A BELATED BUT SINCERE APOLOGY TO THE NYASALAND POLICE
FROM COLIN JENNINGS
“Twelve assistant Inspectors of the Northern Rhodesia Police were seconded to the
Nyasaland Police to assist with general police duties until that force could recruit adequate
European staff.” (Page 292. “The History of the Northern Rhodesia Police.” Tim Wright.
BECM Press.2001.)
The twelve Assistant Inspectors who assembled at Ndola airport on that early April
morning in 1960 were all carrying suitcases and heavy hangovers. The transport provided
for the flight was an RRAF Dakota of WWII vintage. Booking in and baggage handling was
minimal. We climbed in via a ladder and piled our kit down the centre of the fuselage and
took our seats on two facing rows of battered metal lockers. The sergeant in charge threw
a net over the pile of luggage upon which we rested our boots. There appeared to be little
sign of (a) an attractive airhostess (b) light refreshments or (c) a lavatory. As we staggered
into the wild blue yonder we quickly came to realise that wearing shorts in an
unpressurized cabin into which cold thin air whistled through various apertures and
openings is a mistake. Our headaches became much, much worse and, finally, when you
are looking at Africa through a crack in the deck the ground looks extremely hard and a
long way away.
We landed in Dedza, or it might have been Lilongwe, but definitely in Nyasaland some
awful hours later. The large airstrip appeared to be empty apart from one Nyasaland police
inspector and twelve assorted motor vehicles. The party walked, scrambled, or fell out of
the aircraft followed by a cascade of their various packages, bundles and suitcases. The
Nyasaland police Inspector was terse and to the point. “There are twelve vehicles” he said,
“Pick one and your destination is written on a piece of paper on the front seat.”
On closer inspection the line of vehicles ranged from a rather battered American
pickup, through a number of rather elderly four-wheel drives to a brand-new Land Rover
with the Nyasaland Police badge newly stenciled on the door. The choice had to be the
Land Rover and on the front seat was a piece of notepaper with the name ‘Ntcheu’ written
on it. The Nyasaland Inspector was most helpful.” Where is Ntcheu? When you get to the
airport gates, turn left, drive about seventy miles. But don’t blink or you’ll miss it.”
Ntcheu Boma was small with a rest house, tennis court and a police station where the
constable on duty pointed out the bungalow of the officer in charge. When I knocked on
Arthur’s front door he was somewhat surprised to see me. Communications being what
they were he had not yet been told why the NRP had been sent to save the country and as
there was no indication of an emergency in Ntcheu, he thought it would be a sensible idea
to take some overdue local leave and take the kids down to the Lake for a short break.
Ntcheu was a very quiet Boma. There was very little crime: for example, Claud
Ambrose Cardew, 89, uncle of British Field Marshal Viscount Montgomery of Alamein,
Nyasaland's oldest white settler, a member of the first British expeditionary force to march
into Southern Rhodesia (1890) and a D.C.; died of strangulation, at the hands of an

unidentified assailant; in his retirement home in Ntcheu in 1959, and you had to keep a
very close watch on the paraffin fridge in the rest house as passing travellers seem to treat
my supplies as a freebie.
Recreation was limited to tennis usually played against a small fiery Indian Doctor with
a violent serve and a tendency to be called to the hospital in mid game and return with his
white shorts and shirt spattered with blood. The other recreation was gin and Mazoe.
As the station now had a brand spanking new Land Rover, Arthur sent the station Land
Rover off to HQ for a service and I was left in charge to get on with reading a cowboy book
I had found in a drawer. It was at this point that the law of unexpected consequences came
into effect when two very angry Europeans drew up outside the station, declared that they
were from the Nyasaland Agricultural Department and demanded to know who had
authorised the possession of their Land Rover. Waving some form of legal re-possession
for their vehicle they left, taking the Land Rover, saying that the Police would be
responsible for the cost of removing the police sign that had been stenciled onto the doors.
The following day a letter arrived from FHQ. Arthur being away at the lake I opened it.
Inside were three documents. The first was a letter instructing the Officer in Charge to
prepare for the arrival of ten constables and to build ten rondavels. The second was a
cheque for £100 and the third a sketch showing the dimensions and materials to be used. I
placed this carefully in the pending tray.
My stay in Nyasaland began to go badly wrong on the evening of Friday 8th April when
a hammering on the rest house door revealed two very large constables informing me that
a violent murder had occurred in Kabena village and the culprit was at large in the area.
I had been given two pieces of advice in my career regarding murder cases. The first
was by Sergeant Slater in the UK. Appearing at Manton TK at a point on my beat, riding
his bike and covered in his cape. He asked, “Has’t ever been to an ‘Omicide yet youth?” (I
was only 22 years old at the time) “No Sergeant.”
He replied, “Well, when you do, remember this. Keep yer ‘ands in yer pockets, touch
nowt and wait till them idle buggers from CID get there.”
At Lilayi, Pete Olpin was more practical. “Make sure” he said, that you write it all down
in your pocket book,” which I did.
With a murderer on the loose, having no CID or even a police vehicle it was necessary
to be creative, and the hospital’s Land Rover ambulance was ‘borrowed’; we arrived in a
pitch-dark village at 00.40 hrs. on Saturday 9th April 1960. The murdered woman was lying
in a lean-to house, she had been stabbed in the neck and was grasping a length of steel in
her hand. A bloodstained knife was on the floor and, having no camera and by the light of
my torch, I sketched the scene. Returning to the Boma the body was placed in the morgue
and by daylight, we had returned to the village to carry out a search for the fugitive.
On our return the word had spread and we were greeted by a crowd of ululating
mourners and the news that the suspect had hanged himself from a tree in the forest. The
village headman was all for leaving him there and had to be dissuaded. The tree was
unusually slender, tall and bent over under the weight of the body. With no ladder
available, a number of blankets were collected, the youngest and lightest constable was
provided with my penknife, told to remove his boots and ‘asked’ to climb the tree and
release the body.

Perhaps I should have spent more time studying Newton’s laws of physics when at
school. The body, at rest, when released by the constable armed with the penknife,
accelerated towards the ground at 32 feet per second, making a large hole in the blankets
held by constables and villagers. At the same time, Newton's third law: (For every action,
there is an equal and opposite reaction) came into effect and the constable in the tree top
was rapidly catapulted back and forward, loudly signaling his distress.
Weary, and at some point, in the afternoon, we returned to the Boma to be met with
disapproving looks from the P.A and a very sharp rebuke from the Doctor. His main
complaint centered on the purloining of his vehicle and the second one was on the body of
the victim, which had mysteriously disappeared from the mortuary. Rapid enquiries
revealed that the body had been removed by relations and had already been buried.
The P.A. were now looking at the actions of the police with pursed lips and in order to
show willing I applied to the D.C. for an Exhumation Order. The rest of my stay seem to be
spent re-writing reports and collecting statements. Arthur and his family returned from the
Lake and told me not to worry.
The day before returning to Kitwe I was asked if I would like to join Arthur and the local
Agricultural Officer on a visit to Dedza to buy supplies and have a few beers. Whether it
was the curse of the Agricultural department, the dirt road or the relaxing effect of a few
cool Castles, the Land Rover left the road and I ended up on the floor covered with
potatoes.
I was glad to get back to Kitwe.
(Extracted from “Nkhwazi” - Northern Rhodesia Police Association Newsletter No. 98
Winter 2019)

