of scrabble or join the African staff 

around their open fire with only the hiss of the lamp punctuating the deep silence of 

the African night. Putting out the light we would settle down in our camp beds to be 

often woken by the cough of a leopard creeping around the camp site but the night 

was dark and warm and the night sky lit with millions of stars.  

This was the Africa I loved.

Mary Brill. 

Bees move in! 

Towards the end of our first tour we were moved to Kanangina, an isolated place 

near Mzuzu on the north Vipya where Reg was building another dam. We were living

in a caravan then with a tent for storage. We had made our campsite overlooking the

river. A start had been made by making tracks into 

the site which were to become roads. There were 

working gangs of men on another camp site nearby

who were there to build new Headquarters for the 

Northern Province we were led to believe at that 

time. It was a really terrible place, damp and cold. 

The noise from this other camp in the evenings was

awful where drinking parties would keep us awake at night. We had only been there 

a short time when one afternoon a swarm of bees all landed on the door of our 

caravan, luckily son Robert and l were sitting outside at the time. Reg was working at
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the dam site and Handwatch, our cook/house boy, went to call him. Everyone there 

came to see this and a torch was made to smoke them out and hopefully to remove 

them but the next thing we knew they were inside the caravan. Over the next few 

weeks we were unable to use it - so back to the tent for accommodation and 

certainly not so comfortable for us. The bees were soon making their wax comb to fill

with nectar from the flowers thereabouts and, indeed, producing some lovely honey. 

The only good thing was that later, after managing to remove the bees, we had this 

honey to enjoy. Unfortunately the project to build the dam failed and we were sent 

then to Kasungu, in the Central Province, on further work. So, Kanangina does not 

have happy memories for me but the best part was the lovely honey produced by the

bees that moved into our caravan. 

 Mary Brill 

A Police Wife in Karonga 

In late 1959, when we arrived back in Nyasaland after six months leave in the UK 

and Reg having joined the Nyasaland Police following the State of Emergency, we 

were posted to Karonga. We drove there staying our first night in Lilongwe, at the 

Lilongwe Hotel. The proprietor was a retired RAF Officer called Dave Elder. He 

made us very welcome and, over drinks in the bar, kept his guests amused with a 

fine repertoire of amusing stories.

Well, the next day we drove on up to the northern end of the lake shore, down the 

Livingstonia escarpment with its 22 hair pin bends, on most of them you had to turn 

twice to get round. I did not enjoy that part of the journey at all.  However from the 

top you got the most amazing view over the Lake, 

stretching away as far as the eye could see shimmering 

in the sunshine, it's really amazing. We arrived in 

Karonga just before nightfall. We stayed that night in the

rest house. The next day we moved into our new home. 

This was a large two story house, with the help of our 

two boys, Handwatch and Ronald Magombo, we moved

in and unpacked our furniture as our boxes arrived by 

PWD lorry. The house had a large verandah all around

the top floor on which was a large sitting room, two bedrooms and bathroom. There 

was mosquito netting all around the top verandah.  On the lower floor was a dining 

room, spare bedroom and store room. With another small room for the paraffin 

fridge, and my own small paraffin cooking stove which I often used to bake cakes 

and make bread. There was a small rondavel outside used as a kitchen in which the 

boys did most of the cooking. There  was a large garden all around the house, 

mango trees and lots of flowering shrubs attracted many birds of exotic colouring, 

nectar eating humming birds, weaver birds and bee eaters.

There was a path at the end of the  garden leading through a dambo to the lake 

shore. The water of the Lake, about 30 miles wide at this point, was clear and 

sparkled in the sunlight, small waves rustled gently up the sandy beach. There were 

large rocks jutting out of the water about fifty yards offshore where the cormorants 
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stood holding out their wings to dry. Fish eagles flew down from the nearby trees 

swooping low to catch fish from the Lake, flying back to the trees with all that was 

caught. We would sit on the beach at sunset watching the canoes drifting along in 

the distance, hoping to catch something before darkness fell.  The vague shape of 

the mountains in the distance blurred in the daylight then seemed  so much  closer 

as the sun began to set. The beauty of the sunset overwhelmed you as you sat 

watching the changing sky as the sun went down over the horizon. The air was warm

and balmy, just a little breeze from the Lake helped you to cool off. We often had a 

swim in the early evening, so wonderful to cool off after a busy day much refreshed 

for the evening.  Handwatch and Ronald would be busy in the Kitchen cooking the 

evening meal for us. The kitchen was very hot with little air around, they seemed to 

take little notice of this as they prepared the evening meal and getting ready to serve

it. The table was always beautifully set and often it was decorated with flowers as 

Handwatch had learned  the art of folding the Napkins into birds, using flowers for 

the beaks.  Always much admired by our guests. 

We would often wake in the night, feeling so hot and sticky, we would move our beds

out onto the Verandah to get some cool air. Waking in the early hours of the the 

morning to see the sun rising up over the mountains in the distance on the other side

of the lake. We were often tempted down to the lake for an early swim.

Robert our son was away at boarding school in Lilongwe. At that time he would often

fly up and down on the Beaver aircraft which flew in twice weekly. Daughter Maggie 

was not at all happy at boarding school, so I planned to teach her at home with a  

correspondence course from Southern Rhodesia.  Many mothers did this. We would 

plan our day starting early whilst it was cool and a rest during the heat of the day. 

Then we would do Art and games as the day cooled off.  Ronald's two small girls 

would join us to play games. 
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Our dog Bess, a Doberman, used to accompany us to the lakeshore, she loved it in 

the water, barking and playing catch with a ball, she and Susie, our small Dachsund, 

would join in with our games on the beach and most days we would go in for a swim.

Life was very relaxed, you just could not rush around in that heat.

Whilst we lived in Karonga I became the 'Shell agent' this  meant that I ordered and 

looked after all the aircraft fuel and with the help of two African boys refuelled the 

Beaver aircraft twice a week when it landed on the way up to Mbeya in Tanganyika. 

I have vivid memories of the brilliant colours, lots of sunshine and the beautiful Lake. 

During our stay I was lucky to be able to spend a  weekend in Tanganyika.  A party 

of us went up to play Golf and Tennis, a great fun weekend staying with some  lovely

people and later in the year they came over the border to stay with us.  It was around

November the 5th so we celebrated with Fireworks, The Russians  joined in by 

launching a Rocket - I think it was the Sputnik.  .Allan Wynn who was staying with us

got a spark from a firework in his hair and was quite badly singed. He often recalled 

that and how shocked he was when he  went into the kitchen late in the evening to 

find so many cockroaches swarming over the floor and work surfaces . They always 

came out to clear up any scraps of food lying about.

It was towards the end of our stay in Karonga that Maggie was taken Ill, the doctor 

was called and she was diagnosed with appendicitis.  Reg managed to get a 

message through to Police Headquarters.  Straight away a Beaver was sent up this 

way taking off at 4.00 pm.  By the time it got to Lilongwe the sun was setting but the 

pilot insisted he flew on to Mzimba where they arranged people with cars to light up 

the runway and he landed safely.  Taking off at sunrise he arrived in Karonga at 6.00

am. We  quickly got ready to depart and my boys refuelled the aircraft.  By this time 

Maggie was feeling really ill and it was important to get to Blantyre and the hospital 

very quickly. 

I had never flown in a Beaver before. The pilot flew low over the Vipia Plateau so we 

saw lots of game running away from the noise of the aircraft.  It was a great 

experience never to be forgotten.   We arrived at Chileka Airport at about 12 noon 

where an ambulance was waiting for us to be rushed to the Queen Elizabeth hospital

Blantyre. The operation was  performed very quickly as she had not been given any 

food that morning. It was all over  by 2.00 pm and we were able to inform Reg by 

Police Radio that all was well. I stayed with her all day.

I was able to stay with the Costello's in Sunnyside, Blantyre, they were very kind  

looking after me.  Reg was able to come down to collect us when Maggie had 

recovered. We then drove back to Karonga staying one night in Lilongwe. Here we 

collected our son Robert who had also been ill in hospital with jaundice, poor Rob 

was suffering badly from the after effects. So we arrived back in Karonga with two of 

them in recovering conditions.

Christmas1961 was quite memorable, it was a tradition that Christmas morning after 

an early swim we would then have coffee with the DC and his wife, followed by 

drinks,  visit others around the station ending up in our own homes for Christmas 

dinner at about 4.00 pm. 
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Located on the lake shore, Karonga was the 

most northerly of the Government districts. 

The village of Kambwe, just north of the town,

was the effective port for Karonga where the 

steamer Ilala anchored offshore and stores, 

including petrol, was offloaded and ferried 

ashore.  The town also had an airstrip where 

the Beaver aircraft used to refuel with weekly 

flights from Blantyre, via Lilongwe and Mzuzu to Mbeya in Tanganyika before 

returning to Blantyre.

This was to be our last Christmas in Karonga. We were then moved back to 

Blantyre.

Mary Brill 

Books & Reading 
I was asked by Colin Baker that whilst Iiving in Nyasaland just how important did I 
consider it necessary to have books to read. 

It was in May 1949 that we were off to Central Africa – the Nyasaland Protectorate.
In packing our possessions to take with us we certainly thought “books”. So we 
made sure that we took some with us. We were both fond of reading so knew we 
would be needing them. This proved a wise decision for we were posted to Balaka, 
way out in the bush, no lending Library there. 

We both enjoyed adventure books and a good novel was a must. I also made sure 
we packed some children's books for our young son Robert. We always thought 
story telling to children so very important as well as having books for them to read as
they grew.

My father and mother always read to my brother
and I, always making sure we had  good books 
to read. We were brought up with books like 
'Wind in the Willows' by Kenneth Graham, 'Alice
in Wonderland' by Lewis Carrol and 'Black 
Beauty' by Anna Sewell. 'Tarka the Otter' was 
one of my  favourites.  When we got to Africa 
we sent for the Readers Digest Books, I 
remember one of the first books we got was 
'Venture into the Interior' by Laurens Van de 
Post, later his 'The Dark eye in Africa' and the 
'Lost World of the Kalahari'.

My Father sent us two monthly magazines, 'The Field' and the 'Sporting and 
Dramatic' also the 'Countryman' which came three times a year. Very welcome they 
were too, reminding us of home and those we left behind

Most  of our reading  was done in the evening by the light of Tilly Lamps.  After
having dinner and children were in bed we would settle down with a good book.  
With he hiss of the Tilly lamp and a record playing background music it was a perfect
evening after a busy day.

It was always early to bed and a short read under the mosquito net free  from the  
mosquitoes and flying ants. When we spent our time living on the Vipya, miles from 
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civilisation and other expatriates, we would lend and borrow books with and from 
friends. I just do not remember going to a lending library at any time whilst in 
Nyasaland.   We bought books like 'Winnie the Poo' by A A  Milne and Rudyard 
Kipling's 'Jungle Book' for Robert.  It was also a favourite of our younger son Ken. 
Daughter Maggie and the boys loved reading as they grew older. 

When we lived in Karonga, I taught Maggie with the help of
a correspondence course from Rhodesia, which arrived 
monthly by post. Her education did not suffer, in fact when 
she went back to school she did very well.

Whilst living in Blantyre I bought a  a copy of Pitmans 
'Teach Youself  to Type' and.a small portable typewriter. 
I was doing quite well at it and this lead to getting a 
secretarial post with C.A.A working for Capt Florence.

We would also buy a few magazines and cookery books, this included the 
Nyasaland cookery book in Chinyanja and English, I still have my English copy and I 
often use it over 60 years later!  We always passed on magazines and newspapers 
to our Nyasa staff. Even if tney couldn't read they had many uses for them including 
decoration the walls of their houses for instance. 

I found some lovely copies of famous paintings, mostly of horse, in the Field 
magazine.  These I used to  frame and hang up in our dining room - much admired 
by Arthur Dent when he visited us during our posting to Fort Johnston.

During our first few years in Nyasaland Reg studied the local language, Chinyanja, in
order to pass the Goverment qualifiation examinations. He was far better at it than I 
was. He was very good at speaking to our staff. Later he learnt a bit of the 
Chitambuka language in the Northern Province.  I learnt a few words which helped 
me in the day to day routine.

So, reading played  a big part in our life in Africa. We always had lots of books 
around our house and from an early age I was also very fond of poetry and so 
always had poetry available to read.
      

In short, life without books would be very dull. 
 

 Mary Brill 


