
The life and times of Arthur Cyril Dent 1893-1983

Rodney Walshaw

This article arose out of a brief outline of my memories of Arthur Dent written at the request of John Wilson in Zomba
who was acting on behalf of the current owner of the Mitongwe Estate, Carrie Osborne, who wanted to find out more
about a previous owner of her farm.

My first meeting
I first came across Arthur Dent in 1961 when I was working in the Ncheu District as a 25 year old Government
geologist contributing to the geological mapping programme. My area included his estate at Mitongwe overlooking
the Bwanje Valley. I knew of him from other geologists and I was told to be sure to look him up so I decided to make
Mitongwe a base for covering the Bwanje Valley area and the rift valley escarpment to the west. He was not at home
when I first arrived on his estate but I was assured by his staff that there would be no objection to my setting up camp
on the Mitongwe River where it emerged from the hills on the road leading up to his house. He arrived in his white
Ford Contina soon afterwards and sped up to his house without stopping to see what we were doing.

My first meeting with him was later that evening when I called at his house to see if it was indeed acceptable for me
and my team to camp on his land. ‘Oh’ he boomed in a strong upper-class voice ‘You are the one driving around in
my river!’ Once I had explained why I was camping on his estate he became more mellow and showed much interest
in what we were doing. He was a slightly built man who walked with a stick and a slight stoop. He would have been
around 70 at the time, smoked quite heavily and had a nicotine-stained, clipped military moustache. He was dressed
in khaki drill including shorts and long socks and the most notable physical feature was that his left leg was bowed
outwards and, just visible above one sock, was a large deep hole.  In the few months that I worked in the district, and
over several years later, I thought I got to know him quite well and was fascinated with stories from his past. Many
years later, as a 76 year old myself, I have learned that there was much that he didn’t tell about his life.

Early years
He never spoke much about his early life,  but I have discovered that he was born on the 12th October 1893 at
Loughton, close to Epping Forest, in Essex. The youngest of three children, he had a brother, Geoffrey, two years
older and a sister Constance three years his senior,  who was always known as Molly.  Both figured hugely in his life.

His father, Francis Dent, was a barrister who originally haled from
the family home, Ribston Hall, in Yorkshire. His mother, Geraldine
Buxton,  was the daughter  of  Edward North Buxton,  a prominent
conservationist  and  liberal  member  of  Parliament  from  1885  to
1886.  He was  an advocate  of  the  provision of  open,  accessible
land, particularly near cities and with his brother Thomas, he played

a major part in saving Epping Forest and Hainault Forest for public use. It is tempting to conclude that Arthur’s love of
nature was the result of his being influenced at an early age by his Grandfather. In May 1907, at the age of 14, he
started at Malborough College and was already a keen fisherman. So keen was he that he would take a “beat”
(stretch  of  water  allocated  to  a  fishermen  for  his  exclusive  use)  near  the  school.  One evening  he  caught  the
Headmaster poaching on his water and in recompense Arthur was granted the right to fish the Head’s own stretch of
river.  From Malborough, in the Autumn of 1912, he went up to New College, Oxford, probably to read Classics, but
in 1914 and before he could graduate, his studies came to an abrupt halt as he was swept along on a profoundly
different course than might otherwise have been the case had he continued with a conventional life more befitting an
Edwardian gentleman of privilege.  From then on the word “conventional” did not apply.

The War years
The details of his experiences during WW1 are more fully known than those of any other period in his life because for
most of the War he sent regular letters home to his mother and father and to sister Molly. These important letters, in
his spidery difficult-to-read handwriting, were copied by hand by Molly and her transcripts are still held at Ribston
Hall.  Not only that,  she recognised their worth and lodged copies in The Imperial  War Museum where they are
preserved on microfilm and freely available. I spent two days reading them and as I read I could hear in my mind his



booming voice as if I were back in Mitongwe listening to his endless stories but these in the letters were almost
entirely new to me. He had lost no time in joining up and by October 1914 he was a Trooper in the Essex Yeomanry
looking after horses and based in Suffolk. The Regiment moved to an undisclosed location in France at the end of
November and “…had a terrible crossing but horses OK …”  By December he had been promoted to Sergeant and
was  clearly  behind the lines  somewhere  because he was still managing to fish and shoot while generally recording

what wildlife there was to be seen. He mentions the
horses frequently including problems with strangles
and ringworm. In one letter from France he tells of “a
great  deal  of  shooting” -  he  was  talking  about
pheasants.  His  appreciation  of  the  absurd  shines
through when he records the “…1500 rounds fired by
our  guns  –  net  result  2  pigs  killed.”   On  a  later
occasion he tells of blowing up a trench mortar made
of scrap pipe. It exploded because the bombs were
too  big for  the  pipe.   By February 1915 he was in a

trench at the front just 70 yards from the Germans and, as in many of the letters, he presents a matter-of-fact almost
detached view of the horrors with no admission of being in the least bit afraid.  “I’m glad we went [to the trenches]
and shan’t mind a bit going again as I shall know what to take & perhaps we shall get some sniping. I should love to
kill a German.”  He does not say if he ever achieved this ambition but his strong dislike of Germans would last for the
rest of his life.  
He caught scarlet fever in April and experienced the first of several strokes of good luck which would keep him alive.
While he was recuperating in an isolation hospital in Bologne, many officers and men of his regiment were lost at the
front. He was commissioned as a 2nd Lieutenant in The Norfolk Yeomanry in August 1915, He was back in England
by September and spent three months in Colchester. While he was away, by another stroke of luck for him, the
regiment was sent to the Dardanelles before being evacuated to Egypt. Arthur joined them there in January 1916
where he spent the next few months patrolling or digging trenches against the Turks in the “hot, sandy and desolate”
country alongside the Red Sea and elsewhere. He was still, however, more interested in the birds and in shooting
and fishing and took every opportunity to head off into the wilds. In May as he was already hoping for a posting to
Salonika  “…where there will be trout.”  It happened that there was a Royal Flying Corps training school in Egypt who
were calling for volunteers. Although he had “not much idea of the difference between a magneto and a carburetor”
he accepted the challenge, signed up for training as a pilot in July and on 28 September he made his first flight but
he was eventually turned down as a pilot “…as I couldn’t see to land … the vibration made my glasses wobble up
and down so that I wasn’t able to judge my distance from the ground properly.”  So, in the true spirit of military logic,
he was sent on an observer course. This completed, he was on a ship in early December bound for Salonika to join
B Flight of the 47th Squadron, Royal Flying Corps, in the campaign against Bulgaria then allied with Germany against
Serbia. For the next seven months he was involved in  regular  and highly  dangerous sorties over enemy lines;
locating gun positions for the British artillery, bombing and strafing.  Interspersed with accounts of flying are stories of
shooting  or  fishing  trips,  work  on  the  Squadron’s  vegetable  garden  and  general  observations  on  the  natural
environment.  It is worth quoting a few items.  (The dates are the dates of writing):

11 December 1916:  “…it was a very clear day & we saw a Hun machine a long way off. They shelled us rather well,
but we got away alright. Their machines are very much faster than ours so you cannot give battle unless they want to
& they only do so if they think they have come up unseen. We got back at 12 and I went up again at 1 to do some
more the pilot photographing & I with the gun. Another Hun machine tried to get up to attack us by coming up above
with the sun behind him, but I saw him just as he started to dive & as he saw us turn to get our tail towards him with
the sun pointing at him he sheered of and wouldn’t attack. You never open fire much over 100 yards. We got back
and started off on a joy ride to Salonika at 3 to take down letters & get our plates developed. We got there for tea &
came back at 5, a most gorgeous evening, so clear that you could see almost to Gallipoli, & Attios & Olympus very
clearly. I should very much like to have some quarterly magazines…”
23 December:  On patrol “…flying about on our side of the lines looking for enemy gun flashes.”
29 January 1917: “…getting some new De Havilands known as spinning incinerators as they catch fire easily and get
into spinning nose dives.” 



30 January : Account of an expedition to a lake for some fishing and shooting where Arthur tried to negotiate the hire
of a boat by addressing the boatman in Ancient Greek. Confusion arose because of the local habit of shaking the
head for “yes” and nodding for “no” but eventually a boat was hired and they had “a very pleasant day”.
7 February:  “successful  shoot  on some Bulgar  guns  … and getting  a battery  of  ours  registered on a target…
Yesterday went for a long walk …got a pertridge and 2 snipe but saw about 2000 geese and hundreds of ducks”
20 February: “I have been doing a good deal of flying at low heights over their trenches which is great fun as you see
the men on the ground very excited and popping off their machine guns at you and you get some shots yourself…
heaps of flowers coming out.”
8 April: “This is a very nice place but the company is as dull as ditch water.”
It is remarkable that he was not wounded before, but on June 28 a telegram to his Father brought terrible news:
“Regret to inform you 2 Lieut A. C. Dent Norfolk Yeomanry dangerously ill 31st Casualty Clearing Station 25 June
shell wound left leg compound fracture tibia further particulars when received will be wired immediately”
He had gone up the day before, with his pilot 2nd Lieut S C Fowler, on a strafing mission in an Armstrong Whitworth
FK 3 aeroplane. While attacking an anti-aircraft gun or “Archie” as it was called by flyers then, he was hit by shrapnel.

Fortunately  the  pilot  was  unhurt  and  able  to  get  back  to  the
British lines with his severely wounded observer. Had he also
been  hit  they  would  undoubtedly  have  crashed  but  Arthur’s
Guardian Angel was still taking care of him. He was in a critical
state for several weeks and was extremely lucky not to have his
leg  amputated  or  die  from infection.  Fortunately  he  had  first
class  treatment at a hospital in Salonika  by the standards of the

day, and was out of danger by mid-July after several operations. In his letters home, he made light of the wound. On
25 June, the day after it happened, and although he must have been in considerable pain and heavily dosed with
morphine, he was already writing to his mother from the Casualty Station hoping that: “they haven’t said it is bad and
frightened you…I got a piece of Archie below my knee which has rather smashed my leg up and broken the bone…I
was out strafing the Archie that hit me.”  When it was thought he might lose the leg he wrote  “…they make such
wonderful artificial limbs that it really does not incapacitate one much”. Until it was decided that the leg could be
saved the wound was left open and the treatment must have been extremely painful;  “I have things called Carryl
tubes which are India rubber tubes let into the hole and they shove stuff in every 2 hours to wash it out … the bone is
not broken only large bits blown out.”  Immobilised by a heavy splint, in spite of his stoicism, he may not have been
an easy patient making remarks in his letter like “I’m not very fond of sympathetic strangers…” or “I do hate having
women messing around when you're  ill…” and “still on the mend but bored.”  While in hospital in Salonika he was
formally transferred to The Royal Flying Corps from the Norfolk Yeomanry and was still hoping he would become a
pilot “…you are always 2nd fiddle as an observer.” 
He was transferred to a hospital in Malta in November 1917 before being moved to a hospital In England where he
stayed until May 1918. There are no letters in the collection between November 1917 and October 1918 when, on
the 24th, he writes from Italy giving no specific location but he was probably on the border with Austria. By then he
had joined the 39 Squadron RAF and was flying again but does not say if he was a pilot or an observer.  He was
involved in bombing and machine-gunning Austrian transport up to the time, in early November, when the armistice
with Austria and Turkey was signed.  After the later armistice with Germany he stayed on in Italy and was given an
admin job which he hated. Intriguingly, in early December 1918, he and his CO (not named) made a two week tour of
Italy by plane - presumably an RAF machine but he does not say, nor does he name the pilot. 

After the war
The four years between the end of the war and the next definite record of 1924 are less clear because his letters
home have not survived and he seems to have told different friends slightly differing stories. It is certain however that
he decided not to follow a conventional professional career in England after de-mob in 1919.  Bob Martin, his last
accountant, recollects him saying that he found Britain no place for hardened young gentlemen ex-servicemen, and
decided to seek freedom in the colonies. This is perhaps not surprising after the action-packed life he had known as
a trooper and airman and with no close ties, except to his family, he must have been ready to seek his fortune in the
world. According to Charles Dent his great nephew and current owner of Ribston Hall he headed first for Florida to try
his hand at shrimp farming with an unknown business partner who is thought to have committed suicide. With the



failure of that venture he moved to Australia, probably Queensland, to grow bananas but eventually that business
also failed and left him with a life-long hatred of mutton and caper sauce. In July 1924 however, at the age of 30, he
appears in  the passenger lists  of Union-Castle  Mail  SS Co Ltd and is recorded as sailing from London on the
Gloucester Castle bound for Beira, Mozambique. His occupation was listed as planter and he appears to have sailed
alone. 

Arrival in Nyasaland, hunting, and the appearance of Robert Mainwaring Wynne-Eyton
Record books for the Ncheu District in the National Archives of Malawi show that by 1st April 1925 he had registered
several guns and by October of that year he had set up a retail store in he Bwanje Valley together with a partner R M
Wynne-Eyton. By April 1927 both are registered as acquiring a lease on 1,000 acres at “Mitongwe-Luwawadzi” and
had together taken up residence there.
There is no mention of Wynne-Eyton in any of Arthur’s war letters and nobody I have contacted, including his extant
family, has ever heard of Wynne-Eyton. He did mention to me in the 1960’s that he had a partner who died tragically
after  being bitten by  a snake following a hunting trip.  He said that  he might  have survived were it  not  for  the
septicemia caused by digging around in the wound with a dirty knife to release the poison. This could not have been
Wynne-Eyton who was still  alive, at 52, in November 1938 and on a ship, the Yorkwood, sailing from Dover to
Durban. He is listed as a planter and married. It is possible that this entry is for a different Robert Wynne-Eyton but
that is unlikely because of an entry in a South African register compiled by the Mormons. This shows that he was
born in the Cape around 1876 and married Nora Bradfield in 1900. Further, his family home is in North Wales and is
still occupied by Wynne-Eytons who have confirmed that he died an old man in his bed.
It is highly likely that Arthur would have known Wynne-Eyton in WW1 because they served in the 47th squadron at
Salonika but there is no evidence that they flew together either in the Balkans or in Italy. At the time that Arthur was
in Italy in 1918, Wynne-Eyton had become a pilot in No 211 Squadron and was interned in Holland in August 1918.  
Another member of the 47th Squadron at Salonika was W M D Bell otherwise known as Karamoja Bell, the legend
among elephant hunters for his skill with a .275 Rigby rifle, he made a fortune in ivory before the war. After the war
he returned to ivory hunting in Africa and made his last expedition in the early 1920s. It is inconceivable that these
three flyers did not know each other and it is possible that Wynne-Eyton hunted with Bell before joining Arthur in
Nyasaland. 
 It is more certain that Arthur and Wynne-Eyton hunted big game together between 1925 and 1927. Arthur always
told me that he first went to Nyasaland as an elephant hunter and the guns that were first  licensed to him and
Wynne-Eyton are strong evidence that big game hunting loomed largely in his early Nyasaland days. Between April
1925 and April  1927 Arthur  is  registered  as  having  a  Horsley  12  bore  shotgun and a  Westley  Richards  .318
Magazine  rifle while Wynne-Eyton owned a Cogswell and Harrison 12 bore  shotgun a Marlin .22 rifle, and a Holland

and  Holland  .375  rifle.  The  .318  and  .375  rifles  would  have  been  more  than
capable of bringing down big game including elephant.  He once described to me
how easy it was to shoot elephants because it was not really necessary to stalk
them. According to him elephants were not disturbed by any amount of crashing
around in the bush to get close enough for a shot. Along with many other parts of
Nyasaland the Chiripa Plateau area between the Bwanje Valley and Lake Nyasa
would  have  been  full  of  game,  the  last  vestiges  of  which,  the  elephants  of
Pirilongwe, are there to this day. Another game rich area was the Palombe Plain
where he told me he hunted Sable with his good friend, G V Thorneycroft, whose
descendants still farm there at Chimpeni near Zomba. In the gun-licence entries,
Mitongwe is recorded as their address, but in the 1925 entry for Wynne-Eyton,
Zomba  was  entered, then crossed out.  This suggests the  Wynne Eyton formerly 

resided in Zomba. In March 1927 Wynne-Eyton is registered as the owner of a “Tourer” car which was reported to be
not in use in February 1928. As for Arthur’s mode of transport at the time he told David Eccles that in 1928 he
pushed his motorbike across the Shire at Liwonde (the river did not spill over the bar at the south end of the lake until
about 1936).
By 1929, Arthur was the sole occupier of Mitongwe, but it was still listed as owned jointly with Wynne-Eyton. This is
the last reference to Wynne-Eyton in the Ncheu District Books. The reasons for their parting company and where



Wynne-Eyton went must remain something of a mystery; as must the whereabouts of  Mrs Nora Wynne-Eyton when
her husband was in Nyasaland and the identity of the partner who died of snakebite.

The coming of the railway and life as a planter
He may have continued to hunt commercially after he took out the lease at Mitongwe but rapidly diminishing herds
made this uneconomic and there arose a further problem – the worldwide economic recession began to bite. It
happened that,  in 1931,  construction began on the railway extension from Blantyre to Salima on the Lake and
presented Arthur with a new chance to earn some money. The route passed through the Bwanje Valley, which by
then Arthur knew very well. He also knew the people, could speak their language, Chinyanja, and was thus in a very
good position to embark a sideline venture – recruiting labour for railway construction. This greatly improved the cash
flow into his farming.  He certainly told me that he benefited considerably from railway construction work but there is
no specific mention of him in Crosby’s History of the Nyasaland Railway. She says however that the work was very
lucrative. Local residents had to apply in writing for earthwork contracts and three times as many applicants were
received than could be used.  Those chosen were reserved a portion of a section that would provide roughly six
months work for two hundred labourers. There were always many more interested in sub-contracting as a result of
the severe economic depression then prevailing. Peter Carral-Wilcocks, Arthur’s Godson, is sure that he continued to
do railway work after the opening in 1935.  Every year after flash floods the culverts popped out leaving the track
suspended in mid-air and in need of urgent repair. 
Arthur became the sole owner of Mitongwe in 1933 and it is possible that he had then accumulated sufficient funds
from the railway work to buy  out Wynne-Eyton.  The first record of his being registered  to grow tobacco was in 1931

and  it  can  be  no  coincidence  that  the  arrival  of  the  railway  first  precipitated  his
decision to grow tobacco making it easy to transport it to the auction floors in Limbe.
In 1937 he was also registered as a cotton buyer but for one year only.  Tobacco
production  was  tightly  controlled  by  the  government  before  1989.  All  tobacco
producers had to obtain a licence from the government regulatory body, the Tobacco
Control Commission,  and only  estates and  landowners were eligible to apply for this

production licence. He was a tenant farmer and continued to grow burley tobacco until well into the 1960s long after
the tenant system became unpopular. Under this practice the estate provided tenants with basic inputs, food and
housing, while the tenants sold tobacco to the estates in order to repay the costs of their fertilizer, food, etc., while
the estates profited from supplying land and from marketing the tobacco grown by their tenants. Arthur was proud of
being much fairer than other tenant farmers although his dealings with his tenants followed the customs of the times
and he ran his estate with a benign paternalism many aspects of which today would be viewed as racism. I believe
that he brought to Africa the values of an upbringing as an English gentleman with regard to dealing with servants
and other workers. 
Everything at Mitongwe, houses for himself and his tenants and tobacco-curing barns – was built from scratch using
locally sourced bricks, mortar and timber plus corrugated iron from Blantyre. He sited his simple house atop a little
bluff overlooking the valley and with views of Pirilongwe Mountain in the distance. It had just three rooms connected
by a khonde at the front with a detached chimbuzi at one end (also with a view being without a door) and a detached
kitchen at the back. There was no bathroom and baths were taken in the bedroom in a tin bath with hot water carried
in by staff who also brought in a large jug of hot water in a large basin for early morning ablutions - a truly Edwardian
experience.  I am sure he never ventured much into the kitchen which was thick with black soot and smoke. I stayed
in the house on several occasions in the early 60s and enjoyed meals conjured up by his cook and summoned with
loud shouts  when Arthur  was ready to  eat.  “Don’t  you  think my food is  rather  good?” was his  habitual  boast.
Eventually he would announce “I am tired of you now. It is time for you to go!” 
As a farmer he was something of a maverick and had little respect for Government officials from the Department of
Agriculture, most of whom he looked upon as bumbling amateurs with no practical knowledge of making a living from
the soil. Carrie Osborne says that in the Regional Lands Department in Lilongwe there are several letters from Arthur
and official reports of agriculture inspections visits - he was told-off one year for growing crops up the banks of a side
stream and was instructed to remove them. 
Tobacco planting is an extremely risky business and, more so than with many crops, is dependent on the rain coming
at just the right time and demands skill and experience in judging when to plant the tobacco seedlings and how to
forestall the many problems that can arise during growing, harvesting, curing, grading and baling the dried bundles or



“hands” of  cured leaves. The bales were driven to the railway, put into a rail-truck (one just stopped the daily goods
train anywhere along the line for loading) and consigned to the Limbe auction floor where there was a further risk of
price fluctuation from one year to the next. The fact that Arthur and his tenants stayed with tobacco farming for so
many years testifies to their having the necessary skills. In the late 60s Arthur found the heat of the Bwanje Valley a
little too much so he bought a cottage on Zomba Mountain and took to visiting the farm for a week or so at seedbed
time, during reaping and curing, plus a single visit in May, to organise shipment.  

Life outside planting 
He was an avid reader and his large collection of books,  ravaged by white ants, went with him to Zomba.  All
contained a sticker on the inside-cover which read ‘To borrow a book from a  friend and not return it is an odious
habit’. Above all else, he had a lifelong interest in plants, wildlife and field sport, especially fly fishing, only giving up
shooting when his eyesight failed.  He made frequent trips by sea to the UK to join brother Geoff and sister Molly at
Ribston Hall in Yorkshire before their going on fishing holidays together in Scotland.  Records of his return to Africa
after these trips have been found for February 1928, October 1931, November 1934,  October 1936 and October
1938. Visits would have continued after WW2 and by the 60s he was regularly flying home to England. Eventually
towards of the end of his time on Zomba  Mountain he was making annual visits to indulge his passion for fishing with
friends and family in Scotland. When he was in London, he stayed at his club, the Landsdowne and happened to be
there when I was home on leave in the late sixties – on a trip to buy his last suit, he said.  He  invited my wife and I to
dinner at the club and spent most of the time complaining in a very  loud voice about the declining standards of the
place and its low-quality current membership. He also complained about the many changes in the UK such as the
difficulty of finding a porter at railway stations. He fished on the River Broom near Ullapool,  Knoydart and also Loch
Boisdale. Chris McCleery, who was a doctor in the 70s in Zomba, knew Arthur well and was invited, with his father, to
some of these after he had left Malawi. He recalls that one evening his father got into a large salmon and could do
very little with it as it raced around the Gavin pool on the Broom. When it was clearly going to take a long time Arthur

gathered his clan to lend support. A nephew made a fire to
provide light, lots of whisky appeared and Arthur organised
a singing  session  ranging  from ten green bottles  to  one
man went to mow a meadow. Sadly this was to no avail and
after it was quite dark, the cast broke, and more whiskey
was consumed to soften the blow of the loss. When he first
moved to  Zomba  Arthur  fished for  trout  in  the  Muluguzi
Dam  close to  his cottage until  his frailty prevented  it.  His

favorite ploy was to accompany the stocking gang and frantically fish the pool as the trout were being released. He
argued that it was kinder for the trout to be caught this way before they had experienced freedom but he rarely
caught  any. 
He knew a lot about birds and was a good friend of the ornithologist C W “Birdie” Benson, with whom he co-authored
two articles; one in 1966 “The Grey Wagtail in Malawi” and one in 1969 “The Bat-eating Buzzard in Malawi”. With
Benson he once went in search of an Angola Pitta which was previously unknown in Nyasaland but was spotted after
losing itself on migration.
He also had a deep interest in butterflies and moths (pronounced morths) and once told me about one particular
species that lived entirely on leopard dung. Chris McCleery, who shared an interest in butterflies, thinks that this was
most certainly a male  Charaxes species. Arthur liked to see butterflies around his house and garden on Zomba
Plateau where he had a good selection of flowering plants like aster and lantana. Chris reared a number of Charaxes
on plants there and  also had moth traps in his own garden in Zomba. One day while Chris was away dealing with a
medical  emergency there was a  State  House security  alert.  His  trap had attracted hundreds of nud zambesina
emperor butterflies that had triggered off the alarm sensors on the State House wall just below his house. In the
ensuing enquiry Chris was telephoned while he was at Arthur’s house. Arthur answered the phone but failed to
understand what the caller from State House was talking about and told him to “bugger orf”.  His skin was only saved
and Dr Banda placated, by Chris’s imaginative explanation that he was suffering from Tourette's Syndrome which
causes its victims to swear inadvertently. 
Sometime in the 40s, Arthur took a cottage on the Lakeshore  north of Nkopola Hill, and probably where Nkopola
Lodge is now situated.  He kept a 20ft gaff-rigged yacht there and godson,  Peter Carral-Willcox,  has fond memories



of spending holidays there as a child and being enthralled by Arthurs story-telling. Reg
and Mary Brill frequently met Arthur at the lake between 1956 and ’57 when  Reg was
Officer in  Charge of  Police at Fort Johnston. Once, Arthur invited them to go for a sail
in his boat and provided lunch of a whole chicken boiled in milk and served in the
saucepan it had been cooked in.  He was highly sociable and had many friends in the
estates and Missions around Mitongwe, in Government and among fellow planters who
gathered each year at the tobacco auctions in Limbe.  He  was a shrewd observer and
judge of people and often forthright in his opinions which could be startling in their
frankness. He once described to me an acquaintance as having “a stupid face”.  An
avid  bridge  player,  he  continued  to  play  after  his  move to  Zomba,  usually with  a
trademark cigarette on which stalactites of  ash dangled and gradually  grew. Some
players at  his plateau house  were less  than  complimentary about his  loo or his food.

My own trips up Zomba Mountain would be rounded off with tea at his cottage. My children were fascinated by him
and one was to ask: “Is Mr Dent called Mr Dent because he has a hole in his leg?”
As a lifelong bachelor he was never interested in keeping his houses sparkling. The walls were unadorned, the
furniture  basic  and  locally  made with  bookshelves  dominant  and  the  whole  atmosphere  was  rather  gloomy.  A
succession of Zomba housewives tried spring cleaning his mountain house but he could never see the need for all
this and greatly resented such attention. While he was away however on his annual trips in the late 70s Bob Martin
and  his  wife  kept  an  eye  on  the  cottage  and  paid  staff  wages.  Bob  records  that  the  house  had  become so
unspeakably  filthy  that  they  decided  to  move in.  In  a  massive  spring  clean  they  ensured  that  everything  was
scrubbed, hand laundered, aired and the cottage and quarters disinfested of rats, termites, bedmites and anything
else lurking in corners. Arthur’s reaction on his return is not recorded. 
He looked upon his personal appearance as equally unimportant and he would dress how he liked, in clothes he had
become attached to over decades. He was prone to going about with his flies unbuttoned.  Chris McCleery writes
that he kindly agreed to give Margaret away at their wedding as their own families were unable to be there. Margaret
was worried about him turning up suitless and unbuttoned but the best man tactfully saw to such details and he
performed brilliantly.

Philanthropy and the fate of the Mitongwe Estate
Arthur was a very generous man but money for himself never seemed to loom large in his life and he never showed
any sign of wanting to amass a large fortune. He had few material needs and as long as he could hunt and fish and
enjoy the company of good friends he was content. Otherwise he lived frugally on an income from tobacco farming
that could not have been very large. Some have speculated that he was “a remittance man” which may have been so
but there is no evidence either way. More certain is that in the early 60s he inherited a considerable fortune but there
was no outward sign of any change in his lifestyle and, as he once told me, he was a man with a champagne bank
balance but beer tastes. 
Towards the end of his life, having no direct descendants he tried to pass on the land at Mitongwe to his tenants but
after much correspondence Government decided to keep it as an estate. So, in 1976, he set up the Dent Charitable
Trust, aimed mainly at improving the opportunities in education for the people in and around Mitongwe. It resulted in
the building of a primary school on the estate and the award of scholarships for secondary and tertiary education to
several people. The school still exists and now has 800 pupils, 8 teachers but very poor facilities since the funds
were exhausted and the trust wound up in 2003. I have been unable to find out the details of how the trust was used
or why it was wound up. From 1977 to 2003 the farm was run by The Malawi Council for the Handicapped as an
assessment and training centre for disabled farmers, many blind. It was sold to Ori and Chris Yiannakis in 2003 who
tried to grow geraniums for essential oils but failed, Ori then sold it on to Carrie Osborne in 2008. Some of the
disabled farmers are still with her.

The Dent stories
Everyone who knew Arthur has remarked on his story telling about his times in old Nyasaland.  Most were scurrilous
as was his conversation which could be inelegant on occasion.  For instance, he had a small Jack Russell terrier who
looked a bit poorly on one of my visits to the Mitongwe house; he explained with a chuckle – “I have just taken him to
the vet and the poor chap has a dose of clap!”  If he was making an early start on a journey he would instruct his staff
to be ready ‘ku pwisa phwiti’– at sparrow fart. Here are a few of his more memorable stories.



He was once staying at a mission in the Lower River and in the middle of the night was awoken by a noise. He first
thought that a leopard might have come into the bedroom so he quietly reached for his torch only to find that it was
not a leopard but an African man holding the tail of a hyena. ‘What do you think you are doing’ shouted Arthur. ‘Oh’
said the man ‘Can you see me?’ ‘Of course I can see you.  Are you mad?’  ‘Well I bought this tail from a witch doctor
and he said it would make me invisible.’
There were lots of lions around Mitongwe. One evening he had organised a game of bridge to which he had invited
some missionary friends.  One of these travelled by bicycle from Dombole Mission up the road. As dusk fell he was
within a short distance of Mitongwe when he heard a noise behind him and was horrified to see a lion padding along
the road behind him. When he stopped, the lion stopped so he got off his bike and very slowly edged his way
backwards down the road with the lion continuing to follow. He knew that if he ran he would not survive. He managed
to make it to the house but when he got inside the other guests could see that his hair had turned completely white. 
On another occasion Arthur received news that a planter on a neighbouring estate had died suddenly.  Would Arthur
help to get the body to Blantyre for burial which he agreed to do. The body was duly wrapped in canvas and loaded
on to an open pickup truck. By this time it was late so they decided to stay the night at Mitongwe en route to Blantyre.
The truck was parked in Arthur’s yard overnight but in the morning there was no sign of the body. There were,
however, lion prints around the truck and it soon became clear that the body had been taken. They found what was
left of their friend and took that on to Blantyre. 
It  seems that Arthur  could also be a counsellor.   He was visited one day by a young,  white, Roman Catholic
missionary in a state of mental turmoil because he had made a young African girl pregnant. After a lengthy chat
Arthur established that the young man did not want to abandon the girl because he loved her and was prepared to
leave the mission to marry her. Some months later the man called again looking even more abject than before. He
had indeed given up his calling and had married the girl. The baby was born and was black – he was not the father
after all!

Newlands
In 1978 he was  taken down to hospital in Zomba by his driver in the middle of the night with what was possibly an
intestinal blockage. From there he was moved to Newlands where he would spend the last four years of his life. He
always dreaded ending his days in this, the refuge for sick Europeans in Limbe, but he might have enjoyed the irony
that after a life-long hatred of Germans he would end his days in the care of Germans in a German-owned nursing
home. His nephew Martin Dent, son of his brother Geoff, was in Limbe to look after the final arrangements. He is
buried in Limbe Cemetary and his memorial reads:-

Arthur Cyril Dent  1893 - 1983

Of Ribston, Yorkshire, England.

Late of Mitongwe Estate, Ntcheu 1924-1978

and of Newlands 1978-1983.

He lies in the land he loved.

I feel privileged to have known this eccentric, forthright Edwardian gentleman who had an innate self-confidence and
lived his strikingly unconventional life according to his own wishes rather than those of others. He valued friendship
however but while having many long-term friends he still managed to keep parts of his life largely secret – specially
his exploits during WW1 and any romantic attachments that he might have had.  He was a remarkable man. 
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