Nyasaland — Special Constabulary

In the late 1950s Michael Hunt was resident in Blantyre and working for the Standard
Bank. At the time the “State of Emergency” was declared in 1959 he volunteered to
become a Special Constable (later Reserve Inspector). An extract from his personal
memoirs is below. However there is little knowledge of this Section, how it was organised
or who was responsible for recruitment, training and deployment. Being of historical
interest some details of this emergency reserve are needed — so here is the invitation to
anyone who can help provide this information to step forward and tell us all about it.

SPECIAL CONSTABLE/RESERVE INSPECTOR - NYASALAND - 1959
Michael Hunt

The Karonga incident*, some people thought, had been an ANC plan to divert troops away
from the more populous parts where the real tension and politicking was happening.
Others thought it had been sparked off prematurely by the ANC, while yet others reckoned
it was a precursor to a European massacre — a fear rising from recent events in Kenya
with the Mau Mau. Small wonder, then, that Federal troops were being despatched in
every which direction and all police units were stretched beyond capacity, which is where |
became involved.

Europeans were drafted into the Police Reserve and | was hurriedly sworn in as a Special
Constable (later to be promoted, for unspecified reasons - not meretricious ones - to
Reserve Inspector) which involved night patrols around residential areas. We received
only a little training, but we did get all sorts of advice from some officers who’d been
through insurgencies in Malaya and Palestine. Although | never needed to make an arrest,
| did learn to use a .38 revolver — and so it was that | came to shoot one of the senior
officers.

To explain: on the police firing range | had to hit a target with six

shots — three right-handed and three left-handed; as | fired the last

one, the Superintendent instructor (I think his name was **Robin)
suddenly leapt into the air, clutching his leg. When we looked at

‘ the target it was clear that the bullet had rebounded from the nail

- at its centre — a perfect bull's-eye. No senior officer was

deliberately mistreated in this incident and my reward, | believe, was to be ‘mentioned in
despatches’ at the Police Annual Dinner

Although this, and other humorous events, such as our ‘bridge’ trick (described below)
provided us with light entertainment, there was also a serious side, since the politics were
fast deteriorating. Nyasaland Africans, normally in the main, content, were expressing their
dissatisfaction with being a colony and Europeans were becoming increasingly fearful.
Contingency plans were drawn up for the country districts and lone farmers and workers
were urged to ‘pair-up’. British newspapers whipped up more anxiety and one reporter was
overheard boasting in a Blantyre bar (Ryalls) that he’d paid children to throw stones at
cars for his photographer.

So, rumours were rife, but | don’t recall them making much difference to my way of life.
After patrols, | used to turn up for work after two hours ‘sleep’, blurry eyed, but still able to
function. When we were out in the police van we’d take various routes around town, one of
which involved driving over a stream. The bridge consisted of wooden slats, which, over



the years, had worked loose, so if it was taken at a certain pace their clattering sounded
horribly like machine-gun fire. Whenever we took a new guy on patrol, we’d warn him
about snipers ... you can imagine the rest. Because all the African activists were sensibly
tucked up in bed, they didn’t interrupt our patrols, so we’d spend the time talking sport, or
girls, or, on at least one occasion, philosophy and astronomy. | think our main purpose was
to make people feel safer. Whether we were successful, or total failures, will never be
known.

One night in March 1959, when we were out on patrol, Dr Banda was arrested and flown
to prison in Rhodesia. Luckily, | wasn’t in the arrest party. Luckily, because, after he
became President, | believe that all the reservists involved were deported. Eventually,
when it was clear that the Federation was doomed, the country returned to (a
guestionable) stability and Dr Banda came back to lead his country towards and into
independence. But that wasn’t to be before | was drafted into the Rhodesian (Federal)
army to do my national service.

Notes:

*On 20th February 1959, a crowd of attacked the Police Station at Karonga and released
a prisoner. During this disturbance an African District Assistant was injured and three
African families in the Police quarters were attacked and injured.

** Was it Robin Gorham?



