The Queens Birthday, Port Herald, 1961
by Dick Purdy.
(Note: Reproduced here from Volume 1 of 'Expatriate Experience of Life and work in Nyasaland' by Colin Baker, with
the kind permission of Mpemba Books, owners of the copyright.)

The Queen’s birthday was always a
special occasion in Nyasaland, even in
the declining days of empire. First there
was the tedious but intriguing business
of deciphering the coded telegram from
Zomba advertising the Queen’s Birthday
Honours, if any!, Then the preparation
for the Birthday parade itself with lots of
white-wash applied around the station to
smarten it and yards and yards of red
tape to mark the sports arena followed
by delicate negotiations with the local
butcher and traders regarding the feast
and general refreshments. It was, in fact,
a popular public holiday to mark HM’s
birthday with lots of pomp and
circumstance thrown in with the usual
fun and games.
In the districts it was the only occasion
when the DC wore Colonial Service
uniform complete with sword and pith
helmet. The Boma messengers and
Police were likewise turned out in their best attire. In Zomba, the capital, the parade and
games were, of course, on a grander scale with King's African Rifles, complete with band,
marching and counter-marching and with the Governor and all senior Officials and NonOfficials and their ladies in attendance. Important Chiefs and their entourages made a
colourful spectacle and the fireworks aroused great excitement in the watching crowd of
spectators. Three Cheers for the Queen ended the formalities.
I cannot remember whether we held birthday celebrations in 1959 during
the emergency but I do recall the ones in 1961 in Port Herald. The district
was in a state of some disorder as Dr Banda and the Malawi Congress
Party stepped up their campaign for independence after the emergency.
Port Herald was not a very nice place at the best of times, especially for a
family with small children, and we were none too pleased to be stationed
there after the delightful climate in Mzimba. One of the first persons we met
on arrival was an African man I had banished to Port Herald during the
emergency and he greeted me with a wide smile saying, ‘Moni Bwana, I
see they have punished you too - welcome to P.H.’
Despite the political turmoil, we made the usual preparations for the Queens Birthday
celebrations, ignoring threats to boycott it. On the day, despite the heat, I turned out in full
regalia, inspected the Guard of Honour consisting of my eight Boma messengers and a
similar number of Policemen and we gave three cheers for the Queen. There was a small
crowd of about 100 people present including the Chiefs, their counsillors and the handful

of government officials and their wives. We then held games (tug-of-war, running races,
sack races, etc.) by which time the crowd had grown to several hundred and great cheers
rang out as the prisoners beat the Boma messengers in the final tug of war.
The day ended with a canoe race on the Shire River which was so chaotic that no one
knew who had won. To prevent a minor riot the feast (funded by the Boma goat bag) was
brought forward and strenuous effort made to prevent interested and hungry onlookers
from infiltrating the enclosure.
In all a good day was enjoyed by everyone.

