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Author’s Statement

I have recreated events, locales, and conversations from my memories of 

them and from my own records. I have maintained the spelling of technical, 

geographic, and cultural names and designations as I knew them during my 

professional career. In a few instances, in order to maintain their anonym-

ity, I have changed the names of individuals who are not family members, 

professional associates, and/or friends.

he maps were obtained through the courtesy of the Perry-Castaneda Map 

Library at the University of Texas, Austin. Where possible, I have selected 

an image from a time series of that map that most closely approximates the 

time when I was in that country. In other cases, only more recent maps are 

available. hey are used with permission.
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vi By Dead Reckoning

Foreword

T 
his book is an adventure story. Or rather, a series of adventures 
some of which are almost incredible to a reader without the author’s 

preparation in upbringing, training and life experience. Readers will stop 
counting the number of times the author faced life threatening danger in 
country ater country.

It is also a love story. he author reveals a deep love for Africa, the dark 
continent of his birth and of his father’s early death. So there is the love of 
family: his longed-for father, his wise mother, his older sister almost like his 
anima. Yet there is also a wider love for humanity in all its guises, revealing 
through its diversity a divine spark.

It is a story of purpose. Readers will ponder the title “By Dead Reckoning” 
in the early part of their reading, then slowly come to an awareness of a 
certain inevitability where military discipline and life experience combine 
to provide a readiness and leadership ability that become useful at just the 
right times - again and again.

It is also mystery. here is the search for the missing father and the 
resolution of that search. here is the mystery of why this man would be 
led time ater time to places and circumstances in the world where he could 
be of signiicant use. And there is the mystery of human life itself. What is 
the purpose of our short span on this earth? his book contains no banner 
headlines about that question, yet the message comes through clearly that to 
Bill Ellis we are here to use our skills and experience in service to the earth 
and all its inhabitants. It is a God given mission.

his saga of one man’s life is leshed out with insight and humor, even 
in circumstances of dire emergency. Most of the humor comes to us from 
a keen observation of the foibles to which humans are prone and we are 
introduced to some memorable characters, not least of which is the author 
himself. Scattered through these stories are some relections on the meaning 
of his life in times of existential uncertainty in the changing international 
world in the latter half of the twentieth century.

he reader may wish for more explicit insight into the emotional expe-
riences that came with facing life crises. Yet it is there, between the lines, if 
the reader allows himself or herself to be open to the common experience 
of humanity on this earth.
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his is a remarkable book at many levels. It is a book as broad as the 

world. You will be enriched by it. hank you Bill Ellis.

      Marvin Haave,

   Creative Writing Coach, North Island College
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Introduction

T 
his narrative spans seventy years of my life. he journey begins with 
my family in Africa, growing up in Canada, joining the Canadian 

Army then leaving a promising military career to return to university to 
follow my calling, my life’s passion as a civil and agricultural engineer and 
hydrologist serving the least of our brethren. It chronicles a road less trav-
elled—where I went, what I experienced, what I learned, what I missed, what 
I let behind…what I witnessed in a journey that took me to developing 
countries around the world. My calling oten meant taking risks for the sake 
of others, pushing the limits, and living on the edge—not intentionally but 
simply because it came with the territory.

On my journey there were few external signposts or maps to guide me. I 
was on my own quest and found my way by the ancient art of dead reckoning. 
Like the mariners of old who found their way across unexplored oceans and 
came home safely “by dead reckoning,” I alone was responsible for inding 
my way through life’s distant and sometimes dangerous places by following 
the “direction inders” that were built into me. Time ater time, that is what 
guided me through and brought me safe home.

So what is “dead reckoning”? In a sailing vessel it is inding your way 
when you are without ixed reference points—as when you are out of sight 
of land, in fog, or there are no stars to refer to. hen you have only direction, 
time, and an estimate of your speed to steer by. hese come to you from 
the only things you have: your compass, your watch, and your own sense 
of speed gained from a rudimentary instrument called a knot meter, or the 
state of the wind, the appearance of your wake and the “feel” of the rudder 
in your hands. Your watch is the only instrument that gives you accurate 
measurements; the others are subject to variables which themselves vary 
with the thing you are trying to estimate—where you are on the face of the 
earth! With long practice, a good navigator develops an intuitive sense for 
this, especially its variability.

When you are on a journey that takes you far beyond the realms of 
everyday life as you have grown to know it, it becomes an almost spiritual 
quest. In the moments when there is no-one to walk beside you or come to 
your rescue, you must trust the presence of the Spirit that set you on your 
path. When you have faith, trust, in this you begin to discover you are not 
alone. And, like the mariners of old setting forth from a safe harbour to 
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cross an uncrossed ocean, you will have the cosmic faith and courage to 

set out and do it.

If, in a moment of extremity, you let go of your faith and the courage it 

engenders you will ind yourself suddenly immersed in a sea of terror. At the 

moment of your greatest need you will have let go of your moorings and be 

hopelessly adrit—lost in a storm. But all is not lost, like the mariners of old 

it is always possible to recover your moorings when the storm has passed. 

Provided, of course, that you survived the storm in your very small boat.

When living and working beyond the limits of our western culture among 

some of the poorest people on our planet, to be of any help one must be able 

to “stand in their shoes.” his comes about through a willingness to spend 

time with them in the place where they live, in their daily lives; to learn what 

is important to them, so gaining some understanding of “why they behave 

the way they do;” and being open, without judgement, to very diferent 

religions, cultures and ways of doing things. When you have gained their 

trust and respect you can work together—standing in each other’s shoes.

My work as a water resources engineer serving in the hird World took 

me far from home for months and sometimes years at a time and into sit-

uations where I lived by my wits and sometimes risked my life. I got along 

by never abandoning the principles and values I learned in my childhood 

and growing up: I was brought into the world to serve my fellow man and 

take care of the natural world around me; I was of intrinsic value and must 

trust others to be of equal value; I must speak only the truth, and in doing 

that I must have the courage to value my integrity above all else.

My life and work in less developed countries around the world played 

out against the backdrop of the larger sphere of foreign relations and foreign 

policy. In my work I experienced the transformation of foreign aid from its 

altruistic origins to its present-day function as a dedicated instrument of 

foreign policy. First hand, I witnessed the strategic military focus of Western 

foreign policy growing apace as the climate for foreign aid became increas-

ingly doctrinal and peremptory. Working in the front-line trenches, from 

time to time I would run smack into the destructive results of foreign aid 

built on policies grounded in military and economic advantage.

he last chapter provides a historical overview of the mutation of foreign 

aid into the political instrument it has become today. I conclude with some 

personal relections of how this transformation impacted my life and my 

career—with attendant broader implications for how contemporary foreign 

policies impact all our lives.
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Like the mariners of old, we all experience passages of sheer terror and 
let go our grip on our moorings. But, like the mariners of old, if our vessel is 
stout and we handle it well we will survive the storm, recover our moorings, 
and sail on to a better day.

We can all do it.
 William H. Ellis
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Prologue

A Wanderer’s Return to His Roots

I have an idea that some people were born out of their due place. Accident has 

cast them amid their surroundings and they have always nostalgia for a home 

they know not. hey were strangers in their birthplace; the leafy lanes they 

have known in childhood or the populous streets in which they have played 

remain but places of passage. hey may spend their whole lives aliens among 

their kindred and remain aloof among the only scenes they have ever known.

Perhaps it was this sense of strangeness that sends people far and wide in 

the search for the place to which they may anchor themselves. Perhaps some 

deep-rooted atavism urges wanderers back to lands which their ancestors let 

in the dim beginnings of history. Sometimes we come upon a place to which we 

mysteriously feel we belong. Here was the home we sought, and we settle amid 

scenes that we have never seen before, among people we have never known, 

as though they were familiar to us from our birth. Here at last we ind rest.”

W. Somerset Maugham, in he Moon and Sixpence.

A
 
frica has a profound efect on anyone who sets foot on the soil of that 

ancient continent. Early geographers named it “he Dark Continent” 

and this image became embedded in the public consciousness—drawing 

ancient navigators and early explorers into its mystery to risk their lives and 

oten lose them in its pursuit. Africa always has captivated adventurers and 

it still does, even in this 21st Century of practically efortless long-distance 

travel.

For centuries it was the Dark Continent of myth, only very recently was 

it scanned from space in breathtaking detail every few weeks. To this day, 

when I visit Africa I feel its ancient mystery seeping into my very bones. I 

experience a licker of deep recognition of our very beginnings and imag-

ine that perhaps it was always so for all the explorers - as it still is for the 

anthropologists and palaeontologists who continue to this day to make new 

discoveries of our ancestors.

It strikes you the moment you step of your plane’s air-stair and set foot 

on Africa’s sun-baked soil to walk across the tarmac. his vast continent 
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which, to get just part way down its length has taken hours of travel at 530 
miles an hour in the frigid silence of the stratosphere, has lain baking in the 
tropical sun since time began. If you arrive at night, ater traveling hours in 
tropical blackness punctuated only by the faint light of occasional clusters 
of village cooking ires, you step out of the aircrat into the velvet darkness 
and are immediately enveloped in its rich earthy smells.

here is a primordial stillness under your feet. Africa remains the only 
continent that hasn’t shited—the original piece of the huge prehistoric land-
mass of Pangaea from which all the other continents have drited away. You 
can feel it. All across the continent, Africa’s ancient continental roots, the 
“basement complex” of Precambrian granites, the oldest rocks on earth, 
lie exposed in enormous scattered outcrops and give it its ancient, worn 
appearance. he granite is never far below the relic soils that lie in a thin 
smear over much of the rest. You see the land and walk on it, you can smell 
it and feel it.

Slowly, I became aware that I’m close to our earliest ancestors—our orig-
inal wizened grandmother “Lucy” of the ancient Australopithecus afarensis 
who lived in the Afar Depression in Ethiopia over three million years ago. 
I relected on the mother and child who let their footprints in sot mud as 
they walked hand in hand along the edge of Lake Laetoli in the Olduvai 
Gorge of Tanzania some three and a half million years ago. I began to wonder 
whether Lucyw and her kin looked out on the same kind of savanna, the same 
trees and grasses, sufered the same heat and drought, smelled the same sot 
fragrance of distant rain-moistened soil, and exulted in the same towering 
thunderheads that bring quenching rains on the arrival of the African rainy 
season. For a moment I could imagine that if I put out my hand it would be 
gently taken by one of these ancient ancestors.

Quietly, in digniied and measured gait, Africa came to me murmuring 
that I have come to the continent that is home to all humankind. No matter 
how many times I visit Africa, particularly sub-Sahara Africa, the landscape 
has produced that same deep recognition. It has always been that way for 
me. I began my life there.



1

CHaptEr OnE

Family Roots—he African Years

M
 
y parents Kathleen “Kay” Newnham and David “Hep” Ellis were 

students at McGill University in Montréal at the same time in the 

early 1920s. Kay was enrolled in a general Arts degree program, with some 
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physical education and geology thrown in, and Hep was doing a bachelor’s 
degree in mining engineering and a master’s degree in geology.

Kay was a hearty, gregarious and attractive young woman with a wide 
circle of friends at Royal Victoria College—the large, rambling Victorian 
residence for women students near the center of the campus. Queen Victoria, 
scowling resplendent on her throne atop a large granite plinth, still sits in 
front of the imposing entrance with its wide granite steps leading up to a 
grand veranda that spans the front of the building. For generations, McGill 
men have thought it great fun to sneak up on the grand old lady in the dead 
of night and leave a large thunder mug covering the crown on her head.

Kay had a large appetite for life. She did her best to uphold her family’s 
traditions at McGill; while there, she was president of the McGill Daily, the 
student newspaper. All her life, Kay’s handwriting had a forward rush to 
it; her carriage returns on a heavy Underwood oice typewriter would jog 
the whole machine. Kay’s political economy professor, Stephen Leacock, 
saw it to scrawl across one of her term papers, “From the forward rush of 
your hand writing, Miss Newnham, I can see that you have little time for 
the Hellements of Heconomics…A+!!”

Hep, a handsome young man, was a ‘Deke’ and stayed at his fraternity 
house on Mountain Street where he was known for “cutting a pretty wide 
swath.” Popular with a wide circle of friends, he played rugby with the McGill 
Redmen. Hep had a bent for highjinks. On an occasional Sunday evening he 
and an accomplice would go seek out a “Holy Roller” church gathering. When 
they found one, they would slip into the back row and lustily sing praises 
with the congregation. When the pastor had whipped the congregation into 
paroxysms of ecstasy of encountering the Holy Spirit, the lights would dim. 
Hep would grab his pal and roll about on the loor shouting, “I’ve found 
‘im! I’ve found ‘im! I’ve got ‘im right here!” hen the two of them would 
sprint for the door. Hep’s father was a highly placed Freemason, otherwise 
Hep would never go near an organized religion. Still he saw little harm in 
this kind of prank.

Yet, though they had a number of mutual friends at McGill, Hep and Kay 
never met there—despite the fact that one of Hep’s geology professors, Dr. 
Ferdinand Terroux, also taught Kay geology. “Ferdie” Terroux and his wife, 
Kathleen, a physiology professor at McGill, were long-time family friends 
of Kay. A generation later Dr. Terroux would teach me geology.

Upon graduation from McGill, Hep joined the Geological Survey of Can-
ada. hat irst summer, he was sent of to unmapped regions of north-western 
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Ontario to search for indications of iron ore deposits in the hope that the great 

Mesabi iron ranges of Minnesota continued north into Canada. Traveling by 

canoe with just a few men, some of his exploration work was in what decades 

later became Quetico Provincial Park. he park comprises over 2,000 lakes 

in 1776 square miles of rugged wilderness and is one of the great lat-water 

canoe areas of the world. hirty years later, near the end of World War II, 

large iron ore deposits were discovered at Steep Rock Lake just north of 

the Quetico. Hep and his crew had been searching just a bit too far south.

Ater graduation Kay was footloose for a while and then settled, tempo-

rarily, for a job as the gym teacher at a girls boarding school at Compton in 

the Eastern Townships near Montréal. She drove a Model-T Ford “station 

wagon” to pick up the girls from the town’s Canadian Paciic railway station. 

It was the 1920s and both Hep and Kay enjoyed those happy carefree days 

that follow university—yet each was hankering for adventure.

Both had grown up with adventure—Hep in St John’s Newfoundland 

where his father William A. Ellis owned a large dry goods store and a mar-

itime trading business. His father’s schooners plied the east coast of North 

America from Newfoundland to the Caribbean. Family tales recount how 

the senior Ellis insisted that his rum age in its cask in the hold of one of his 

ships for seven years before opening it.

As a youngster David (only later, at St. Andrews College, did he get the 

nickname “Hep”) would go on his father’s schooners from St. John’s harbour, 

out through “he Narrers” and past “he Two Sunkers,” on voyages to the 

outport villages. When he was old enough he would go with his father’s men 

in their ishing smacks to ish for cod on the Grand Banks or go sealing out 

on the ice loes—with the ever-present danger of being “drit away” in the fog.

Young David and his Dad loved to go out on the Newfoundland barrens 

with their Labrador retrievers to hunt for upland game. David would proudly 

bring home pheasant or duck for his mother to prepare at home. His mother 

died while he was in his teens; so David and his younger brother Sclater were 

sent of to St. Andrew’s College north of Toronto to inish their schooling. 

Although not a gited student, David loved the physical sciences, history, 

and the classics; he was especially fond of the ancient Greek philosophers. 

On prize day he was usually the class recipient of the prize for “Industry and 

Progress.” He excelled in athletics. Sclater was more interested in interior 

pursuits and art. Not an outdoorsman and athlete like David, he eventually 

established a career as an architect in Manhattan.

Kathleen’s early years were in the Canadian sub-arctic with her parents 



4 By Dead Reckoning

and four sisters at Moosonee on James Bay. Her father, Jervois A. Newnham, 
also a graduate of McGill, was the second missionary-bishop of the Anglican 
Diocese of Moosonee. he diocese was then deined as “All the land draining 
into Hudson’s Bay,” but for practical purposes it skirted the rim of Hudson 
Bay from Ungava in the northeast to Keewatin Territory in the northwest.

Bishop Newnham was away in his diocese much of the time—traveling 
by canoe and York boat in summer and snowshoes and dog team in winter 
to visit the bands of Indians and Inuit in his far-lung diocese. He was home 
at “Moose” in the fall for freeze-up and in the spring for break-up—except 
for the time when he was marooned all winter up in Ungava and didn’t get 
home for a year. His family didn’t know whether he was dead or alive until 
the day he turned up at the kitchen door.

heir life at Moosonee revolved around the resident Cree people, the 
fur traders at the Hudson’s Bay Company post, and the annual cycle of the 
seasons. Kathleen’s playmates were Cree children. he family’s supplies came 
in once a year on the Hudson’s Bay Company ship the Lady Head—a 400-
ton sailing barque from Glasgow that came through the ice loes of Hudson 
Strait in late summer and made its way all the way down to “Moose” then 
headed back before the Strait froze up. Mrs. Newnham placed her once-a-
year order of supplies with the ship—to be delivered on its next visit a year 
later if it got through the ice. he other supply route was the thrice-yearly 
“packet” of mail and light essentials such as medicines that came either by 
canoe brigade in summer or by dog team in winter. hese supplies traveled 
along the newly completed Canadian Paciic trans-continental railway line 
to the station at Chapleau where they were transferred for the trip “North.”

If the Bishop and Mrs. Newnham and their girls needed to go “Outside” 
it was a ive-week trip by birch-bark canoe with Cree guides up the Moose, 
Mattagami, Kapuskasing, and Chapleau Rivers to the CPR station at Chap-
leau where they would lag a train east to Montréal. Family stories recount 
how one winter the fur-trade factors of Revillion Frerès at Moosonee ran 
out of provisions. hey were arch-rivals of the Hudson’s Bay Company and 
the company’s Chief Factor, who ran the big post at Moose Factory across 
the river, refused to advance supplies to “them revelling friars.” So Mrs. 
Newnham took them in—to the chagrin of the HBC men and the deep 
respect of the local Cree.

When Kathleen was ive-years-old, Bishop Newnham was transferred to 
the new Diocese of Saskatchewan which ran north from Prince Albert up to 
Lake Athabasca in the sub-arctic. he family lived in a big house in Prince 
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Albert and the ive Newnham girls attended St. Alban’s School for Girls 

that their mother established there for the then-frontier community. Each 

girl had speciic duties assigned her by their mother. In her teens Kathleen, 

being the youngest and most athletic, was assigned the chores of bucking-up 

and splitting wood for the big woodstove in the kitchen, as well as looking 

ater the horses and dogs.

To ensure that her young ladies were properly educated, in 1912 Mrs. 

Newnham packed them all up and took them to Leipzig, Germany for a year 

where they were immediately immersed in music and the classics—all in 

German. Kay would later recall that “It was not the happiest year of my life,” 

but she retained a life-long love and talent for music as well as luency in 

French and German. Later, from the edge of the Canadian frontier in Prince 

Albert, Kay went of to McGill University in Montréal where her father, her 

sister May, one of her aunts and three of her cousins had been students.

• • • • •

A Chance for Adventure

Ater Hep and Kay graduated from McGill, it wasn’t long before opportunities 

came their way that neither Hep nor Kay could pass up. Still unaware of each 

other’s existence, they were separately lured to Africa where an astounding 

set of circumstances would bring them together and shape not only their 

futures, but also their lives.

Hep’s African adventure began in 1927 in Northern Rhodesia. Europeans 

irst knew of that part of Africa through Dr. David Livingstone’s explora-

tions. Livingstone died on the shores of Lake Bangweulu in 1873—not that 

far away or long ago as African time and distances go. In 1911 it oicially 

became Northern Rhodesia under the administration of the British South 

Africa Company, and in 1924 the Colonial Oice of the British Government 

took over its administration. It was a new piece on the map of Africa, it was 

largely a blank.

From the time of the earliest explorers, indications of copper minerals 

had been known in Northern Rhodesia when sourdough prospectors began 

inding “shows” way up along the Belgian Congo border. By the mid-1920s the 

irst scientiic exploration for economic mineralization was being organized 

by, among others, the new Copper Division of the Oppenheimer family 
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company, the Anglo-American Corporation. Anglo-American Copper, as 
it was known, hired the head of McGill’s geology department, Dr. Austen 
Bancrot, as its Chief Geologist. When Dr. Bancrot needed to begin build-
ing a staf with promising young geologists, he got in touch with some of 
his former students. David Hepburn Ellis was one of them. In 1927 Hep 
Ellis began prospecting in the area that became known as the Copper Belt 
in Northern Rhodesia, now Zambia. Dr. Bancrot, “Dr. Bankie” to Hep’s 
family, eventually assigned his geologists to map over 10,000 square miles 
of the region.

Anglo-American Copper also hired Kathleen’s godfather, C. R. “Uncle 
Charlie” Kingston, to be the manager of their copper operations at Nkana 
mine. Soon ater arriving in Northern Rhodesia, Uncle Charlie heard from 
Canada that his goddaughter Kathleen was knocking around at loose ends 
and teaching at a girls’ school! He wrote to her saying, “Kathleen, if you’d like 
a bit of a lark come on out to Rhodesia and be my private secretary.” Kathleen 
wasted no time in arranging passage to England and then on to Cape Town 
at the very southern tip of Africa. From there it was a week’s dusty train trip 
north, through South Africa and the Great Karroo, past the diamond play at 
Kimberley, through the Orange Free State, Bechuanaland and Matabeleland, 
across the Zambezi at Victoria Falls, past the mines at Whangi and Broken 
Hill, and on across the Kafue River in Northern Rhodesia to the end-of-rail 
at Ndola on the Copper Belt.

Hep and Kay met in Ndola. hey courted there, at Victoria Falls and 
the Matopos Hills near Bulawayo in Southern Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe. 
he Matopos are an area of huge, achingly beautiful granite outcrops that 
include World’s View where Cecil Rhodes was buried. In 1928, they were 
married in the gardens of Government House in Livingstone, next to Vic-
toria Falls, the administrative seat of Northern Rhodesia. In Livingstone, 
they developed fast friends, Wilson and Berenice or “Bengie” Webb; “Wils” 
Webb was an administrator there with the Colonial Oice. Hep and Kay’s 
irstborn, Joan Berenice, always known as “Bengie,” was named ater Kay’s 
friend Bengie Webb.

On short leaves from the Copper Belt mines, Hep and Kay would travel 
by train to Livingstone to stay with the Webbs. Sometimes they would go 
further south to Bulawayo, the second largest town in Southern Rhodesia, 
now Zimbabwe, where they would stay at the gracious old Grand Hotel in 
the center of town. Bulawayo was a bustling frontier centre, laid out with 
streets wide enough to turn ten span of oxen drawing settlers’ mighty ox-carts.
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Hep and Kay’s irst home was a cornstalk-and-mud hut with a thatched 

roof and a mud loor. Shortly ater moving in, it had a concrete loor. Later, 

as the mines became established and the railway was extended to the mines, 

the camps became tidy, well organized villages. he Ellises moved into a nice 

rammed-earth block bungalow with a thatched roof that helped keep the 

house cool in the dry season. hey had a small library of prized books and a 

few much-loved pictures that they’d each brought with them from Canada. 

Hep and Kay loved jazz and classical music and had a collection of records 

that they played on their wind-up Victrola gramophone. hey loved to dance 

the evening away to tunes such as “Smoke Gets In Your Eyes” and “Let’s 

Face the Music and Dance.” When they were on leave, going to parties at the 

Webbs’ or dances in the Grand Hotel in Bulawayo were favourite pastimes.

hey were among the irst resident whites in that part of Africa; they had 

a simple but full life among their friends in the mining camps. Hep loved 

playing sports and his irst love was rugby. He was a star player on the mine 

rugby team where he mostly played scrum half. Kay loved watching the 

games; at half time she would patch up Hep so he could go back into the 

fray. here was a rough bare golf course “where a drive could take the wildest 

bounces, but it had oiled-sand greens” and there were tennis courts. Both 

were keen golfers and tennis players and, always, they enjoyed sundowners 

on the veranda in the evenings with their friends.

here were other visitors, too. Later, when we children were older, Mother 

would tell us about “a crazy English woman who lew the mail down from 

Nairobi to Johannesburg in a little livver of a biplane. She would occasionally 

stop overnight at Ndola and visit with us at Bwana Mkubwa mine.” Decades 

later we realized it must have been Beryl Markham, the irst woman to ly 

solo east-to-west across the Atlantic! Our mother never let on.

Although they had the basic necessities for a comfortable life, Hep and 

Kay lived in a part of the world where the probabilities of a short life were 

high. At the time they arrived on the Copper Belt, the malaria rate was 100 

per 1000 per annum and the expatriate death rate was 23 in 1000. hese 

malaria rates were nearly halved by 1930, but there were other common 

tropical diseases such as dysentery, typhoid, Blackwater fever, Dengue fever, 

Sandly fever and sleeping sickness. Other dangers included the possibility 

of encountering predatory wildlife in the bush. My parents simply accepted 

the risks; if you couldn’t, you didn’t go there. hey had each grown up with 

the ever-present possibility of an early death and had learned from their 
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parents that our time on earth was only part of a much larger journey that 
includes a life beyond death.

heir marriage was extraordinarily close and happy; Hep and Kay were 
soul mates. Hep adored his wife and children. He would joke with Kay that 
he dreamed of having ten children “so we can have our own rugby team of 
boys and girls.” Although Kay was an Anglican missionary bishop’s daughter 
and Hep would not darken the door of a church, they had deep respect for 
each other’s beliefs and values. hey had the kind of spiritual connection that 
let each other know when the other one was in danger. hey knew well the 
term that Newfoundlanders, devout people inured to hardship and danger, 
used for being in touch—“Boi de woirs boi noight”— which meant “By the 
wires by night.” Indeed, there was a kind of telepathy between my parents. 
When Hep would return home from weeks away on exploration safari in 
the veldt sometimes there would be new fang marks on the leather gaiters 
that he always wore in the bush, with the marks of dribbles of venom down 
from them…and Kay had always “known.” Another time Hep was driving 
a Model-T Ford truck home along a track through tall grass and came upon 
a fat old porcupine waddling down the track ahead of him. he old coot 
wouldn’t move of the track. Hep was anxious to get home as night was setting 
in, so he gave the porcupine a nudge with a front wheel … and promptly 
got a lat tire! He had no spare so he was forced to walk home several miles 
in the dark. Again, Kay had “known.”

Hep had a bachelor’s degree in mining engineering and a master’s in 
geology. His mining specialty was sinking the initial pilot shat, which 
would become the main shat if the mine proved out, and he was oten out 
on geologic exploration safari as well. On these safaris he would travel on 
foot for up to six weeks at a time running mapping control traverses while 
prospecting and excavating transects where he spotted a promising mineral 
“show.” He had with him his gang of Africans—about two dozen porter/
labourers, camp boys, and a cook. Hep’s nickname given him by his Bemba 
tribesmen translates as “he One Who Travels Like he Wind.”

To keep his men and himself in food, Hep hunted for game. But that 
was incredibly easy; the Rhodesian ‘veldt’, or high savanna, was teeming 
with game. Hep would tell Kay how badly he felt shooting antelope. “It’s 
like leaning on a farmer’s fence, shooting cows.” He had some close calls, 
particularly with Cape Bufalo and the occasional Rhino or Leopard, but 
never with Elephant or Lion. Hep always said, “Elephant are gentle and 
wise. hey appear from nowhere and disappear like smoke. And the Lion 
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is an absolute gentleman. He will warn you and warn you that you are in 

his territory and unless you practically step on his toes and punch him in 

the nose he’ll not harm you. All you’ll see of him is a great tan trench-coat 

rocking away through the tall grass of a dambo.”

On his irst safari into the bush he had a demonstration of this. Hep 

was several days out and was walking along at the head of his gang with his 

gun-bearer right behind him when he heard one of his men coughing. “One 

of my boys has a pretty bad cough,” he thought to himself, “I wonder how 

I will treat it?” he coughing went on and on and grew louder and louder. 

Suddenly, he noticed some movement in the elephant grass about twenty 

yards in front of him—and there in the grass was a huge male lion digging 

in his fore-paws, wriggling his hind quarters, and twitching his tail, getting 

all set to leap on him! He turned around to his gun-boy—but not one of 

his men was in sight! At the irst “cough” they’d all gone up the nearest tree! 

Slowly, he turned back to face the lion as he drew his geologist’s hammer 

from his belt and said quietly to him in a low voice, “Now, you blighter, if 

you charge you’re going to get one hell of a smack on the nose before you 

get to me.” hen he walked slowly backwards, all the while holding up his 

hammer at the ready. When he had gone backwards about ten yards, the 

lion got up and walked away. Ater that he carried his rile himself.

Another time, back on the mine, one of the miners, an old fellow from 

Cornwall, didn’t come of shit when he should have. So Hep went down to 

look for him in the blackness of the mine and was making his way along a 

drit when out of the darkness came a booming voice, “Ooo’ be you…an’ 

where be Oy?” Hep approached the voice in the darkness. here in the patch 

of pale light from Hep’s miner’s lamp was the old codger sitting on an empty 

dynamite box! One night, while walking home ater coming of shit in the 

mine, Hep met a leopard sauntering through camp towards him. So he just 

crossed to the other side of the road from the leopard. hey quietly passed 

each other and continued on their separate ways.

Another time out on safari, Hep was sitting in his tent working on his ield 

notes during the heat of the aternoon when he heard a rustle at the open tent 

ly. He looked up to see a tall apparition standing in the opening—a man in 

the traditional garb of a witch doctor. he man nodded solemnly and said, 

“Good aternoon!” Astonished, Hep greeted him and asked him where he 

had learned English. he man replied gravely, “From white missionary-man,” 

and walked of into the bush as silently as he’d come.

When Hep was home from the bush, he and Kay were practically 
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inseparable. Kay enjoyed the African “bush” life as much as Hep did. A 
favourite Sunday pastime was to go for all-day treks out into the veldt “looking 
for lion.” hey were both expert shots, if need be. On one of these outings 
they were up near the Congo border where there were other mining plays. 
Kay heard the “Chuf, chuf-chuf-chuf…Chuf, chuf-chuf-chuf ” of a 
shunting yard locomotive. She said to Hep, “Funny, I didn’t think we were 
that close to the Katanga railway line.” Hep replied, “Yes, we’ve come quite a 
long way, it’s time to head back.” When they got home that evening Hep told 
Kay that it wasn’t a locomotive that she’d heard but a lion warning them to 
“clear out!” hey would joke with each other, not entirely in jest, that if they 
ever found themselves in a situation where only one of them could survive 
there would be a huge argument: “I’ll stay so you can escape!”…“No! Save 
yourself! I’ll give my life so that you can go on living!”

One time, when Hep and his pal Knobby Carlisle were out hunting lion 
together, they wounded a lioness, so they had to track her. hey were in open 
savanna that was dotted with tall anthills. As they passed an anthill Knobby 
was walking in front, looking down and following the spoor. Hep was a few 
paces behind him when the wounded lioness leapt down from the top of an 
anthill right next to Knobby. Hep dropped her in mid-air with a single shot 
from the hip. hey were very lucky.

Hep and Kay always had animals around their home. here were wire-
haired terriers—Josephus I & II, a.k.a. “Joey-dogs” because they had coats of 
many colours. Joey the First came home as a very young puppy from friends 
of theirs as a surprise for Kay; Hep carried him home tucked inside his bush 
jacket. Joey’s job was to keep the rat population down. here were also tiny 
little antelope called duikers that would poke in between the playpen bars to 
visit Bengie. Bush Babies, a species of small nocturnal Galago monkey with 
huge eyes and capable of prodigious leaps, would sometimes hang out in the 
roof trusses of their bungalow. hese monkeys would pee on their hands 
to mark their territory as they swung through the raters. A land tortoise 
slept in the rabbit’s shelter. Apparently cats didn’t last long; snakes would 
get them. When Bengie was old enough she had her own donkey, Shebani.

Bengie was born at Sister Snow’s Maternity Home down in Bulawayo in 
1931. When she was not quite two-years-old, Hep’s irst six-month Home 
Leave came up. Hep and Kay and young Bengie made the long train journey 
down to he Cape and boarded one of the Union Castle Line’s passenger 
liners, the RMS Edinburgh Castle whose hull was painted lavender with a cream 
superstructure. he month-long voyage would take them to Southampton.
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Hep’s father came over from St. John’s to accompany them back to 

Newfoundland and met them at the quayside when their ship docked in 

Southampton. he happy foursome boarded the “boat train” for London 

to spend some time there before traveling on to St. John’s. Tragedy struck 

before the train reached London when Grandfather Ellis died suddenly of 

a massive heart attack. Hep and Kay had the sad task of carrying his ashes 

back to Newfoundland and taking care of his afairs there.

From St. John’s they went to New York City to visit Hep’s brother and 

sister, Sclater and Mary Ellis, who had a condominium just of Park Avenue 

in downtown Manhattan. hen they traveled to Hamilton, Ontario, to stay 

with Kay’s parents, Bishop and Mrs. Newnham.

Family stories relate how, on a Sunday morning when Kay and her par-

ents went of to church, Hep went to an amateur prizeight just to annoy 

his mother-in-law. he Bishop quite understood, but Granny Newnham 

never did. Bengie’s cousin Letitia would tell Bengie years later how, watching 

them go out for a dinner party with friends, she was “totally smitten” with 

her dashing Uncle David in his dinner jacket and Aunt Kathleen in a long 

cocktail dress.

For Bengie, Hamilton was her irst introduction to snow. One morning, 

ater a two-foot fall of snow, young Bengie toddled outside, took one look 

at the white stuf, whooped “shugah!” and dove head irst into it, much to 

the amusement of the adults! Ater the Ontario visit, the family went to 

Montréal and Halifax to visit friends and family. Soon it was time to begin 

the long sea voyage back to London and on to Cape Town and the Africa 

they loved. Nearly half of their six months’ leave was spent in getting from 

and back to Africa. he world was a much bigger place then.

By the time I was born at Sister Snow’s in Bulawayo, it was 1935. he 

efects of the Great Depression had reached the Copper Belt and the mines 

there had closed down; there was not enough demand for copper to keep 

them going. Our Dad returned to geologic prospecting and mapping work at 

another mining operation, Bushtick Gold Mines, some sixty miles southeast 

of Bulawayo in Southern Rhodesia.

• • • • •
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Tragedy Strikes

On safari, Hep was a week out from Bushtick when he developed appendicitis. 
For a week he walked and was carried by his men back to the mine. From 
there he was taken 60 bumpy miles on bush roads in the back of a Model-A 
Ford truck to the hospital in Bulawayo. He survived the operation, but he had 
developed peritonitis and it had gone all through him. Desperate, the doctors 
telegraphed the Cape for some of the irst sulfa drug that had just become 
available there, but it took a week for the life-saving drug to arrive by train. 
Hep died two days before it reached Bulawayo. His daughter “Bare-Knees 
Bengie” was four-and-a-half and his son “Bushtick Bill” was ten-weeks-old.

One can only imagine the depths of this loss for Kay—keeping vigil day 
and night by Hep’s bedside, leaving only to nurse her two-months-old son, 
watching her beloved husband and partner-in-life struggling for life and 
slipping into a coma, then in brief moments of semi-consciousness trying 
desperately to tell her something which she took as an efort to describe 
where he had been while unconscious. When she returned to their home 
on the mine ater his death, Kay discovered that he had not signed his will. 
Perhaps that was what he’d been trying to tell her. Kay was let with very 
little except for Hep’s life insurance, the rest of his small estate was held in 
escrow in Rhodesia until his children would reach the age of majority—by 
which time it was worth practically nothing.

With the love of her life and father of their children gone, Kay still had 
her children to live for, but for a little while that was touch and go for her 
infant “Bushtick Bill.” he trauma of Hep’s death caused Kay’s milk to dry up. 
But a Matabele mother was found who would nurse me. I grew up knowing 
that a kind black lady had helped me get my start in life. Mother shared very 
little of her feelings of this passage with us as children—I suspect that they 
were quite beyond words let alone our understanding. When we were old 
enough to understand, Mother shared with us how she really believed that 
Dad had been trying to describe a terribly important experience while he 
was in a coma.

Ater his death Kay joined a small group who “dabbled in spiritualism.” 
At one of these meetings the medium said Hep was contacting her and 
asked them to “listen.” Kay heard Hep speaking to her and using a pet name, 
Macoushla, Gaelic for “My Beloved,” that only the two of them knew. (he 
others there later told Kay they had never heard the name Macoushla before.) 
“Yes, Macoushla,” he told her, “you were right. Death is not the end. I am 



13Family Roots -- The african years

in a place of indescribable light and love.” Bengie and I grew up with this 

as our shared understanding of “heaven.” It became a source of deep trust 

and communion throughout our lives, which oten involved long periods of 

physical separation from each other and, sometimes, for each of us, being 

at death’s door. We knew we could never be separated from the Love that 

loved us and all creation.

Mother so loved Africa that she stayed on in Southern Rhodesia for 

three years—sleeping with a loaded revolver under her pillow. Her mother 

put great pressure on her to return to Canada and even sent Kathleen’s 

twin sister, Dorothea, out to Africa to retrieve her. “Audie” was all I could 

manage with “Aunt Dorothea” and the name stuck. Audie was a frail person 

and rather a shrinking violet. Mother, who had a wicked sense of humour, 

used to tell Bengie and me with great glee how her sister, on stepping down 

from the train at the lag stop near Bushtick, was confronted with a very 

recently deceased twelve-foot-long black mamba snake being triumphantly 

carried of by the natives. “And poor Audie couldn’t get back to Canada fast 

enough!” she’d laugh.

But Mother knew the life on the mines was no place for a single woman 

with two young children. So she took us to the seaside village of Vishoek on 

False Bay near Cape Town. But by 1938 world war was looming and Mother 

knew she must leave Africa before the shipping lanes were closed by U-boats. 

Late that year, she and her two small children boarded a tramp freighter, the 

6000-ton Dutch-registered S.S. Zembeilon sailing in the Dutch East Indies 

service. It would be an arduous eight-week voyage to Halifax via Dakar and 

Bermuda. he ship had space for six passengers. We stopped in Dakar to 

coal ship but bypassed Bermuda to avoid a big storm.

One of my earliest memories is of the little dispensary on board the Zem-

beilon stafed by “Sparks,” the ship’s second mate, radio oicer, and doctor. 

he dispensary was dark and shadowy with rows of bottles of “mooti” in 

a cupboard. “Mr. Sparks” and I became very good friends. he crew were 

wonderful to Mother and to Bengie and me. We oten wondered whether 

our dear old Zembeilon went to the bottom during the war. We never knew.

Bengie and I oten thought about what our life would have been like 

had our Dad lived. Mother told us that we would likely have been sent of 

for schooling in England or Canada rather than South Africa. Our parents 

could already see the beginnings of apartheid in South Africa and they did 

not want their children being exposed to any part of it. How that would 

have worked out with World War II on, we cannot know. Perhaps we would 
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have been home-schooled on the mines. hey were fully operational again 
immediately ater the outbreak of war, which resulted in a huge demand 
for copper. Once the mines re-opened, the mining camps became thriving 
towns. Our family would have returned to Canada ater the war and Dad 
probably would have become a mining consultant as did one or two of his 
Canadian colleagues on the mines.

Mother was careful to impress on us our Dad’s deeply held values and 
integrity. For example, she related the story of how on occasion one or 
another of his colleagues would get wind of a promising ind at a mine. 
Knowing that Dad would not buy shares until the news was public on the 
stock exchanges, the colleague admonished him for not taking advantage 
of the news: “Hep you’re an ass! You could make a bundle by investing now, 
no-one would know you were inside trading!” But Dad always said, “hat’s 
of the table for me, I’ll take my chances along with everyone else—playing 
above board.”

Another time, a geology classmate from McGill, John Williamson, showed 
up on our doorstep at Nchanga mine with the “hare-brained” idea that he 
was going to ind diamonds in a river bed way further north in the Congo 
and begged Hep to join him…along with some inancing. Dad sent him 
on his way with no additional cash. A decade or so later Williamson did 
indeed ind diamonds and became fabulously wealthy. Years later, when I 
was a civil engineering student at McGill, Williamson gave the university 
an enormous rough diamond, about the size of a walnut shell, to be put 
on display in the entrance foyer of the geology building. Going to classes 
there and seeing it on its plinth under very thick glass and watched over 
by a guard, I thought, “How silly! It costs the university a bundle to keep it 
there. Williamson could have given the university a pile of sorely needed 
cash instead. But then, that diamond would not have sat in the entrance of 
the geology building with his name on it.”

Had our Dad lived, the paths that Bengie and I followed probably would 
not have been much diferent. As we grew up, Mother made sure that we 
were well grounded in our parents’ values; she emphasized that those values 
would enable us to choose our own paths and make our own way in life. From 
as early as I could remember Mother told me, “Now, William, when you’re 
eighteen, you’re out of the house and on your own.” For all my growing up 
years, I looked forward to turning eighteen.

As children, when we would ask our mother, “Mummy, why are we 
here?” she would reply, “To serve God.” hen we would ask, “But how do 
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we do that?” and Mum would say, “By serving your fellow-man and looking 

ater the natural world around you, that’s where you ind God.” And if we’d 

probe further and ask, “But why do we do that?” She would simply reply, 

“Well, Dear, that’s what we do in our family.” hat was reason enough for 

Bengie and me.
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CHaptEr tWO

Growing up in Canada

O 
n our return to Canada in 1938, grandmother Newnham, who 
was a very powerful person, put great pressure on her daughter 

to remarry. She encouraged Mother to reconnect with a man ten years her 
senior to whom she had been briely engaged right ater graduating from 
McGill. “Now, Dearie,” grandmother intoned, “You have two small children 
and you must remarry. Volney Rexford is a ine man from a ine old Montréal 
family.” So Mother did.

Volney, “Rex” to his family, lived on a small farm next to Lake Mem-
phremagog in the Eastern Townships where he had a few cows, a horse, 
some chickens and an apiary. he Victorian-vintage farmhouse was attached 
to the barn. It had no electricity or telephone, no running water, and was 
heated by a large wood stove in the kitchen. Rex was a World War I veteran 
who had been through the battles at Ypres and Passchendaele. He had been 
gassed twice and was minus two digits of his right hand. he right side of 
his body was still riddled with shrapnel, and he walked with the aid of a 
cane. Rex lived on his army pension. Decades later I asked Mother why she 
had married Rex and she replied, “I was still in love with love.” Later in life, 
I discovered for myself the dangers of marrying when in that state; perhaps 
it ran in the family.

Within a year of their marriage, Rex grew physically violent with his 
new family. I would watch in terror as my stepfather, in a sudden it of 
rage, would take out ater my mother or sister with an axe or a shovel or 
whatever implement was handy. I could only trust in their ability, or my 
own, to out-run him. I felt helpless to intervene to protect them because, at 
four-years-old, I was far too small to stand a chance if I dodged the wrong 
way and got caught.

In 1940 Mother took us with her to live in Hamilton, yet she stayed in 
touch with her husband. Rex’s younger brother Orrin and his wife Jean 
remained close family friends. Orrin had also been through the Great War, 
so he knew irst-hand the horrors of the Western Front. Sometimes, on her 
summer vacation, Mother would visit Rex on his farm and stay with Orrin 
and Jean in their home in the country near Foster, Québec. Years ater she’d 
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married Rex, during one of Mother’s visits, Orrin asked her, “Kay, didn’t 

you get the letter I wrote you shortly before you let the Cape to return to 

Canada?” She’d never received it. In it, Orrin had explained that the Volney 

she had known at McGill no longer existed—“shell shock” from his horriic 

experiences in the trenches had overwhelmed him and there was no retriev-

ing the man she had once known. While at McGill, I would occasionally 

go down to the farm to spend the weekend with Rex in the old farmhouse.

Toward the end of his life, Mum would visit Rex in the VA hospital near 

Seneterre, Québec, where he lived out the last years of his life. he terrible 

price of modern warfare gets passed down from generation to generation.

For most of our young lives, Bengie and I were brought up by our mother 

in Canada, irst in Hamilton, Ontario, and then in a small town, Mount 

Forest, eighty miles north of there. During the war Mum was away a lot 

on war work. She was a chaufeur with the Inspection Board of the United 

Kingdom and Canada, driving allied munitions inspectors to industrial plants 

all over southern Ontario in a heavy right-hand drive Dodge sedan. hat let 

Bengie in charge of her kid brother. Sometimes, in winter, Mother would 

be storm-bound for a day or two and couldn’t get home to us. A friend of 

Mother’s, Ruth McLaughlin, lived in the duplex upstairs and was there if we 

needed her. But, basically, during those years Bengie and I were oten let to 

look out for each other. We knew it was a big responsibilty for two young 

people but we didn’t mind; we were conident we could handle it.

Ater the war, Mother joined the Ontario Department of Public Welfare 

as a Case Worker based in the town of Mount Forest. She administered Old 

Age pensions, Mother’s Allowances, Children’s Allowances and Blind Pensions 

in north Wellington and south Grey counties. She was responsible for the 

primary means testing for her clients, and then following up annually with 

the Old Age pensioners, and semi-annually or quarterly with the others to 

see how they were doing. Mum would buck her Ford sedan down unplowed 

county side roads till she could go no further. She’d then go cross-country on 

her skis to reach her pensioners. She became much beloved as “the Pensions 

Lady” by her charges. She retired in 1965 and moved to St. homas, Ontario, 

to be closer to Bengie and her family.

My sister Bengie was a tomboy, an athlete and a born leader who became 

Head Girl at Strathallan Girls School in Hamilton, Ontario. he Headmistress, 

Miss Virtue—yes, that really was her name—was the very same woman 

whom our Granny Newnham had hired from Scotland to teach at the girls 

school she founded in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan. here, she taught our 
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mother and her sisters. During summer holidays Bengie would stay with 
her “Aunt Jess” Armstrong, a long-time friend of Hep’s family, in her home 
at North Hatley on Lake Massawippi in the Eastern Townships of Québec. 
here, Bengie was popular with the Beach Club set and became proicient at 
three-meter diving. Back home, she would regale her kid brother with tales 
of the number of old pyjama jackets she’d split while learning the diicult 
dives—the jackets provided that little bit of protection when a dive was 
mufed and she landed lat on her back! Bengie was a natural leader whose 
quiet grace, bedrock practicality and unshakeable loyalty were cherished 
by all who knew her.

On warm Sundays in the spring and fall, Mother and Bengie and I would 
go out from Hamilton for all-day picnics to some idyllic, secluded creek-side 
meadow that Mother had spotted in her travels around the nearby contry-
side. On these outings Bengie would delight in doing things to challenge 
me, such as swinging across tumbling creek rapids on vines hanging from 
a tree at the bank—then dare her kid brother to do it, too. As a youngster I 
was convinced my ears stuck out from my head because my Big Sister towed 
me around by an ear when I wasn’t pulling my weight with the chores at 
home. But I worshipped her.

Bengie did her nurse’s training at Toronto Western Hospital, gained her 
RN in 1952, and joined the nursing staf at the hospital in Mount Forest where 
she soon became the night supervisor. hat let her daytimes for gardening 
at home, starting a Girl Guide troop in the town, and being the lifeguard 
and swimming instructor at the new Lions’ Community Swimming Pool 
during the summers.

One of my happiest memories of these early times was of coming home 
from high school on winter aternoons to join my sister in putting on our skis 
at the back door of our home in Mount Forest and setting of cross country, 
deep in snow, in the waning aternoon light with our beloved English Cocker 
spaniel, Mwana. Sometimes Mwana would ind an open stream and leap 
in for a swim. We’d coax her out of the frigid water, dry her of as best we 
could with our scarves, then keep her going at a good clip all the way home 
in the gathering darkness. Mwana never sufered any ill efects from this; 
it was all part of the fun. Sometimes we would make a game of my weekly 
allergy shot—which Bengie would administer. I’d pretend fright and rush 
about our large country kitchen with my sister in hot pursuit and holding 
the loaded syringe at the ready. Mwana would join in the chase and our 
mother would watch in feigned horror.
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In 1959 Bengie married John Ker, the twin brother of a school friend at 

Strathallan in Hamilton. She joined him on a large farming estate, Malahide 

Farm, a national historic site located high on blufs overlooking Lake Erie 

in southern Ontario.1 His family owned the estate and John ran it. here 

they raised their family of three girls—Kate, Sally and Alex—along with beef 

cattle, horses, and dogs. John, who trained at Royal Roads and saw service in 

the Royal Canadian Navy in the Korean War, grew the feed-corn and silage 

that the cattle required in the winter. He regularly walked of with prizes for 

the best feed-corn at the Elgin County Fair.

During the summers various Ker nieces and nephews—there were eleven 

of them in all—along with a parent or two or a nanny, would come and stay 

in the historic “Main House” at Malahide or at John’s twin sister’s place a 

quarter mile west. he parents used to joke, “In the summer John isn’t a 

farmer—he runs a summer camp!” More than once, when someone on the 

farm was injured, Bengie would calmly step in, assess the damage, patch 

them up or drive a more seriously injured person to hospital in London 

thirty miles away. Bengie was in her element and became “the very heart 

of Malahide Farm.”

Mum and I could not understand why, with an RN under her belt, Ben-

gie did not take of around the world. he truth was Bengie was always 

the caregiver—I was the one who would grow to be the adventurer. She 

was devoted to her family and to looking ater people in hospital and her 

extended farming community.

My early years prepared me for quite a diferent life than my big sister’s. 

Mother was very concerned that “growing up in a family of women” I would 

lack suicient contact with men. As a result, from the irst grade I attended 

Hillield School in Hamilton, a private day school for boys that was run on 

the English public school pattern. It was the “brother school” to Strathallan 

School that my sister attended. I didn’t have a female teacher until I entered 

high school in Mount Forest; at irst I found it a bit strange to have a “lady 

teacher.” Each year at Hillield, my best friend Jimmy Garrow and I vied 

for irst prize in general proiciency at Prize Day. I played on the school’s 

1  Malahide Farm was the residence of Colonel the Honourable homas 

Talbot (1771-1853), an Irish-born Canadian soldier and politician. He was 

born at Malahide Castle, near Dublin, Ireland, the fourth son of the Baron 

Talbot of Malahide. His home in Port Talbot, Malahide, was demolished in 

1997, generating much public outcry from heritage preservationists. From: 

Wikipedia, homas Talbot (Upper Canada).
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junior soccer team and ended up as team captain. I loved both school and 
summer camp.

From age six to iteen, I was away all summer at Pioneer Boys Camp in 
the Muskoka Lakes district near Huntsville, Ontario. here my nickname was 
“Billybones” because I was so skinny; at home, my mother called me “Mr. 
Gandhi.” I was proud of both monikers. At summer camp my counsellors 
were mostly college men from Canada and the United States, but also from 
countries as far away as Holland, Nigeria and Australia. At camp I learned the 
usual outdoor skills of swimming, life-saving, camp crat, canoeing, sailing, 
living out in the open, trekking through the bush by map and compass, 
and going on canoe trips. When I was old enough, I became a dishwasher 
and worked my way up to kitchen-boy responsible for making up the early 
morning ires in the cook-stoves for “Cookie,” splitting wood, hauling large 
blocks of ice or ten-gallon milk cans weighing 125 pounds from the ice house, 
and peeling potatoes. I ended up helping maintain the canoes and sailboats, 
for which I was rewarded access to my own canoe!

As a camper, there were required daily routines such as “morning dip” 
in the lake—take of your pyjamas, run of the end of the dock for a chilly 
soap up and wash down before breakfast, rain or shine. he rule was, “No 
dip, no breakfast!” When taking a turn at cleaning latrines, we would josh 
our counsellors about their notion that all this was “character building,” 
although we knew that’s exactly why it was required of us.

he summer I turned sixteen, I worked as an axe-man, chain-man and 
then rod-man on the survey crew for a heavy construction outit, McNamara 
Construction. I landed this job through a friend of the family—a VP of 
McNamara Construction in Montreal who had known me since I was a 
child and whose son was Superintendent on a Gaspé road job. he company 
was building the irst road across the Gaspé Peninsula in Québec—through 
the Chic-Choc Mountains from Sainte-Anne-des-Monts on the Gulf of St. 
Laurence to Cascapédia on the Baie des Chaleurs.

When I irst arrived at the construction camp, the survey chief looked 
in horror at this iteen-year-old who looked about twelve at most, but I 
eventually won the chief ’s grudging respect. I lived in a bunkhouse with 
Cat skinners, Athey-wagon drivers, excavator operators, rock drillers and 
dynamite loaders, heavy equipment mechanics, and other trades involved in 
a pioneering road job. Most of the skilled tradesmen had recently come down 
from Sept-Îles across the Gulf of St. Laurence where they’d been building 
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the QNS&L—the Québec North Shore and Labrador railway line—to the 

new iron mines at Scheferville far north in Labrador.

I spoke French all summer and became proicient in the local patois, it 

had an Irish accent. My francophone colleagues on the survey crew, who 

came from the Eastern Townships near Montreal, had real trouble under-

standing the Gaspésie accent—most of the men from the Gaspé had names 

like O’Leary or O’Flaherty. At dinner my irst evening in the mess hall, I 

asked for “Les pommes de terre, s’il vous plait?” and was promptly corrected: 

“Patates! Patates!” I soon picked up the local patois. On our day of, a favourite 

Sunday pastime was to go out on the Gulf of St. Laurence with ishermen 

from Sainte-Anne-des-Monts and jig for cod—just like my Dad used to. 

hen McGuinty, the cook, would ix up a mess of cod for our Sunday dinner 

or even for breakfast the next morning.

Some evenings I would go out to help the mechanics inish up repairs 

in the gathering darkness. One evening, they went out to repair a large 

crawler-excavator that had sheared a drive pinion while fording a stream. 

he broken part, lodged between the tracks under the massive chassis, was 

under a foot of water! “Tabarnak de colis!” I exclaimed, “Comment vous 

réparez ça?” he mechanics replied, “Attendez tout! Nous vous faisons voir!” 

he next morning, a Sunday, they worked the excavator’s bucket deep into 

the streambed, then “crowded” the bucket backwards toward the excavator. 

he bucket, of course, wouldn’t budge in that direction. he excavator slowly 

tipped up on its tracks until the broken pinion was clear of the water. hey 

forced some timber baulks under its tracks and replaced the broken gear 

“in the dry”—all the while aware that if the bucket shited they’d be crushed 

or drowned.

I enjoyed listening to my co-workers and their tales of building a railway 

into the subarctic. Ater a while, my age didn’t faze them; I was one of the 

crew and they took me under their wing. When I picked up a lu-like bug 

they treated me as they would one of their own; they plied me with straight 

whiskey until I felt better. It worked like a charm! I had a huge respect for 

the mechanics and the other tradesmen with their bush construction skills. 

In turn, they took care of their young comrade, teaching me about hard 

work and some of the skills that would last throughout my career. I loved 

every minute of it.
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CHaptEr tHrEE

Into the World on My Own

Army Years

R 
ight out of high school, at age eighteen I joined the Army. he Army 
would put me through university, and I followed in my father’s foot-

steps to McGill University to study civil engineering. I was assigned to the 
Corps of Royal Canadian Engineers and in the summers did my Basic train-
ing and Field Engineer training at the Royal Canadian School of Military 
Engineering (RCSME) near Chilliwack, British Columbia.

In 1957 for my third summer of training, a year before I graduated from 
McGill and was still a cadet, I was sent for a tour of on-the-job experience 
with the 4th Field Engineer Squadron that was part of Canada’s 1st Infantry 
Brigade Group with NATO in West Germany. he squadron was short an 
oicer and at the ripe old age of twenty-one I was dropped into a lieutenant’s 
boots to lead a troop of thirty Sappers.

A Sapper is a Private in the Royal Engineers, and by the grace of our 
Colonel in Chief, the British Monarch, in the Royal Canadian Engineers 
as well. It was my Corps in the Canadian Army. It is an old and illustrious 
Arm of the British Army; the other Arms are the Armoured Corps (the 
Cavalry), the Artillery (the Gunners), the Infantry (the Queen of Battle), 
and the Signal Corps (who were originally Engineers). he Arms comprise 
those elements of an army whose function is to “close with the enemy” on 
the ield of battle.

Sappers trace their heritage back to the 16th century and Henry VIII’s 
“King’s Own Sappers and Miners” whose job was to “sap” or mine under 
enemy fortiications either to break through into the interior of the forti-
ication or to blow it up. hat was the beginning of our particular military 
profession. Nowadays, Sappers are responsible for the engineering tasks on 
a battleield—watercrat operation in assault landings and river crossings; 
bridging; forward road and airield construction; water supply and sanita-
tion; mine laying and clearing, IED and bomb disposal; above ground and 
underwater obstacle clearance; and demolitions and booby trapping when 
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withdrawing. he Corps’ motto is Ubique, “Everywhere.” To the other Arms, 

Sappers are known as “the poor bastards who are the irst in and the last 

out.” We take pride in that moniker.

My troop had the distinction of having the only black man in the squad-

ron—a tall, lanky man, Sapper Stevens. He hailed from Nova Scotia where, 

in Cape Breton, he and his forebears had worked in the coal mines. We 

were glad, both for his sake and ours, that he had come from the mines and 

brought his mining skills to our squadron of “Sappers and Miners.” He was 

always there when you needed him, like when there was heavy liting to be 

done while assembling a Bailey Bridge in no-man’s land in pitch darkness in 

the middle of the night. he men would joke with him that he was the ideal 

man to have around for such work because no one would see him in the dark!

Spr. Stevens was popular in the whole squadron; they pulled together 

and looked out for each other. Being a Nova Scotian he could have had the 

standard nickname of a “Blue Noser,” but to all of us in the squadron his 

nickname was “Snowball.” It was my irst demonstration of how close-knit 

our ield units were. hey were family.

One evening when I was on Orderly Oicer duty in Fort Victoria our 

garrison base near Werl in West Germany, Spr. Stevens came up to me in 

the Men’s Canteen and said,

“Mr. Ellis! … Sir, I’m going over the fence!”

“Snowball, that’s not a wise thing to do! Why do you want to go over 

the fence?”

“’Cause this is a chicken-shit outit!”

“Naw, Snowball, don’t do it. We need you. Just hang in there. It will get 

better.”

“Okay, Sir!”

Every soldier, myself included, has at one time or another served in a 

“chicken-shit outit.” hat was the standard non-speciic “bitch” that soldiers 

made. Spr. Stevens took an excellent opportunity to tell me that he was 

getting tired of the chicken shit, and I was glad I was able to reassure him 

right there by showing him indirectly that I understood.

Being the youngest oicer in the squadron, and temporary at that, I was 

assigned the least capable Jeep driver in the squadron. He would be with 

me in the ield for much of the six weeks we would be away on manoeuvres 

day and night against a British brigade on Luneburger Heide, a huge area of 

sandy heath country northeast of Hamburg. It was originally used for training 

Hitler’s Wehrmacht divisions. My driver, Sapper Snooks, was a Newie and 
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a stubby little guy with eyes that, to use the men’s vernacular, “looked like 
piss-holes in the snow.” He was unusually thick and had a reputation that 
preceded him.

I soon heard of his most recent endeavour. While on weekend leave in 
Nijmegen in Holland, where Canadians were especially welcome for their 
role in liberating the country during World War II, Spr. Snooks, three sheets 
to the wind ater a Saturday night on the town, spotted a large tarpaulin 
covering something in the town square and crawled underneath it to sleep 
of his revelry. Late the next morning Spr. Snooks was awakened when the 
tarpaulin suddenly fell away…and there gathered around were the doughty 
Burgemeester, assorted Town Elders and a large gathering of the Citizens of 
Nijmegen … to dedicate a monument to his fallen comrades! Spr. Snooks 
shakily stood up, rubbed his eyes, and peered blinkingly around. hen he 
blurted out his favourite comment when he beheld something that he did 
not comprehend, “Holy snob-gobblin’ Fook!” It was part of my job that 
summer to get Spr. Snooks up to a better ‘training state’ while keeping him 
out of further indiscretions. He tried my patience dearly but we got along 
ine. I did my best to get him to be more aware of his surroundings, but I 
wasn’t very successful.

I loved every minute of that summer with “a sharp-end unit.”
Ater graduation from McGill in 1958, I was commissioned as a lieu-

tenant in the Regular Force and was posted back to the Corps School and 
taught Field Engineering there for two years in the same squadron that had 
trained me. In 1960 I was transferred to the Headquarters of the Canadian 
Infantry Brigade in West Germany. I loved the Army life but while there, 
from Sapper comrades returning from United Nations peace-keeping duty 
in the Middle East, I learned about scores of hungry children and homeless 
refugees in Gaza, the Sinai and elsewhere in the Middle East. I thought about 
that and how a career in the Army would mean training, training, training 
for something I hoped wouldn’t happen—World War III. I also knew that 
if “the balloon went up,” I would volunteer and could be back in the Army 
the next day. So I decided to leave an Army career and return to university 
for a master’s degree in agricultural engineering with majors in irrigation 
engineering and hydrology.

Some senior oicers at Brigade Headquarters were appalled at this pros-
pect and took me aside. “Do you know what you’re doing? You’re on a fast 
track for promotion! In a few months your promotion will come through and 
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you’ll be the youngest captain in the Canadian Army! You’ll be a Brigadier 

if you do nothing more than not blot your copy book!”

“Well,” I thought, “that’s just it, they could be right. But when I get to the 

end of my career and ask myself, ‘Is this the best you could have done?’ he 

answer will be ‘No.’ With my background and a bit more schooling I can be 

of more service in the hird World.”

• • • • •

One Last Army Posting

I was returned to Montréal to transfer from the Regular Force at the same 

Personnel Depot where I’d enlisted seven years earlier. But, seeing I was going 

to start graduate school at the University of Saskatchewan in Saskatoon in the 

fall and a promotion was imminent, the Personnel Oicer there asked me if 

I would take one last posting, for just four months, at Camp Dundurn thirty 

miles south of Saskatoon. hen I could switch over to the Active Reserve. I 

thought, “Well that’s thoughtful. hat will it perfectly with the time I have 

before the fall term starts at U. of S.” So I accepted.

I was to be CO of a company of recruits in the Young Soldier Training 

Battalion at Camp Dundurn for Basic Training. he “YST” program was 

training young men in their teens who had dropped out of high school by 

giving them their military basic training and a start on learning a trade while 

completing their high school diplomas in the Army. he hope was that some 

of them would stay on for a career in the Army. he young recruits would 

likely be a high-spirited bunch of cut-ups who would need to learn about 

discipline. I thought, “Yeah, this is going to be fun!” I had enjoyed my time 

at RCSME where, although an instructor in military engineering, I’d gained 

a reputation for being a “Drill Pig”—someone who enjoys doing drill on the 

parade square! I didn’t mind the moniker because it it. And it would help 

with these young men in “Basic.”

I had Charlie Company of sixty young recruits and a training staf of a 

couple of reserve Lieutenants and six Regular Force NCO’s: a Staf Sergeant, 

two Sergeants and three Corporals, a good complement for the task at hand. 

hey turned out to be gems. Before long, I heard that my young men were 

bitching about their “rotten luck” that their company was the only one that 



30 By Dead Reckoning

had a hard nosed Regular Force captain for its CO. Every time they turned 
around there was somebody barking at them; they got no respite.

Although there was always at least one of the corporals there at reveille to 
roust them out of their bunks, it was my habit to show up from time to time 
with my uniform pressed, boots, brass and web belt polished, ready for the 
day and barking at them the moment reveille sounded. “All right you slow 
people!…Wakey wakey!…Let’s hear those feet hit the loor! … Up and at 
‘em!…Get a move on!” I wanted to show them what was required of them 
also applied to their CO and right on down the line.

As the summer wore on they were doing well in their training and winning 
irst place on barrack inspections, the obstacle course, rile range qualiication 
and the like, and still they complained of the pressure. hat was the best sign; 
they were working really hard to meet the standard. he whole battalion was 
still conined to camp but ater the next Saturday morning parade I marched 
them of to a distant corner of the parade square and stood them at ease.

“Do you see where you are in the line now on Saturday morning parades?” 
No they didn’t.

“You’re ‘Right of the Line.’ hat’s the position of honour—whether on 
a parade square or going into battle. You are meeting the standard and it’s 
been recognized.” hey hadn’t recognized this. Big smiles lit up their faces.

As the staf sergeant marched them of the parade square they couldn’t 
have looked better. hey were proud of themselves and marched as one with 
a smooth, easy, liting stride. A couple of weekends later they got passes to 
go into town for the day. hey were overjoyed; the other companies were 
still conined to camp! And they behaved themselves well in town.

At the end of their summer of Basic, ater their graduation parade they 
marched of as Trained Recruits. I had arranged for the whole of Charlie 
Company along with its NCOs and oicers to go out into the training area 
for a Bar-B-Q and campire that evening. It was a great success; we even 
wangled a suitably limited supply of beer. As the evening wound down one 
of the young men stood up beside the campire and asked me to join him.

“Oh boy!” I thought. “his is where I get a roasting!”
He was holding something covered by a large grocery bag and he made a 

nice short speech. hen he handed me the bag saying, “We have a memento 
for you.”

A big gufaw went up.
I graciously accepted the bag and lited it of. Underneath was a 

strange-looking thing made from the head of a garden pitchfork and a large 
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coil spring from an old farm tractor seat. It was mounted on a varnished 

wooden base and it was painted in my Corps colours: scarlet and electric 

royal blue. I looked at it and thought, “Okay, play this one to the hilt.”

I scratched my head and said, “Well…tell me. What is it?” A huge gufaw 

went up.

“Well, Sir, it’s a Trained Recruit’s Spring-Mounted, Recoilless, Shit 

Disturber!”

More gufaws.

I was tickled. hey had nailed me!

Trying to appear quite unemotional, I thanked them. hen I said to the 

young men gathered there in the light of a fading campire, “You’ve had a 

tough summer of Basic Training. We were hard on you because it is meant 

to be tough. And you’ve learned that you have it in you to measure up to a 

very high standard. hat’s why you got no quarter. And along the way you’ve 

learned that in the Army ‘there are no exceptions.’ You’ve learned about 

discipline and, best of all, you’ve made that discipline part of yourselves as 

self-discipline. hat is the only kind of discipline that really matters.

“In moments of crisis you’ll need it. Hold onto it and polish it just like 

you do your boots. It is your own, it its you, and you will need it all through 

your lives whether you’re in the Army or on Civvy Street. here will be times 

when you’ll need to keep your butt down and your head up and think quickly 

and clearly. Or, perhaps you’ll be on a long, tough slog and you’ll have no 

idea whether you’re going to succeed. You may not even know where you 

are and there’ll be no one around to tell you what to do. hen you must 

summon the discipline and courage from within yourself to do the right 

thing. We know you will. We are very proud of you. Good luck in wherever 

you go and whatever you do.”

he young men had made the Shit Disturber in the camp hobby shop 

from pieces they found in the training area. I have kept that memento in my 

study ever since. I have oten wondered how those young men got along in 

their lives whether they stayed in the Army or not.

Back to University

While at grad school at Saskatoon I was back home where my roots were 

and could once again get home for Christmas and New Years with Mother 

and Audie and Bengie and her family at Malahide Farm. hese were grand 

reunions of three generations—Grandpa Ker and my Mother, “Granny R.” to 

the whole family, Bengie and John and their three children and, quite oten, 

the rest of the Ker clan of ive parents and their eleven children, and several 
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dogs. One of the dogs, Donah a Labrador retriever, was a puppy with me in 
Saskatoon for her irst six months but I realized it wasn’t fair for Donah to 
live a grad student’s life in a city. So I sent Donah to Bengie as a present for 
her family. Donah lived a long and happy life with Bengie and John and my 
nieces and became much beloved by everyone on the farm.

For the next twenty years I would be at Malahide Farm at Christmas or 
would stop of for a week or so whenever I could on my to-ings and fro-ings 
from distant lands. Malahide was my geographic and family anchor.

My years at the University of Saskatchewan were extraordinarily happy. 
At graduate school I could take extra courses like statistical methods and 
geomorphology without the stress of having too heavy a course load, and I had 
time to help out as House Manager at the Drama Department’s presentations 
in the university’s theatre, with the International Students Association, sing 
with the University choral group the Greystone Singers, and play soccer for 
Emmanuel College in the University intramural league.

“Emma,” as we called it, was the Anglican theological college. It was the 
original college on the campus; my Grandfather Newnham laid its corner-
stone. It was fun playing soccer for Emma. Our archrivals were the Engineers, 
but we cleaned up in the league every year. I was the only engineer and 
Canadian on the team, all the rest were English or Irish theology students. 
In the summers I ran the Ag. Engineering Department’s 200-acre research 
and demonstration irrigation farm serving fellow graduate students in their 
research work and dry-land farmers from the prairies who came in for 
practical short courses on irrigated agriculture. We also grew alfalfa for the 
University dairy herd.

When I had let the Regular Force as a captain I transferred to the Active 
Reserve and was appointed Second in Command of the local Engineer 
Reserve Squadron in Saskatoon. he squadron was made up mostly of heavy 
equipment operators and mechanics, riggers, carpenters, electricians, and 
other construction trades. hey were a great bunch of men. he squadron’s 
Commanding Oicer, Major Bert Balcaen, was a natural leader and we had 
a very happy ship. I learned to ly while in Saskatoon, and with Bert Balcaen 
made many trips over the prairies and further aield in his Piper Pacer bush 
plane. hat is a tale for later.

he university was very generous to Army reservists and gave us time 
of for summer exercises with our units. hey even allowed me a couple 
of weeks away one summer to keep my hand in with my Regular Force 
comrades in the 3rd Field Engineer Squadron on their summer exercises 
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at Camp Wainright in Alberta. It was fun being back with some of my old 

comrades. Being a temporary “supernumerary” in the squadron, I got a couple 

of plum duties like buzzing around over the training area in a helicopter one 

morning looking for eskers—stream-built ridges of stratiied glacial outwash 

material—that might have gravel in them suitable for maintaining roads.

he other “plum duty” was to go out one day to the artillery ranges in a 

Jeep with a tech sergeant to hunt down “blinds”—unexploded artillery shells. 

here were only a few and most, but not all, would be marked with a red 

lag for us Sappers to take care of. he 105 mm shells weren’t too bad, but 

“the 155s” made my hands sweat—they were big fat buggers. When it was 

my turn I would walk up to one very sotly, bend over and carefully place a 

charge right next to it, light the fuse with trembling hands, then walk away to 

safety behind some nearby feature where the sergeant waited with the Jeep.

hree years ater entering the University of Saskatchewan, my course work 

and research was inished, my thesis completed, and I passed the dreaded 

orals. My research director, Prof. Donald Gray, begged me to stay on to 

pursue a PhD, but I declined. I wanted to get out into the world and apply 

what I had learned.
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To the hird World

A
 
ter graduating from the University of Saskatchewan in June 1964, 

and through an incredible stroke of serendipity in my job search, 
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one of the engineering companies I approached for a job was the Canadian 
branch of a long-established and highly regarded British consulting engi-
neering irm, Sir Alexander Gibb and Partners. Although its Canadian oice 
had no jobs available they passed my résumé on to their headquarters in 
England. hey had water projects around the world and their London home 
oice ofered me a position in Pakistan. I could hardly believe it!

I packed up my Saskatchewan winter clothes, illed a custom-built shipping 
crate-cum-bookcase with reference materials that I igured I would need 
in Pakistan, and sold my car. hen I turned over my small apartment near 
the university to my best friend, Lucy Stensland, the love of my life at U. of 
S. It was hard to be leaving Lucy but I was glad she would be taking over 
my old apartment.

On a round of farewells, saying goodbye to many good friends, I was 
keenly aware that the transition from service to my country to service in the 
less developed parts of the world was an extraordinarily happy one. Although 
I was illed with sadness at leaving so many friends, I looked forward, albeit 
with some apprehension, to setting out on the path I had chosen. From 
childhood I had been taught that life is a risk and if you accept it on its 
terms you will have a full life—short, perhaps—but certainly full. I knew I 
had been well prepared and was conident I could manage it. he years in 
Saskatoon had been a happy transition from the security of my Army family 
to being out in the world on my own.

Winging east from Saskatoon on Air Canada, I watched a familiar land-
scape slide below me. It tugged at me: “Don’t leave! Stay here with your own 
people, the people you know and love!” I looked down longingly at the 
prairies I had lown over in all seasons by myself or with Bert Balcaen in his 
trusty Piper Pacer. Already I missed him and wondered how many of my 
“Saskabush” friends would remain when next I visited. Little did I know that 
it would be twenty years later and many of those friends would be gone. I 
wondered, even then, why I had survived while some good friends had not.

I stopped for a week in Mount Forest, Ontario, to visit my mother and 
leave my unessential belongings at her home. Eventually, I would gather them 
up when I had a place of my own, though I knew not when or where. Ater a 
week’s stay with my sister Bengie and her family at Malahide Farm on Lake 
Erie, it was time to set of on the 9,000-mile journey across the Atlantic, 
Europe, and the Middle East to South Asia. As I said goodbye to Bengie I 
thought of the last time she had seen me of just a few years earlier for a tour 
of duty in NATO at the height of the Cold War. I could only wonder what 
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she was feeling now as her beloved brother “Willy” was leaving once again. 

Bengie was a very private person—as were most people, in my experience, 

whose feelings run deep. As before, she said nothing of her feelings, but I 

could see her lips quiver as we hugged and said goodbye. My heart was heavy 

with thoughts of the price my family was paying for my vagabond ways, and 

I was deeply grateful they stood by me in my calling. Decades later I was 

reminded again of the sacriice those closest to me had paid when I read 

the poem “he Men Who Don’t Fit In” by Robert Service:

here is a race of men that don’t it in

A race that can’t stay still.

hey break the hearts of kith and kin

And roam the world at will.

Of to Pakistan

Ater a few days at Gibb and Partners’ head oice in London I was back at 

Heathrow in a waiting area of that vast rambling terminal, watching people 

in one of the major crossroads of the world. It’s something I love to do. 

here was such a variety of people in such a variety of dress, coming and 

going from far away places as I waited for the aternoon departure of my 

Pakistan International Airlines light to Karachi. he airline, “PIA” to most, 

also carried the sobriquet “Perhaps, Insh’Allah.” (Perhaps, God Willing.) he 

achingly familiar lines of John Denver singing “Leavin’ on a Jet Plane” or 

“Take Me Home Country Roads” kept running through my mind—songs 

that would return time and again in the future as I waited in international 

airports around the world.

It was an eleven-hour trip from London, via Rome, Beirut and Tehran, 

on a brand new Boeing 707; I arrived at Karachi airport at the break of day. 

Even though the airport was only a few miles from the Arabian Sea, the 

sun came up a pale orb in a haze of dust to reveal a lat desert landscape. 

Dusty aircrat sat on the tarmac. I spotted an old DC-3 of Ariana Airways, 

Afghanistan’s national carrier, its paint job changed in name only from its Pan 

Am days, as well as much newer and larger aircrat of PIA, KLM and BOAC. 

Nothing moved. Karachi was still an overnight rest stop for passengers and 
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to have a workplace of our own, removed a bit from the crowd in the large 
two-storey villa. Leo and I liked having our colleagues over for a visit; they 
soon discovered the quiet of our space was a good place for discussing 
contentious issues.

Meanwhile, for the ive of us on single status, Colonel Abbas found a 
very nice villa in the Cantonment, the military housing area out near the 
airport. With its nice gardens and quarters for the household staf and our 
drivers, it became our home for the next two years. He also found villas for 
the various men and their families. Colonel Abbas was well regarded by 
both the Pakistani staf who were his responsibility and by the expatriates 
who depended on him for all things administrative concerning the Pakistani 
authorities.

One of the perks of being on a long-term World Bank contract was that 
we were on a quasi-diplomatic status. his was of no value for traveling 
about within the country but did allow us, as a group, to once a year import 
a container-full of all kinds of delectables that were not otherwise available 
in Pakistan—everything ranging from peanut butter to Scotch whisky. hese 
goods were supplied through a trading company in Singapore that sent out 
a catalogue of its wares. Leaing through it while deciding what to order was 
like suddenly becoming the proverbial “child in a candy store.”

Each family comprised a unit on the order so we ive “bachelors” pooled 
our order—our order featured canned bacon, hams, kippered herring, pick-
led herring, olives and asparagus, Dutch and French cheeses, cases of beer 
and wine, and booze of all kinds. We settled on what we wanted—balanced 
by what we could aford—for the next year. hen we submitted our order 
to the group of wives who took on the task of categorizing and unifying it 
all into a single order for three-dozen families and sent it of to Singapore.

Some months later, the container arrived and was unloaded at a chosen 
family’s garden where the wives sorted it all into individual orders. he 
aternoon for collecting one’s booty arrived and rapidly developed into a 
gigantic garden party to celebrate the arrival of our “Care Packages.” Men 
staggered to their Land Rovers with great cartons of goodies with children 
in tow, hopping and skipping. We had to wait for a year before we could do 
it all over again, but in the meantime, everyone celebrated.

• • • • •
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Work Begins

My job investigating the surface waters of the Indus Basin required me 

to become familiar with the main rivers on the Indus plains up into their 

upper reaches in the foothills of the Himalayas. I also needed to learn about 

the remote and very “lashy” streams—those prone to lash looding—in 

the mountainous tribal areas along the Afghan border. I required a driver 

who was not only experienced in mountain driving, but also had a good 

head on his shoulders and would be a good companion on long trips into 

the country’s remote parts. When I visited Colonel Abbas, he understood 

right away the kind of person I needed; he also knew that I was a former 

Canadian army oicer who would appreciate having a good driver. He told 

me, “Captain Ellis, I’ll ind you just the right man. You can count on it.” And 

he did me proud.

Ghulam Nabbi, who became “Knobby” to me, was a Kashmiri man born 

and raised in the rugged mountains of Azad Kashmir, the Pakistani part of 

the disputed territory of Kashmir. He was a wiry, quiet fellow with a merry 

disposition and a sly sense of humour. For twenty years he’d been driving 

expats all over Pakistan. He had a wife and two sons on a small plot of land 

down near Multan. He was also an entrepreneur—he had put a large tube 

well on his property and sold irrigation water to his neighbours. He was 

saving the money from that to put his sons through university. He quickly 

demonstrated to me that he was a smooth, safe and swit driver on paved 

roads, endlessly patient in town traic, imperturbable on narrow tracks on 

steep mountainsides, and a delightful companion on long trips. More than 

once he got me out of jams I got into while trying to get to places where the 

locals didn’t want foreigners around.

My irst few months on the job were mostly an exercise in patience trying 

to understand the Byzantine Pakistani bureaucracy as I sought to obtain 

basic information I needed to get a handle on the basin’s hydrology. I soon 

made up a rule-of-thumb for doing business locally: something you can 

settle in ten minutes with a phone call “at home” will take about a month of 

polite face-to-face negotiating over copious quantities of strong, sweet tea 

in the hird World. I was always grateful for the tea; it’s the way I like tea.

Eventually I found that potentially useful data, such as rainfall and river 

discharge records, had been kept faithfully since the days of the British Raj, 

but getting them pried loose from government bureaucrats was a major 

challenge. Knowledge was power and not one bureaucrat was about to share 
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even a bit of it. heir reasoning seemed impeccable: they hadn’t since the 
country was founded, so why should they start now?

At the lower levels, with much wheedling and cajoling and many more 
cups of tea, we slowly built trust with those who actually had the data in 
stacks of yellowing iles leaning against their oice walls, sometimes stacked 
almost to the ceiling. We assured the government bureaucrats that our use of 
their data would be a huge boon to them for they would personally get the 
credit. hey had nothing to fear—it was for the good of their country. But 
bureaucrats replied that they could not release the information without their 
superiors’ say-so. Slowly, the Burra Sahibs, the higher-ups, built pressure. 
he World Bank’s consultants needed this information, and the country 
needed World Bank loans.

At a large “progress meeting” with senior government oicials, an array 
of consultants discussed ways of improving the low of information. At the 
meeting, the Chairman of the Water and Power Development Authority of 
Pakistan told the story of a pedigree bull sent over from America to India 
to help improve the grade of cattle there. “he bull,” he said, “arrives by 
air from America but shows no interest in performing his expected role. 
His handlers think perhaps he has jet lag and wait for a while. No results. 
Perhaps he doesn’t like the food, so they bring in special feed. No results. 
Well, perhaps it’s too hot for him, so air conditioning is installed in his stall. 
Still no results. his goes on and on, and the Indian handlers are at their 
wits’ end. hen someone suggests that a Holy Man who can talk to animals 
should be engaged to ind out what troubles this prize animal.

“he holy man goes into the bull’s stall and begins talking to him. ‘Whisper, 
whisper…. Rumble, groan…. Whisper, whisper….’ his goes on for some 
time and eventually the holy man comes out beaming.

‘Well, what did the bull tell you?’ asked the handlers.
‘Oh, esteemed Sahibs. he bull told me he is a Consultant. He is not 

supposed to do anything!”
his brought the house down with gales of laughter. Soon the information 

we needed began to be released, a trickle at irst, but gradually growing into 
a steady stream.

With the increasing supply of information in hand, Leo and I worked 
out the critical gaps in the data we were getting and where I needed to go 
in the ield to better understand the river system. his led to the best part 
of my job—being in the ield, walking and talking with oicials and local 
inhabitants while staying aware of what the natural world around us was 
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telling me. My starting point was in the far northwest of Pakistan in the 

upper reaches of the Swat River among 20,000-foot mountains near where 

the Karakoram and Hindu Kush ranges meet in a great jumble of peaks. he 

Swat River’s catchment was typical of the high snow-fed valleys that provide 

water to the Indus plains but were largely unknown even to the Pakistanis. 

Although relatively remote, the Swat valley was easy to reach: only a two-day 

journey from Lahore.

• • • • •

Of to the Northwest Frontier

Knobby and I set out from Lahore on the Grand Trunk Road which runs 

700 miles from New Delhi in India to Peshawar in the North West Frontier 

Province of Pakistan. he road was built during the times of the British 

Raj to facilitate easy access to the Northwest Frontier, the Khyber Pass and 

Afghanistan. his was especially important when the Afghan tribesmen 

became restive, which they did regularly.

he Grand Trunk was steeped in history. As we drove along the much-

patched two-lane road I felt the presence of General Nicholson, Rudyard 

Kipling, Charles Younghusband, Charles Bruce, and a host of British, Indian 

and Pakistani military and civil servants and other adventurers who traveled 

it. As we traveled steadily northwest, climbing almost imperceptibly, we passed 

through towns with names like Gujarat, Rawalpindi and Campbellpore on 

our way to Peshawar. Knobby regaled me with tales of earlier times and I was 

carried back in local history. We passed “tea shops” at the side of the road 

which were nothing more than ilthy, run-down truck stops in dilapidated 

open-fronted shacks. Steaming tea from great brass samovars, fresh chapatties 

or nan from glowing clay ovens, and samosas and other delicacies frying 

in deep fat in blackened pans enticed travelers. A sheep carcass beckoned, 

turning idly on its hook in the hot sun and covered with lies. Sheets of tripe, 

also covered in lies, hung next to it. At irst, these places were enough to 

turn my stomach, but over the next year and a half I would make this trip 

many times, and within a couple of months the tea shops became welcome 

places to stop for a rest, a bite to eat and some chai. More importantly, we 

made friends along the way.

Entering Peshawar, we passed the ancient chowk or market gate in the 



42 By Dead Reckoning

old bazaar. It was plain we’d now entered the tribal territories. he men were 
practically all Pashtuns. hese tall, iercely handsome men were dressed in 
typical Pashtun garb: shalwar kameezes (pleated trousers with that itted 
tightly around their ankles), leecy caps or karakuls, and with their beloved 
knock-of Lee-Enield .303 service riles slung over their shoulders. here 
were practically no women in sight. hose who were visible were covered 
head-to-toe in faded blue burkhas; even their eyes were hidden behind a 
closely woven lattice. I wondered what that did to their eyesight. Knobby 
announced he would pick me up in the morning and dropped me at the 
ancient Dean’s Hotel. He would stay the night at his usual haunt. Leo had 
told me about Dean’s before I set out. “It’s the only place to stay,” he advised. 
“It’s a bit seedy but you’ll enjoy it. It’s an historic place that’s been there nearly 
a hundred years.”

And it was indeed that—a single-story colonial-style structure with a 
wide veranda across the front that was much in need of repair. he reception 
foyer, a large lounge with a defunct bar at one end and a dining room at 
the other, had great high ceilings and punkah fans slowly turning. he tall 
windows desperately needed cleaning; their faded draperies barely clung to 
their rods and were all askew. In places the plaster peeled from the walls. A 
fresh coat of whitewash, I thought to myself, would go a long way to spruce 
up the place.

he large dining room sufered the same ravages of time. Once-white 
linens adorned the tables with the places laid with an assortment of worn 
silverware and not-so-sparkling glassware. But, the gracious service—down-
at-the-heels genteel and moving at a pace commensurate with the age of the 
place—let nothing to be desired. I noticed my waiter carefully wipe my water 
glass with his shirttail before ofering, “Pinika-pawnee, Sahib?” Dinner was 
delicious—real mulligatawny soup, curried lamb with a rice and peas pilau 
and an apple turnover—all washed down with cold orange Fanta.

he guest rooms matched the public spaces: old, seedy, and spartan but 
large and comfortable and clean enough, with very high ceilings to be rela-
tively cool in summer. On the edge of the North West Frontier but not quite 
in it, Dean’s Hotel became my overnight transit stop on many trips to the 
North West Frontier Province.

• • • • •
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he Kingdom of Swat

On a bright autumn morning Knobby and I set of for the Vale of Swat. We 

backtracked east a bit from Peshawar on the Grand Trunk road. We re-crossed 

the mighty Indus River at Attock Bridge, which was guarded by a large 

fort occupied by the police, before turning north at Charsadda. We passed 

through the town of Mardan and on across the Nowshera Plain toward the 

fabled Malakand Pass, the gateway to Swat and the scene of ancient battles 

to repulse invaders from Afghanistan.

Ater a while we let the plains and began the steep, switchback climb 

to the pass. At the summit we looked over the idyllic Kingdom of Swat, an 

autonomous mini-state, one of the last remaining on the Indian subconti-

nent. It was watered its length by mountain torrents tumbling down to the 

Swat river.

he Wali of Swat, a member of the family that had ruled peacefully since 

the mid-19th century, governed the Kingdom of Swat. Due to its inaccessi-

bility as well as its political and economic insigniicance, Swat had been let 

pretty much on its own by the government of Pakistan that had responsibility 

for it. Some local people considered it to be the birthplace of Buddhism. 

he valley was scattered with ancient, crumbling stone chortens marking 

sacred Buddhist sites. Most of the inhabitants were Hazaras—peaceable 

mountain people much less given to violence than the Pashtuns. According 

to local legend some were descendants of Alexander the Great’s troops who 

remained when Alexander’s army inally turned back toward Macedonia 

around 300 B.C. hey were kind, gentle people who practiced a mellow 

form of Shiite Islam.

he lower valley was a broad expanse of agricultural land, all terraced 

and intensively cultivated. he Hazaras’ subsistence farming methods have 

served them well for thousands of years. We arrived in the fall season; the 

golden ields were full of standing shooks of grain and maize. On lat, hard-

packed mud surfaces near their windowless mud-brick houses, small boys 

drove teams of oxen around and around a track to thresh the grain. Women 

winnowed it—a gentle breeze blew the chaf away as they sited and shook 

the grain heads on large trays held at shoulder height. Already the lat roofs 

of the peasants’ houses were piled high with winter fodder.

Other women kept the south-facing sides of the farmhouses plastered with 

“chapaties”, large pancakes of cow dung and straw slapped against the walls 

to dry in the sun. Dried cow dung was used to make a smoky, slow-burning 
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ire for cooking; piles of it were stacked like cordwood in every farmyard, 
ready for the winter.

We stopped in the capital, Saidu Sharif, to pay our necessary respects 
to the government oicials. Being careful to wait to be the last in line, we 
received their blessing and went on our way. We stopped for the night at 
the government rest house at Madyan, a village about half way up the valley 
to Kalam, the end of the road. In the village we turned down the lane to 
the rest house—a simple bungalow set in neatly kept grounds next to the 
Swat river. Rest houses were a carryover from the days of the British Raj. 
hey were oicial bed-and-breakfasts established about a day’s horseback 
ride apart throughout the region for the use of civil servants on oicial 
government duties. We had irst to obtain oicial permission to use them 
and then make arrangements by telegram with a local oicial to ensure 
someone was there to let us in and take care of us when we arrived. For the 
traveler in the backcountry there was nowhere else to stay. he villagers did 
not have space in their small timber-framed mud houses that they shared 
with their few cattle and sheep and perhaps a horse or donkey. hey had 
little or no food to spare.

Knobby was a huge help, for he had been here many times and seemed 
to know everybody. He was greeted like a long lost relative, and I was shown 
to a simple room that looked out on the river just yards away. It was com-
fortably spacious with a charpoy to sleep on, a chair and small table with a 
hurricane lantern, a dusty armoire with doors all askew, a washstand with 
a large porcelain basin and a pitcher of ice cold water from the river, and a 
bucket of equally cold water with a large ladle in the corner. hat was the 
shower. he loo was a near-by outhouse in the customary Asian pattern: 
a hole in the concrete loor and two raised ‘footprints’ to squat on. On the 
loor of the outhouse was an aluminum, handle-less teapot of water for 
cleansing oneself, but I traveled with my own toilet roll, carried in a large 
cofee can so that it didn’t get all soggy when I set it down on the loor. I 
rolled out my bedroll on the charpoy—a wood frame on wooden legs with 
tightly stretched webbing—and washed up. It was typical of the many rest 
houses I’d stay in, all quite clean and entirely comfortable. I asked the cook 
when he would like to serve supper and he replied, “Aik hour, sahib.” One 
hour. hat gave me some time to explore a little way along the riverbank 
before returning for a brief snooze in my room.

Supper was served just ater dark. It was the custom to allow for evening 
prayers irst, and it was my custom to eat late anyway. I, too, like some time 
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for relection before dinner. he small dining room was bare except for a 

single long table with benches at each side. he room was lit by a couple of 

hurricane lanterns. In time, lentil soup and charcoal-grilled chicken with 

steamed rice and some okra was served. It was delicious. I dined alone, but 

ater supper Knobby joined me and we sat and visited a while with the cook 

and his helper. Over many cups of tea, I tried out the Urdu that I was learning 

with my munshi back in Lahore. To my surprise I seemed to be understood! 

My tutor would have been proud. Knobby helped me out when I got stuck, 

which was frequently, and there was much laughter. We yarned for a while, 

and then I excused myself and went of to bed. I scrunched down in my 

blankets and was lulled to sleep by the sound of the Swat River rushing by 

at the back of the rest house. Life couldn’t have been much better.

Next morning we pushed up the narrowing valley; it soon became a 

canyon. he paving stopped at Madyan and now the single-lane gravel road 

grew narrower and narrower. We climbed steadily as we wound through a 

thick forest of Himalayan deodar and ir trees. here were glimpses of the 

Swat river rushing along way below us. he road levelled of as we gained an 

open alp where two small valleys joined to form the Swat river valley. Snowy 

mountains soared above both valleys. Nestled near the middle of the alp 

was the small village of Kalam. We were now at an elevation of about 7,000 

feet and the mountains around us rose to near 20,000 feet. New snow on 

the lower slopes revealed that winter was not far of. he stone houses in 

Kalam were small and sturdy, built close together on steep, muddy footpaths.

Only a few people appeared to be about. hey seemed suspicious, or 

perhaps simply shy. I couldn’t tell which, so I chose to view it as shyness. he 

women wore shawls over their heads but no face coverings. hey averted 

their eyes when I glanced at them so I did the same. he largest building in 

the village was the mosque—a low timber structure with a stubby minaret 

from which the local muezzin called his people to prayer. He had a pleasant 

voice, and because there was no electricity there, he didn’t use a crackling, 

screeching loudspeaker like the muezzins in the city. I enjoyed hearing his 

mellow calls, especially the irst and last of the day. hey told me all was 

well in the village.

Kalam was at the end of the road, and, because our Land Rover wouldn’t 

it on the narrow trails beyond, Knobby made inquiries about further recon-

naissance in a small Jeep CJ-5. We learned that with the approach of winter 

the jeep had been drawn back to Saidu. I would have to travel further on 

my own on foot. hat was ine with me. I wouldn’t be able to travel as far 
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aield this time, but I would see more by walking. I planned to set out on an 
all-day hike in the morning.

Knobby dropped me at the Kalam rest house that sits on a river terrace 
across a bridge from the village. Inside, it was very like the one at Madyan. 
he temperature plummeted as soon as the sun went down. I was glad to 
have my old army high-collared wool sweater, a canvas-and-wool jeep coat, 
and a couple of warm blankets in my bedroll. I sauntered into the kitchen 
to keep warm while the cook made dinner. Our conversation was sketchy 
at best; the staf didn’t seem to understand my attempts at Urdu. Turned 
out they spoke a dialect of Pashto, an Iranian language. hey seldom had 
visitors here, so we got along with lots of smiles and nods. Ater supper I 
quickly repaired to my bed; it was the only way to keep warm.

By morning there was hard frost. Ater breakfast the cook made a lunch 
for me—a couple of chapaties of coarse whole wheat lour with some hum-
mus and a couple of hard-boiled eggs. hat’s all I needed. I stowed it in my 
daypack along with an extra sweater, just in case. I didn’t carry water because 
it’s heavy, and I knew the streams were as clean as any mountain stream.

I set of on a trek that would take me about seven miles along a broad 
pathway following the tributary valley that came down from the northwest, 
an ancient trade route over high passes to the Chitral valley, and further away 
the Hindu Kush range and Afghanistan’s fabled remote Wakhan Corridor at 
the base of the High Pamirs—known as “he Roof of the World.” Beyond the 
Pamirs was Tajikistan and beyond that, Kyrgyzstan. I walked through forests 
and small alps in gradually ascending elevation. In Kalam I was told that at 
the end of the valley was Tirich Mir, at 25,000 feet the highest mountain 
in the Hindu Kush. I wondered whether I’d see it.

It was a gorgeous clear, crisp fall day. Snow-capped peaks soared all 
around me, but I couldn’t identify them because I had no maps—for none 
were available. I sketched a map as I went along to keep track of features I 
saw. As well as getting the general lay of the topography, I looked for pos-
sible places to gauge the low of the river and to measure the snowpack in 
winter. hese observations had not yet been undertaken in Pakistan; they 
would become critical elements in future planning and management of the 
country’s water and power resources.

Along the way I occasionally met small family groups of nomadic shep-
herds with their wives and children and cattle: a few cows, sheep and goats, 
a donkey or two, and maybe a camel to carry their worldly possessions, 
and a dog or two. he children were like children the world over—laughing 
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and teasing and running back and forth. hey were dressed in tattered but 

adequate clothing. he men wore the traditional frontier Muslim dress, the 

women wore colourful pantaloons and jackets and shawls, all in bright reds 

and dark blues. hey had no veils and smiled easily. Coming down from 

summer pastures, they were astonished to see a European. We bowed slightly 

to each other, smiled and said our Salaams, and I waved goodbye as we went 

on our separate ways. Some of them were light-skinned and had blue eyes.

hat evening back at Kalam, Knobby told me they were Kuchi—nomadic 

shepherds who annually trekked between their wintering grounds ‘way south 

in Baluchistan to their summer pastures up against the Hindu Kush range, and 

back again in the fall. hey have been doing this for centuries. I mentioned 

to Knobby that along the way I saw trees that for all the world looked like 

birches. I’d peeled a bit of bark of one and stuck it in my pocket. When I 

described the trees to Knobby and showed him the bark, I asked him what 

they were called. He replied, “Beerch trees, Sahib.”

“Is that what they call them here?” I asked.

“Yes, Sahib, that’s what we call them,” he said, “Beerch trees.”

I was astonished—half way around the world and the same kind of trees 

grew here as in our Canadian boreal forests! Our shared Indo-European 

languages are close enough that we have the same name for them! At that 

moment I felt more closely related to the land and the people than I had 

imagined.

hat irst day hiking the countryside I was truly in my element, doing 

what I loved best. I didn’t get to see Tirich Mir, although it was only about 

sixty miles away, because it was beyond other mountains that lay in the way. 

It was wonderful though, knowing that the great mountain was just over 

the horizon at the head of the Chitral valley. I kept telling myself, “And I’m 

even getting paid to do this!”

he next day I trekked up the tributary that comes down from the north-

east. Its catchment was smaller and more diicult to access and thus much 

less promising for getting useful data on the hydrologic regime. So that was 

it for this trip. I thought I could always come back to Swat to do some more 

exploring the following spring. As it turned out, I returned several times. 

Swat became my favourite part of Pakistan—so green and peaceful and 

occupied by such kind, peaceable people.

Knobby and I began the two-day trip back to Lahore. On the way we 

stopped for a while at a carnival in a small public park in Saidu Sharif where 

we witnessed all sorts of attractions: barkers inviting people to try their 
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chances at games of strength or skill, other vendors selling candy loss and 
apples. here were swings and a human-powered merry-go-round for the 
children. We even saw a dancing bear! People of all ages, whole families, 
were having a fun time. I stood on the sidelines watching and found it hard 
to leave. So did Knobby.

his wouldn’t be the last festival I’d witness in Pakistan. In addition to the 
great religious holidays of the Muslim calendar, we expats were given a long 
weekend of to attend the National Agricultural Fair held annually in the 
Lahore fairgrounds. here was judging of all kinds of farm animals—various 
breeds of horses, dairy and beef cattle, camels, sheep and goats, chickens, 
geese and turkeys—all very ine animals and fowl. We were delighted to see 
some that were raised and shown by youngsters in the Pakistani equivalent 
of 4-H clubs.

here were small displays of basic farm machinery and what seemed like 
acres of produce of all kinds set out for judging in the covered halls. he 
fairground stadium was packed for exciting displays of horseback riding, 
polo matches, and a tattoo of military pipe bands. We were thrilled by the 
tent-pegging contests that celebrated the ancient skills of mounted lancers 
charging at a full gallop who tried to impale and lip out of the ground tent 
pegs set in a long row. he military team performed this at night. Each peg 
was attached with a laring wick that when pegged, swung in a laming arc 
behind the horse. he rider absorbed the blow by letting his arm and lance 
swing up and behind him.

his prompted tales of the sporting contest of buzkashi still played by some 
of the hill tribesmen in Central Asia. Buzkashi was a kind of polo played on 
their sturdy mountain ponies—with a recently severed sheep’s head as the 
ball! he aim was to carry the head across the opponent’s goal line while still 
on your horse. here were practically no rules; there were as many players 
on a side as the ield could accommodate. Riders tried to wrestle the sheep’s 
head from the ball carrier’s grip or pull him of his horse. (In later years, 
the Taliban regime banned the sport.) I was told it was still played in Gilgit 
in the Karakoram mountains that span the borders of Pakistan, India and 
China. Beyond Gilgit lies the mythical kingdom of Hunza— said to be Marco 
Polo’s “Shangri La” where the inhabitants live on barley, honey, almonds and 
apricots and are reputed to live to the ripe old age of 120. Now there’s a place 
to visit! I wondered if I’d get to see that far-of place.

From Swat we drove south to Peshawar, stayed overnight, then headed 
on down to Lahore. Little did we know that half a century later this peaceful 
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valley would be overrun by the Taliban who would eventually be driven out 

by the Pakistani Army—but only ater ierce ighting that let the valley and 

its culture in ruins.

With the advent of autumn on the Indus plains, the temperatures were 

moderating and we were entering the very pleasant fall and winter season 

in the Punjab. Late autumn through early summer was the dry season on 

the north Indian plains; it was a delightful time of year for garden parties at 

the homes of colleagues and friends, tennis and golf and swimming at the 

Gymkhana Club, and Sunday aternoon polo matches. hese were played by 

civil and military teams on a beautifully maintained ield in Ghulberg where 

the gallery brought their garden chairs to watch from the sidelines. I was 

transported back to a gracious, unhurried time that I thought perhaps had 

passed. Slowly, I got to know a number of senior civil service and military 

personnel, and in talking with them I began to realize they were witnessing 

its passing.

• • • • •

An Early Task: Evaluating the Proposed Tarbela Dam

In the late fall, but still early in our study, the World Bank urgently requested 

that we review the plans for a huge construction—Tarbela Dam on the Indus 

river. It was to be located where the Indus breaks out of the tight corset of 

the Himalayas onto the Nowshera Plains northeast of Peshawar. If built, it 

would be the largest earth-ill embankment dam in the world. he Bank 

knew it would be hit up for the lion’s share of its enormous cost.

At the time, Pakistan was busy building another huge dam at Mangla 

on the Jehlum River close to the border with India. I had been to look at 

it. What struck me about that dam was the size of the chute blocks in its 

spillway. Chute blocks are massive concrete structures near the base of a 

spillway apron placed to break up the force of the water pouring down the 

spillway before it poured into the plunge pool at the base of the spillway. 

he largest chute blocks on major dams that I had seen were about the size 

of a dozen or so large oice desks stacked up together. he chute blocks at 

Mangla dam were the size of small bungalows! Pakistan was building big.

he World Bank wanted our opinion on Tarbela, and all hands on the 

team turned to sizing up the project’s prospects. here were many lines of 
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analysis for us to explore and then collate into a single conclusion. Physically, 
at the dam, there were concerns about the suiciency of the planned clay 
“curtain wall”—a seepage cut-of wall within the dam itself—and a large 
clay blanket to be placed on the loor of the reservoir for a quarter mile 
upstream of the dam. he expectation was these features would be suicient 
to minimize seepage under the dam. here was also concern that the forces 
on the foundations of a truly enormous “ski jump” or “lip bucket” energy 
dissipater at the base of the spillway would be too much for the sot native 
rock to withstand. hese concerns fell within Leo’s and my ields of expertise, 
and we were sent to have a look.

For several days in cold winter rains, Leo and I prowled around the 
riverbed and valley loor for a few miles upstream of the proposed dam. We 
looked for indications of the kinds and sizes of river-bottom materials that 
composed the valley loor. he dam designers told us that this “river train” 
of coarse riverbed sediments was a hundred feet thick.

he Indus is a mighty river, one of the most powerful on earth. It rises 
high in western Tibet on the far side of the Himalayas near sacred Mount 
Kailash—the source of both the Indus and the Brahmaputra rivers. he 
mountain is considered by Tibetans to be the center of the world. From 
there the Indus has cut a deep gorge through the Himalayas on its way to 
the Indus plains and the Arabian Sea. Leo and I had strong misgivings about 
what we saw on the riverbed. Our observations led us to conclude that the 
curtain wall should be deeper and the clay blanket much larger. We also 
felt that the designers had underestimated the rate at which the reservoir 
would ill with sediment.

he dam’s engineers had already made exploratory tunnels deep into 
the rock where the lip bucket’s foundations would be. he tunnels would 
be illed with concrete when the exploratory work was completed and the 
dam received the go-ahead. Leo and I descended underground to where the 
spillway would be constructed. Down, down, down on rough, steep stairs 
and ladders in vertical “raises” we made our way along small horizontal gal-
leries. We were grateful they were all very well lit. Watching as Leo carefully 
inspected the natural rock formations, chipping out small samples with his 
geologist’s hammer, I imagined my father doing the same in pilot shats for 
the very irst copper mines in Northern Rhodesia. It occurred to me that I 
was following in my father’s footsteps; I loved the idea.

In the evenings, while staying in a very grand new rest house overlooking 
the dam site, Leo and I discussed our indings, theories and conclusions 
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and began our write-ups. We concluded that the rock formations under the 

spillway would be competent enough to take the loads of a lip bucket, but 

that the clay cut-of wall and river-bottom iniltration blanket would need 

to be much larger—and that would be very expensive.

In our private report to the Bank, the team recommended that Tarbela 

Dam not be built. It was too much for Pakistan to aford, and the money 

could be spent, in considerably smaller sum, on a series of smaller projects 

around the country that would bring greater beneits. Early the next summer 

I went back again to Tarbela to where the Indus river debouches from a very 

narrow canyon just upstream of what would be the upper end of the reservoir. 

At the high spring lows the river essentially stood on its side as it forced its 

way through a slot in bedrock at high velocity and with enormous power. 

hrough my booted feet I felt, more than heard, sporadic deep booms and 

rumbles. I asked my guide, a local man, what I was sensing. He replied, “Oh, 

Sahib, those are boulders rolling along the bottom of the river.” I inquired 

how big they were, and he replied, “Some as big as Volkswagens.”

I was glad Leo and had I stuck with our misgivings about the river-bottom 

deposits. At this stage of planning our team had to make big calls on very 

little data; the stakes were enormous. Even working on far smaller Indus 

Basin projects, it took me a while to get used to rounding numbers to the 

nearest million dollars. I found the responsibility of our job both exciting 

and sobering. he economic well-being of a whole country rode on our 

capacity to plan wisely and clearly explain our rationales.

We all beavered away to evaluate and put in order a long list of projects 

from the Pakistan government’s wish list and develop an over-all plan for 

their integration and implementation from the mid-1960s to the last decade 

of the century. Computer modeling of complex systems was in its infancy; 

so our team of economists sent the input for our computer runs back to 

London to be processed there. he stacks of printout were couriered back to 

us a couple of weeks later. hose of us in the natural, agricultural, political, 

demographic and social sciences worked mostly out in the ield. he elec-

trical generation and transmission engineers were engaged in training their 

Pakistani counterparts while getting a large new analog model in Lahore, 

the irst in Pakistan, up and running for making simulations of Pakistan’s 

electricity grid as it would grow, simulating diferent economic scenarios.

Knobby and I continued our ield trips into the foothills of northern 

Pakistan forming the northern part of the Punjab. he hills rise to about 

10,000 feet, from the tribal territories in the west to the disputed Kashmir 
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border in the east and down to the barren hills of the Potwar Plateau and 
the rugged desert country of the Suleiman range south along the Afghan 
border. he Potwar plateau was once thickly forested, but ater 100 years 
of uncontrolled timber cutting followed by stripping for irewood, it was a 
moonscape of eroded badlands.

I was shocked—there was not a stick of greenery on it. I began thinking of 
ways to irst slow and then halt the accelerated erosion. he most promising 
would be to mount a campaign to employ tens of thousands of local peasant 
farmers to begin the erosion-control ield work by planting tens of thousands 
trees. heir work could be augmented with the help of some heavy equipment 
to take on the larger earthmoving tasks. his could be done by local people 
who could well use some source of outside employment. But I knew this 
would take a monumental efort on the part of the government, indeed, any 
government, and Pakistan didn’t possess the infrastructure in the country 
to support such an efort. So that was a non-starter. If the government tried 
to implement such a program slowly, a bit at a time, it would only result in 
erosion abatement eforts getting further and further behind. I learned that 
was how it was in the hird World, and elsewhere, too. here were huge 
limitations—compounded by “other priorities.”

• • • • •

To he Khyber Pass

While working out of Peshawar, Knobby took me on a trip up the fabled 
Khyber Pass road to visit the smugglers’ village of Landi Kotal near the top 
of the Pass. From the top of the pass I would be able look over into Afghan-
istan. Heading west from Peshawar, the two-lane highway climbed through 
ever-narrowing gorges as it switchbacked through barren mountains. he 
soldier in me kept thinking, “Jeez! What easy terrain to defend and what 
absolutely awful terrain to try to take!”

As we drove I spied a railway line of to the right. hose courageous, 
skilful railway builders of the 19th century British Empire constructed it. 
hey built railways all over the place. Here, on a steady 3% grade, the line 
went through countless tunnels as it wound its way up to the Khyber Pass. 
It was built to quickly ferry troops in armoured carriages up to the strategic 
pass. On a large rock shoulder beside the road at a narrow deile just short 
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of Landi Kotal, beautifully carved into the rock, but now with very faded 

colours, were the regimental arms and crests of about a dozen 19th century 

British Army units.

We stopped and I spent some time gazing at them. A few meters to the 

side of these was a marble plaque commemorating Brigadier John Nicholson, 

the British commander of the 1st Afghan Expeditionary Force in 1839. Just 

above Nicholson’s plaque was another similar-sized, but very plain marble 

plaque commemorating Kale Khan, “the freedom ighter who killed Nich-

olson in Delhi in 1857” in the Indian Mutiny.

I returned to the Land Rover. As we continued on towards the top of the 

pass, Knobby and I talked about the long and bloody history of this strategic 

gateway to Afghanistan. Knobby told me that practically none of the men in 

those regiments survived to return to India. On other forays into the tribal 

territories I encountered more memorials like these. My local guides and 

protectors pointed them out, telling me, “You see those, Sah’b? All those 

troops came to invade us, and we threw them all out!”

he Pashtun people of the Afghan-Pakistan border country are intensely 

proud and extraordinarily capable ighters; no one, from Alexander the Great 

on, has succeeded in subjugating them. While traveling with them in their 

own territory I occasionally had the good luck to have the company of a 

Pashtun who spoke some English. hen we could talk about more distant 

things than our immediate surroundings. I asked one of these men if he 

was a Pakistani.

“Oh no, Sahib! I am a Pashtun!”

“Oh, you’re not a Pakistani. ...Where are you from, then?”

“Here, in Pashtunistan! his is my country, here!”

“Oh, I see.” hen, pointing toward the Afghan border, “Is there another 

country on the other side of those mountains?”

“hat is Pashtunistan, too. hose are my people there, too.”

“Ahh. I see.”

I recognized that in this part of the world it is all tribal lands. It has 

been that way for millennia. heir loyalties extend only to their own tribe 

and ethnic group. Why should it be otherwise? hey have not experienced 

horizons wider than those. I grew to like these ierce Pashtun tribesmen. 

here was no beating around the bush with them, they played things straight, 

and you knew where you stood. If they trusted and respected you, they’d 

give you the shirt of their back; and if they didn’t…they’d slit your throat.

In Landi Kotal I ventured into the souk; Knobby stayed with the Land 
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Rover lest it be stripped bare. he souk’s muddy winding alleys were bus-
tling with Pashtun and Afghan traders. heir tough, weather-beaten and 
craggy faces and their clothing—a variety of jackets and pantaloons and 
sheepskin vests and caps and turbans and shawls and blankets—fascinated 
me. Practically all were carrying their beloved Lee-Enield riles slung over 
their shoulders and, oten, a large and wickedly curved knife, or “kunjar,” 
stuck in the wide leather belt around their middle. Boys selling sticky slabs 
of raw hashish the size and thickness of size-14 boot soles accosted me from 
time to time, but I declined. What on earth would I do with it? Sell it? Smoke 
it? Snuf it? Chew it? Bleaah! Any way, I’d be sent to a Pakistani prison for 
a long stay. But here, in the smuggler’s village in the Kyber Pass, it was all 
quite out in the open—business as usual.

Traveling back to Peshawar, ruminating on what I’d seen this day, I 
realized that these tough hill tribesmen in these raw, barren mountains 
have nowhere else to live but in caves and nothing else to live on except 
kidnapping, plunder and growing poppies. Time and again in my work in 
Pakistan, and later through the Middle East, I would come across this same 
awful conundrum—in only slightly difering guises.

• • • • •

A Return to Swat

In the spring of 1965, Knobby and I returned to Swat so that I could scout 
for a suitable place to establish a ‘snow course’ for monitoring the depth 
and water content of the snow pack in this region. From a large geologic 
map of Pakistan that Leo brought with him from Ottawa, I had identiied 
a side valley of the Swat that looked promising for a snow course site. he 
Geological Survey of Canada, with a Colombo Plan grant, had done the 
mapping a few years earlier. It was the only map of its kind in Pakistan and 
was jealously guarded by the authorities. Leo spirited a copy out of Ottawa 
and smuggled it in with his household efects.

One day, traveling in these parts, Knobby pointed to a nearby mountain 
and told me he’d been to the top of it. “Really?” I asked. “How did you get 
there?”

“In a helicopter.” He replied.
“In a helicopter! Whose helicopter?”
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“With the Canadians on the Geological Survey team. I was a driver for 

them and they asked me if I’d like to go. I was on many mountains with them.”

“My, my!” I replied. “You lucky fellow! I’d love to get up there!”

As we made our way up through the canyon beyond the village of Madyan, 

we had to contend with the frozen snouts of avalanches that came down 

during winter. Even though they were set like concrete, these massive snow 

piles at irst were relatively easy to slither past or over, but as we traveled 

higher, they became bigger and bigger. Eventually Knobby could drive no 

further. I was impressed with how far he’d driven already; I wouldn’t have 

attempted it.

We were not far from where the high side-valley I wanted to explore 

joined the Swat River, so I said I’d walk from where we were and be back at 

the end of the day in time for us to return to the rest house at Madyan. I set 

of up a road covered in hard, wet and sometimes slushy late-winter snow. 

Occasionally I met local peasants coming down the road, walking in bare feet 

in order to save their prized chuplies from the water and mud on the road.

Reaching the side valley, I crossed the river on a rickety, galloping foot-

bridge and headed up a long, steep, U-shaped glacial valley following a 

foot-trail in the snow. hat was nice, I thought; there might be people up 

there. Ater several hours climbing I reached a lovely alp, deep in snow, 

where the steep valley opened out into a mountain bowl. Just the place for 

a snow course!

Up ahead, some shepherds led a lock of sheep and goats across the snow 

on the alp. God knows what there was to graze on, but the animals were, 

I’m sure, as tough as their shepherds. I sat down beside the path for some 

lunch. As I sat there, along came a tall man on his way to take some food 

to the shepherds; I asked him to sit down and share my lunch. For a little 

while, a rugged shepherd from Pakistan’s Northwest Frontier and a young 

hydrologist from across the world in Canada sat and broke bread together. 

It was all too short.

Glissading back down on the snow was always a hoot, and I returned in 

lots of time to Knobby who was patiently waiting for me. At the rest house 

that evening I discovered that Swiss engineers had visited a neighbouring 

side-valley to the one I was in. hey came to explore the possibilities of 

building a ski resort! “Well now,” I thought, “If that project went ahead, they 

would be the ideal people to look ater a snow course at their ski area! I’ll 

have to mention that in my report.”
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• • • • •

In the Tribal Territories

he Gomal River Project—a proposed dam and irrigation project far into 
in the tribal territory of Waziristan along the Afghan border—was on our 
list to evaluate. It was deep in one of the most inhospitable, inaccessible and 
lawless parts of the country, yet the Government of Pakistan wanted to do 
something for the Pashtun tribespeople who live there.

For some months our senior people, together with the Bank’s Resident 
Representative in Pakistan, had been negotiating with the Pakistani author-
ities for permission to go to the site. he authorities were very reluctant to 
allow Westerners in there—the Waziris were still holding for ransom four 
Czech engineers who went into their territory some months earlier to look 
at the dam site!

Arrangements eventually came through for two men from the project 
to go have a look. My colleague and good friend Pieter van der Voorde, a 
world-traveled agricultural soils scientist from the Dutch part of the team, 
and I were chosen to go. Pieter would examine the lands downstream from 
the dam that were slated for development for irrigated agriculture while I 
would investigate the dam and reservoir site, the river’s regime, and other 
indications of the catchment’s hydrology. We would travel in our own vehicles 
across the northern Punjab plains and cross the Indus river at the town of 
Dera Ismail Khan, known to us long-timers as “D.I. Khan”, in the Northwest 
Frontier Province. hen we’d drive to the fortiied village of Tank (or “Tonk”) 
in the Tribal Territories.

From there we would travel in convoys with armed locals as guards—in 
reality, a local protection racket. hat was OK with me. I’d take locals dealing 
with locals any time over outsiders protecting me; that was just asking to 
be a target. he term “security” had not yet come into general use, but the 
Pakistan government as well as Pieter and I already knew how meaningless 
that term was anyway. In these parts we’d stay secure by using our wits and 
not making ourselves attractive targets. So Pieter’s task was to visit the lands 
to be irrigated and mine to travel to the dam site. We would return to Tank 
each night, and the whole adventure would keep us away from Lahore for 
about a week.

Pieter and I had already spent time in the tribal lands and were familiar 
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with the customs of sovereignty there. he Pakistan government didn’t even 

attempt to apply its laws in the tribal areas. hey governed themselves. he 

custom in the tribal areas was that central authority extends only to the edge 

of paved roads—of which there were practically none. Step of the paving and 

anyone was subject to local tribal law—it was as simple and straightforward 

as that. Look at your feet…and you knew where you stood!

he paved road ended at Tank. It was a village of low mud-brick buildings 

behind a high and very thick mud wall. Watchtowers rose from strategic 

points on its perimeter. A scattering of Pakistani policemen in grubby white 

summer uniforms stood around outside the village walls. he one standing 

near the gateway into the village checked our IDs and waved us inside. We 

passed through tall steel gates as we entered the village; at sundown they 

would be barred and locked shut for the night. We found the police oices 

and reported in.

he detachment commander, a tall and imposing Pashtun in traditional 

tribal dress, had been informed of our visit and was expecting us. We learned 

that we would be provided with armed escorts for our travels in Waziristan—a 

detachment of twenty-four local “policemen” for each of us. here would 

be eight in each of two sturdy old Dodge Power Wagons one fore and one 

at, plus eight in the back of another Power Wagon in the middle. here 

would be an armed driver in the cab with each of us in the middle vehicles. 

We were to marry up with our escorts in the morning and leave our own 

transport and drivers there in Tank.

I liked the commander’s direct, open manner and that he clearly knew 

how to organize a convoy for traveling through hostile territory. In these 

situations, it was always better to put yourself in the care of the locals, they 

were the ones who knew the terrain like the backs of their hands and, in 

any case, they would decide your fate. he Commander welcomed us to 

Waziristan and directed us to an “inn” in the village where we would stay. 

he inn made the standard government rest house seem palatial, but Pieter 

and I were well taken care of.

Early on a cloudless summer morning Pieter and I hooked up with our 

convoys. he Dodge Power Wagons were old and battered. I noticed that 

the one I was assigned had a neat round bullet hole, the size of a .303 round, 

through the center of its windshield about where the rear-view mirror used to 

be. I thought to myself, “Yes, Pashtun tribesmen are really good marksmen. 

If they were to take that shot today they’d get me right between the eyes. 

Naw…my number won’t come up today.”
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I was introduced to a low-level government oicial from the Water and 
Power Development Authority who had been sent on this expedition to 
represent the government of Pakistan. Dressed in a white shirt, dark slacks 
and a fedora, he spoke English and appeared very ill at ease. My driver, a 
tall Pashtun, was a hearty, bluf fellow; his rile was propped behind him 
in the space behind the truck’s bench seat. He spoke very little English, 
but understood some of my Urdu as I tried to match it with his Pashto. I 
liked him immediately. His quiet conidence, easy manner and wry sense 
of humour needed few words.

As we set out, the oicial explained that our departure would be radioed 
to the next police post along the way, and so on as we went. A detachment 
would be sent out to look for us if we didn’t arrive at the next village in the 
expected time, he assured me nervously. Made good sense to me. Pieter 
would be kept track of in the same way as he explored the lands downstream 
of the dam. We were both expected to be back in Tank before sundown. We 
set of on a one-lane gravel road—the only road, I found out later—that 
extended the length of Waziristan all the way to the town of Fort Sandeman, 
now Zhob, in the south. Soon Pieter’s convoy peeled of to the east while I 
continued southward.

We passed the occasional village along the way, and I imagined we were 
being handed of each time. Ater some time we came over a rise and had 
a long view of empty, rolling, treeless plains, with very sparse grass, that 
extended south as far as the eye could see. To the west were the mountains 
along the Afghan border. I made a mental note to stop here on the way back 
to take a photograph. Ater a while, we branched of-road onto a rough 
wheel-track trail and began 20-odd miles of cross-country driving. Coming 
around a bend in the trail as it followed the edge of open country, we were 
greeted by a sight straight out of Kipling: a detachment of Pakistan’s fabled 
Frontier Rangers returning on horseback from a night’s patrol! he Fron-
tier Rangers are a border security force with the same role and reputation 
as Canada’s Northwest Mounted Police. Eight of them were strung out in 
single ile as they crossed a lat place on the barren desert loor. heir rear 
guard, astride his horse on a little rise half a mile away, communicated with 
the oicer in the vanguard by semaphore. “hey don’t even have radios!” I 
thought, “I must get a photo of this!” With that, I asked the driver to stop. 
He slowed the vehicle—and my “minder” about had kittens.

“No, No, No, Meester Hellis! We must not stop here! You must not get out!”
“But why?”
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“It is not safe here! It is very dangerous!”

“But these men are the Frontier Rangers. hese are your people!”

“No, No, No! You must not get out!”

I wasn’t about to try to get a decent picture through windows coated with 

dust and tattooed with bullet holes. No way! I turned to the driver, who in 

the meantime had stopped the truck. He winked at me, opened the door, 

and slid out. I slid out ater him, took my photos and waved to the vanguard 

of the patrol. hey waved back—obviously they knew who we were—ater 

all, our trucks had “WAPDA” in large letters on their license plates. As I slid 

back in, my minder was ashen-faced. It was going to be a trying day for him, 

but the driver and I would have fun.

We followed the track for over an hour without seeing another soul. We 

stopped from time to time as we approached the Gomal River dam site so I 

could get out to look around and take it all in. I took notes and photographs. 

Each time I let the truck my minder had a it, but by the time we reached 

the dam site located in a barren, rocky gorge, the driver and I had worn him 

down and he was resigned to my leaving the truck. Making my way down 

to the riverbed far below and walking about there, I began sizing up the 

topography. It was a great place to build a concrete arch dam—a narrow slot 

between near vertical rock walls—and I could see white paint markings high 

up on the walls where its abutments would be. I wondered if they were put 

there by the Czech engineers being held hostage and how they were doing 

as guests of some local tribal chietain. hey would be well looked ater, I 

knew—unexpected visitors were always taken in. Besides, dead hostages 

wouldn’t bring much money and these tribal guys were no fools.

What I saw of the river’s catchment and its hydrologic regime was just 

awful—steep, barren mountains and equally barren plains without vegetative 

cover were subject to gulley-washer thunderstorms in monsoon time and 

followed by long periods of drought. he Gomal river’s train of bed-load 

sediments was very coarse, practically massive, and told me the narrow, steep 

reservoir would rapidly ill with sediment. he few people who lived in these 

parts desperately needed water and suitable land to grow food. I wished we 

could do something for them, but I knew this project was a non-starter. It 

was a shame they hadn’t been blessed with better climate and terrain, but 

Mother Earth doesn’t provide amenable conditions everywhere.

It was hot in the gorge; its rock walls relected back the blistering heat of 

the sun. My platoon of police guards looked about for some shade but there 

wasn’t any; they lolled about in the small patches of shade of their trucks, 



60 By Dead Reckoning

used to the heat. My minder sat quaking in our truck while he awaited the 
inevitable delivery to his imagined fate. Way past mid-day I’d seen enough. 
I scrambled back to the vehicles and enjoyed a sandwich and a long drink 
of water. hen the guards took their places in the backs of the three trucks, 
and we started the jouncing ride back to the main road. When we reached 
the place I’d spotted in the morning, I asked the driver to stop and let me 
out. As we slowed to a stop, my minder froze. “No, No, No! You must not 
get out here, it’s too dangerous!” I turned and looked questioningly at our 
driver; he winked and slid out his door. I slid out ater him.

In my hand I had the trusty Zeiss Contina 35-mm camera I’d had from 
undergrad days, I walked slowly up a small bare hill next to the road before 
turning to look back at the sweep of barren rolling plains I’d seen in the 
morning. I noticed a homestead near the base of the hill about 200 yards 
away. here were three young men there—idling and joking in the shade 
of a single mud-brick house. As was their custom, Lee-Enields were slung 
over their shoulders. I turned away, set and raised my camera, carefully 
framed the picture and as I took it, a rock at my feet suddenly shattered! In 
the same instant, the report of a .303 rile reached me from the direction of 
the homestead. I looked down. Yes indeed, it was a very recently shattered 
rock; dust was still rising from it. I turned slowly toward the young men, 
smiled and nodded gravely. One of them cradled his rile as they all laughed. 
I considered taking another photo but thought, “No, don’t push it. If they 
wanted to, they’d put the next round through your head.” I turned and walked 
slowly down the hill toward the waiting Power Wagon. I igured the young 
men just wanted to see how high the foreigner would jump. “Sorry boys, 
but I’ll not oblige!”

As I reached the truck, my driver winked at me again, lashed a broad 
grin, and opened the door. He and I piled in, and we drove sedately of. My 
minder was white as a sheet but didn’t say a word—and neither did I. We 
reached Tank in the late aternoon without incident. I imagined my guards 
must have been having a good laugh. hey probably knew the high-spirited 
young men who tested me. hey might even have been cousins.

hat evening I learned that Pieter had a less adventuresome day down on 
the outwash plain where the Gomal River debouches from its canyon. His 
indings were in the same vein as mine—the terrain and soils just weren’t 
suitable; even with irrigation it would be a very long shot for productive 
agriculture. We were both saddened that there was not much promise for 
the local people, but we agreed to look further aield the next day to see 
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if we could ind anything promising. At this point, some cold beer would 

have been nice to slake our thirst and drown our disappointment, but, quite 

naturally, none was available. We would have had to go all the way back to 

our home in Lahore for that luxury. And that was a bit far.

Our explorations the next day turned up nothing to change our minds 

about the prospects for this project. We returned to our billet at Tank for 

another night before setting out the next morning on the long drive back to 

Lahore in the searing heat. By aternoon I sat with my booted feet resting on 

their edges on the Land Rover’s metal loor. he loor was too hot to rest the 

soles of my boots directly on it. I put my hand out the open window to cool 

it and immediately withdrew it. he hot slipstream was painful on my bare 

palm. I thought about how diferent this was from a Saskatchewan winter 

where at “40 below” you don’t touch anything metal with a bare hand because 

it would freeze fast to it in an instant. What a miraculous planet we live on!

We arrived home in Lahore in late aternoon—hot and tired and a bit 

saddened that our adventure into the far reaches of the Tribal Territories 

was over and we had not found any promise in the prospects for the dam 

and irrigation project. But that was what we were here for—to “call ’em the 

way we sees ‘em.” Besides, there were many more projects lined up to come 

our way for examination.

• • • • •

“Diferent-Diferent”—Adjusting to Pakistani Culture

Back in our Lahore oice, Pieter and I talked about a pattern of cultural 

adjustments that I would become accustomed to in the years to come. When 

going to live and work in a new country and culture, the irst three months 

are a blizzard of new impressions and one simply gulps it all in and waits to 

digest it. he next three months, you begin to sort out the main elements 

of the story and to hang on them pieces of what you’ve taken in. By nine 

months, you’re pretty solid on the important attributes and issues and what 

isn’t important. Unless you’ve missed something, there will be no surprises 

as you spend the next twelve months adding detail, sorting, analysing and 

iguring out where the pieces that don’t seem to it really belong. hen you 

start putting it all together in a complete structure and write up your part 

of the report. If there are gaps or surprises, you back up and re-evaluate the 
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afected parts. Well-developed planning projects, large and small, progress in 
this iterative, backwards-and-forwards way. I realized I was extraordinarily 
fortunate to be starting out as part of a team on a very large, very complex 
study with very experienced colleagues by my side.

Getting to know a new culture was an exciting, stretching and sometimes 
bewildering journey—the South Asian Muslim culture of Pakistan was so 
totally diferent from the European western culture that was my heritage. 
Everything was diferent, or as Knobby would say, “Diferent-diferent.” 
Everything I encountered was diferent—alphabet, language, social customs, 
body language, mores, religion, national values, ways of governance. It was 
reassuring to occasionally recognize some common inluence, usually from a 
shared British past. his was particularly true when I encountered members 
of the Pakistan Army. hey still followed the traditions of the Common-
wealth Forces; practically its entire oicer corps had trained at Sandhurst 
in England. I felt quite at home conversing with them. As a former military 
oicer, I spoke their language and shared many of their professional values. 
We had easy, wide-ranging conversations while sitting along the sidelines 
of the polo ield in Lahore on Sunday aternoons.

Pakistan is a Muslim country—founded as a national home for the Mus-
lims in India at the time of Partition in 1947. hat was its reason for being. In 
Urdu, their national language, Pakistan means “he Land of the Pure.” hat 
notion implied a very high calling for its population, quite beyond practical 
implementation even in a monoculture. How do you deine “pureness,” I 
wondered? And who was to provide the deinitive scope and meaning of 
the concept? With my Christian background I knew something of the same 
philosophical diiculties; I wondered how I would keep my moorings if I 
were a Pakistani. It was something that I had to explore.

On a long journey on the Grand Trunk Road, I asked Knobby to tell me 
about his religion. He began at the beginning with the Genesis story. He 
continued by telling me about Moses, and Abraham and Isaac, and Sarah 
and Ruth, the Flood, the Prophets of ancient Hebraic times. hey’re all 
there, doing the same things in the same places and times as in our Old 
Testament stories. “Holy smoke!—But of course!” I realized this part of 
the world and its peoples—and there wasn’t a huge population in those 
times—was the cradle of Hebraic, Judeo-Christian and Islamic beliefs. Our 
Christian forebears departed from the cradle of civilization and made their 
way via Greece and Rome to western Europe along with a lot of others who 
got thrown in with them.
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I told Knobby my surprise about discovering parallels to my culture’s Old 

Testament. Knobby wasn’t in the least surprised—he’d known it all along and 

reminded me that Muslims consider Christians “People of the Book” and 

Jesus of Nazareth one of the great prophets. he Arabic name referring to 

Jesus is Issa or Isa Ibn Maryam (Jesus, son of Mary). Mohammad came along 

just a few hundred years ater Christ to tidy things up and add his own view 

of God. We both fell into a long silence. Knobby and I were probably each 

thinking of what came ater that—how tribal, religious and, later, national 

leaders have used religion in all its guises as a basis for aggrandisement of 

power. Neither of us, I suspect, wanted to get into a discussion of that sorry 

history.

I learned that Pakistanis were predominantly Sunni Muslims, only about 

15% were Shiite Muslims and about 3% were Christian or “Other.” here is 

no love lost between the Sunnis and the Shiites because the Shiites carry 

deep resentment of ancient wrongs done to them shortly ater Mohammad 

died. Bitter rivalries arose over who was to be the new leader. he Sunnis, 

in turn, consider the Shiites “the lunatic fringe of Islam.”

At the approach of Ashura, the annual Shiite day of mourning, when 

believers remember the killing of Hussain Ibn Ali, the Prophet’s grandson 

whom they wanted anointed as supreme leader in 680 AD, my Pakistani 

friends and colleagues warned me, “Bill Sah’b, don’t go into downtown Lahore 

on the Day of Ashura. hey literally whip themselves into a fury and can 

turn on anyone who is not one of them. Remember, they are lunatics.”

he following day, photographs in the Lahore papers were horrifying— 

parading crowds of men stripped to the waist and clad in black, chanting 

and bleeding as they beat themselves with whips, sticks, clubs, chains—some 

studded with knives and razor blades—to demonstrate allegiance to their 

long-deceased leader. I thought, “Well, that’s one very efective way of keeping 

old grievances alive,” and shuddered.

Many trips later, again rolling along the now familiar “G.T. Road,” Knobby 

turned to me and said, “Sahib … Sahib, I’m worried about you.”

“You’re worried about me, Knobby? Why?” I replied.

“Because you’re not married.”

“Oh. Yes. But I’m still only in my twenties. I’ll not be thirty until next 

month.”

“But you should be married.”

“Oh yes, I will marry. But in my family we don’t even think of getting 

married until we are about thirty.”
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“hat seems a long time.”
“Perhaps it is. But why does that worry you?”
“Because you have no children. Who is going to look ater you when 

you are old?”
“Yup,” I thought. “here it is. Of course.” And replied, “Well, where I 

live we don’t feel that is necessary. We have places where old people can be 
looked ater without their families around.”

A long silence. hen Knobby said, “hat seems cruel—to treat old people 
that way.”

“Yes, Knobby, perhaps it is. And I hope to get married some day and 
have a family to look ater and to look ater me.”

“Yes, Sahib, I hope you do. Don’t delay.”
I recognized this was one of those precious moments when, across a 

gulf of cultures, the clouds part and for a few moments we understand each 
other’s deep needs and acknowledge that they are the same.

I was let wishing that I had a mate to share this full but risky life. With 
the vocation I’d chosen, that was going to be diicult. Which do I choose? 
Well, I’d already made that choice in leaving Saskatoon and “getting on with” 
my chosen vocation in far of Pakistan. hat was the path I’d chosen. I was 
reminded once again of one of my mother’s sayings: “Once you have put 
your hand to the plough, don’t look back.”

I felt better about the country’s prospects when I was out in the villages 
and the countryside. One hot aternoon, as Knobby was inching the Land 
Rover through a crowded town’s main street, he suddenly called out, “Oh 
look! Look, Sah’b! Over there, look!” here in a doorway practically on the 
street stood a skinny man, clad only in a wild hairdo with dreadlocks. he 
man gesticulated and shouted wildly. Nobody paid any attention, so neither 
did I. “Jungli wallah, Sah’b! Stayed out in the sun too long! Cooked his 
brains!” Knobby explained. I asked if anyone looked ater him and Knobby 
replied, “Oh yes! He has family.” I expressed relief. Ever since, that image 
and Knobby’s diagnosis come to mind whenever I see a Jungli Wallah. It 
stayed with me the rest of my life.

Another time, when I was walking alone across baking hot ields out 
behind a village in the heat of the day, an elder came out bearing a tall glass 
of water.

“Salaam alaikum!” He said. (Peace be upon you.)
“Waah alaikum Salaam!” I replied. (And to you be peace.)
“Pawnee?” (Drinking water?)
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“Shukria!” (hank you!)

He handed me the water. It was so turbid that I couldn’t see through the 

glass in his hand, but I knew this was all he had to ofer. I gratefully accepted 

this drink knowing full well that a burst of the Dreaded Lurgi would probably 

be upon me by nightfall. But how could I turn him down? It would be rude 

and disrespectful. I couldn’t. I was a guest in his country.

Another day as I walked along a crowded town street, I felt a tug at my 

sleeve and turned to see a stooped old man earnestly looking up at me as 

he grasped my arm.

“Salaam!” I said.

“Good morning!” he replied.

“Oh yes! And a good morning to you, Sir!” I responded, somewhat taken 

aback.

hen quietly he said, “Oh, Sahib, we wish the British were back!”

“Really? Why?”

“Because then we had Justice!”

I nodded silently. He released his grip on my arm and disappeared into 

the crowd. Continuing to move with the low in the crowded street, I thought 

about how this old man must have experienced growing up in British India; 

he had a basis for comparison. I considered how the young Pakistanis only 

knew about their country’s present; they had little basis with which to compare 

a deep history, and I thought of how that’s the way cultures and countries 

dwindle down.

My experiences in Pakistani culture taught me that humankind’s basic 

needs are the same the world over. No matter what our ground on earth, 

station in life, or beliefs, we all have the same basic needs—food and water, 

shelter, peace and justice, in that order. Only then can we begin dreaming 

of lotier things.

Our work on the Indus Basin Study moved along steadily. he econo-

mists continued to try new models for various aspects of Pakistan’s mainly 

agricultural economy, and to adjust and reine the ones they had already 

developed. Fat volumes of green-and-white-striped computer printout from 

London continued to pile up. Some of it seemed to have veered so far from 

the realities we saw in the ield that I wondered sometimes where we were 

headed with our report.

My squash partner at the Gymkhana Club was our team’s Chief Economist, 

Edward Cunningham. Edward was a senior economist at the World Bank 

and on loan to us for this study. He lost his right leg just below the knee 
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in the Korean War, but he still beat me at squash. A dour Scot, he enjoyed 
bantering back and forth with me in the club lounge ater our games. One 
day, I expressed my concern about where the economists were leading us in 
developing “he Plan.” Edward replied in his Scot’s brogue, “Bull, I moos tell 
ye something ….here are three kinds of fools in the world …there’s Fools, 
Damn Fools, and Economists!”

We had a good laugh over that, and I told Edward that I was much 
relieved to hear this, especially from him. Ater that, I was more sanguine 
about where we’d come out ater two years of intensive study.
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CHaptEr FivE

A Journey to Northern Pakistan

T 
he upper Indus river rises in very remote territory in western Tibet—
way beyond the far side of the Zaskar mountain range on the north 

side of the western Himalayas. Very few outsiders have ever been there; 
it is still largely a place of myth. Getting there requires mounting a major 
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expedition, so visiting the river’s origins in Tibet was out of the question. 

But on its way down through the Himalayas the Indus lows past an area of 

immense glaciers from mountains in the region of Mount Godwin Austen, 

or K2, the second highest mountain in the world, and picks up enormous 

quantities of runof from the glaciers. he best known, at least to Himalayan 

mountaineers, was the Baltoro glacier on the access route to K2.

Our team, working for the World Bank, and others working for Pakistan’s 

Water and Power Development Authority (WAPDA), kept hearing tales of 

the enormity of potential water resources in this far northeastern corner of 

Pakistan’s mostly uninhabited Northern Areas. It was also the locus of occa-

sional catastrophic natural disasters. Earthquakes, common to the Himalayas, 

cause whole mountainsides to collapse into the river gorges; enormous ice 

dams form at the foot of glaciers and suddenly break and release unbelievably 

large lood waves. Hare-brained schemes had been put forward to deal with 

the latter—such as coating the glaciers with carbon black in order to make 

them melt faster and thus produce water instead of ice dams.

he only way to reach the Northern Areas was by air, lying either to 

the landing strip at Gilgit—famous in mountaineering lore as the jumping 

of place for expeditions to “8,000-ers” like Nanga Parbat, Rakaposhi and 

K2—or to Skardu which is so remote practically no-one knows it’s there. 

he Pakistani Army maintains the landing strip at Skardu. It’s the supply 

point for the Army’s outpost near Kargil that, from a 16,000-foot pass, 

overlooks a lashpoint in the ever-simmering struggle with India over the 

Kashmir border.

here was neither time nor resources to look at this area in any detail, 

but both our project directors and those at Harza Engineers, the lead con-

sultants for WAPDA, felt they should have someone go up and take a look 

around. It would be embarrassing if, ater spending millions of dollars on a 

study, we were asked about a critical but out of the way area and we would 

have to reply, “Well, we didn’t go up there and look.” So Harza Engineers’ 

senior hydrologist, Dean Helgerson, and I were given the nod to go up there 

together for a week or so to have a look around.

Dean and I got together to plan our trip—where we would try to get 

to, what we were looking for, what we’d need in the way of equipment and 

clothing which was mostly light for the heat of the day in the bottoms of 

deep gorges and warm for the evenings in the shadow of towering ice-clad 

mountains. We planned to stay at the government rest house in Gilgit and 

travel in Jeeps provided by the Northern Areas Government. Valleys with 
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lat bottoms are practically nonexistent in the Upper Indus; the detritus 
from the mountainsides and side valleys is all swept downstream by the 
powerful river. Rock falls on these trails were not uncommon and in some 
places the jeep trails we’d be on hung by their eyebrows on the sheer sides 
of gorges. Anticipating this, we decided to use separate vehicles for each 
other’s safety. Traveling in tandem, we could discuss our observations when 
we stopped along the way.

With tickets in hand, we went to Rawalpindi, the summer capital of 
Pakistan and the departure point for lights to Gilgit. here we waited our 
turn for a light when the weather window to Gilgit was open. he light 
to Gilgit was one of a handful of really hairy scheduled commercial airline 
services in the world. Using trusty old DC-3s, about as old as I am, they lew 
“VFR,” i.e. by visual reference to the ground, over 14,000-foot Babusar Pass, 
past 27,000-foot Nanga Parbat, and up the Indus canyon to Gilgit some 200 
air miles away. Other than Shank’s Mare, there weren’t any other kinds of 
miles that would get you there.

he really hairy part, I was told, is the last moments of the light: just 
before landing at Gilgit, the pilot must hang a hard let turn and skim past a 
sheer rock face before setting the aircrat down on the runway. Each morning, 
if the weather looks promising, PIA sends out its irst DC-3 with cargo only, 
to see if the route is open. If it is, this light radios back and continues on 
to Gilgit. If it isn’t, the aircrat returns to ‘Pindi and they may take another 
look later in the day.

Dean and I spent a couple of days in ‘Pindi waiting for the weather window 
to open. One evening I took a taxi out to the airport to visit the mechanics in 
the PIA hangar where they maintained the DC-3s that ly into the Northern 
Areas. he PIA mechanics at Lahore airport had grown accustomed to me 
visiting them in the evening while they worked on huge Super-Constella-
tions, the queens of the piston-powered commercial leet of the early 1960s. 
I had learned how to be accepted in their midst. At ‘Pindi the mechanics 
were changing an engine on one of the DC-3s, and I asked what ailed it. he 
mechanic replied, “It sounded a bit rough, so we’re changing it. he aircrat 
we use on this run have specially rated engines for use in the demanding 
conditions of the Himalaya. We take great care of them.” I mentioned that 
I was hoping to ly to Gilgit on the ‘morrow; he nodded and we smiled wry 
smiles. We shared the need for care.

Our turn came in the early aternoon of the third day. A couple of other 
lights had already gone out, and we piled into an old DC-3. It was worn 
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from years of service, but it was spotless where it matters—not a sign of oil 

leaks from the engines. he consist was cargo up front, Balti passengers 

with great piles of stuf in the aisle in the middle, and some sheep and goats 

and chickens along with their minders in the at of the cabin. I took my seat 

just at of the wing on the starboard side and, considering the four-legged 

passengers and masses of loose luggage, hoped we would have a relatively 

smooth light.

he faithful Pratt & Whitney engines rumbled into life in a great puf of 

smoke—normal ater a few hours’ rest. We pivoted away and trundled out 

to the runway. It was great to be in an old Gooney Bird again. I’d not been in 

one since a few years earlier when I was with paratroopers from the Princess 

Patricia’s as they “went out the door” on an exercise in northern Alberta. 

Ater a careful run-up of the engines, we thundered down the runway and 

lited of. he noise was deafening. his aircrat was neither heated nor 

pressurized and carried very little insulation—all in consideration of the 

demanding conditions in which it operated. We turned north and climbed 

steadily at full power as we headed for Babusar pass at 14,000 feet and some 

120 miles away. Quickly, the cabin grew cold, and I snugged down into my 

heavy jeep coat. Soon the small rectangular windows were frosted over, and 

I could feel the irst efects of dwindling oxygen. I scraped the frost from the 

window with my thumbnail, and there, up ahead and of to the right, was the 

towering bulk of Naga Parbat shining brilliant white in the aternoon sun.

I had dreamed of seeing these mountains since I was a boy…and here 

I was looking at them, right up close! I could hardly believe it. We cleared 

Babusar pass with 2000 feet to spare, the pilot eased back on the throttles 

and I could almost hear the sigh of relief from the engines as we settled 

down into a long, easy powered descent following the Indus valley for the 

remaining 80 miles to Gilgit. As we passed by Nanga Parbat it felt like I could 

reach out and touch it; it was just awesome towering 11,000 feet above us.

As we descended into the Indus canyon I could look up deep side can-

yons that joined the Indus river under our belly. here was not a sign of 

greenery in them. Where they reached the Indus, they have steep outwash 

fans of glacial rubble. Occasionally, one of these fans would have faint signs 

of terraces and irrigation ditches, but there were no signs of villages or even 

trails on them. What harsh terrain and awful “soil” on which to try to grow 

anything! Just short of Gilgit, the Indus valley turns sharply to the right and 

we began a turn to the let. I was on tenterhooks waiting for what happens 

next. Suddenly the right wing went up as we entered a steep let turn and 
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crew on the long, long haul from Europe to the Far East. he only things 
that moved in the decrepit terminal were large, mangy, and very scrawny 
cats—troops of them hunting for any scrap of food they could ind and for 
the rats that scurried around doing the same thing. he in-transit waiting 
hall smelled of stale urine. Welcome to Pakistan!

Mid-morning, I boarded a PIA four-engine turbo-prop—a Vickers Vis-
count—for the hour-and-a-half light to Lahore, the Punjab provincial capital. 
I was intensely interested in the landscape sliding by ive miles below me. 
With my nose glued to the Viscount’s large elliptical windows we lew north 
over the Indus plains of Sind and Punjab. Of to the west, the great Indus 
River carrying water south from high in the Himalayas lowed the length of 
our light. he Indus was joined along the way by several large rivers lowing 
down from the northeast in India. he land below was criss-crossed with 
hundreds of irrigation canals, built during the British Raj nearly a century 
earlier, that made the Punjab “the breadbasket of India.” he patchwork of 
small verdant ields occasionally relected brief glints of water; they were a 
stark contrast to the barren, dun-coloured desert untouched by irrigation.

At the time of partition of India into India and Pakistan in 1947, the 
contentious issue of sharing trans-border waters was set aside for later res-
olution. It had been a contributing factor to a war over the Himalayan area 
of Kashmir which is the source of some of the rivers that feed the Punjab. 
Seventeen years later, in 1964, both parties had accepted the International 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development, better known as the World Bank, 
as an impartial institution for drawing up a plan for sharing these waters.

A consortium of ive internationally respected consulting irms was 
engaged by the World Bank to make the “Water and Power Survey of the Indus 
Basin” to form the basis of this plan. I fell into this group of consulting irms 
as one of the two hydrologists, the only Canadians, on a team of forty profes-
sionals from four nationalities. he consultants included a whole spectrum 
of disciplines—agriculture, soil science, geology, water resources, irrigation, 
electric power, civil infrastructure, and economic and social development.

Pakistan was a young country, only seventeen years old, when I arrived in 
the country. It was under the avuncular rule of General Ayub Khan. He was 
Pakistan’s irst military ruler who, a few years earlier, had been appointed the 
country’s President following an Army coup ater the politicians had made 
a terrible hash of things. he country was running smoothly and there was 
a palpable sense of hope and optimism.

Landing in Lahore, it was reassuring to see neatly mowed grass bordering 
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the runway and huge trees like I’d never seen before whizzed by. Our light 

turned of the runway and taxied to a small terminal building with the 

graceful proportions of Indian colonial architecture. I was met by the project’s 

Admin Oicer from Gibb and Partners, the lead irm in the consortium. 

He took me to the small hotel where I would stay with the rest of the team 

while awaiting our permanent accommodations. he team and their families 

occupied nearly half the rooms in the hotel. It was a wonderful way to get to 

know everyone right from the start. here were British, Americans and Dutch 

among them. It was a similar situation as we waited for oice space—the 

team was crammed into a mid-size villa while the project’s Pakistani and 

European administrators hunted for a place large enough to accommodate 

all of us. For the moment, desks were jammed together with several people 

sharing each of them.

I soon discovered the close quarters had a unique advantage. Practically 

all of us were sufering from “he Dreaded Lurgi” a.k.a. ”Delhi Belly” we’d 

picked up from the food and water at the hotel. It was a profound comfort 

to know that the loos were only a few steps away. Everyone took our malady 

in stride; being all in this together somehow comforted us. Of course, it was 

a great way to lose weight in a hurry, albeit not very pleasant. he tropical 

old timers assured me that ater a month or two I’d have a new lora in my 

gut and “everything will settle down.” Meanwhile, I longed for that day.

I met the man who was my boss, the Senior Hydrologist, Leo Brandon. 

He had already been there a month. An experienced hydrogeologist before 

that term even came into general use, Leo was on loan from a senior position 

with the Geological Survey of Canada, yet he never launted that credential. 

I liked him immediately.

Over time, I discovered that Leo was born in Dehra Dun in India, where 

his father was a senior oicer with the Ghurkhas in the Indian Army. Ater 

growing up in India and England, and obtaining a history degree at Oxford, 

he came to Canada as a young man. Like so many seeking wider horizons 

in Canada, he knocked around in the West for a while and discovered he 

had a penchant for geology. He returned to Imperial College London for a 

degree in that fascinating natural science then returned to Canada and joined 

the Geological Survey of Canada. He was promptly sent of on a geological 

expedition down the Mackenzie River to the Arctic Sea—by canoe! Ater 

that experience Leo was hooked on Canada and the North. From the very 

beginning, I sensed his love of the natural world, the people who live and 

work close to it, his humility and his rock-solid integrity. Leo also had a deep 
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understanding and appreciation of the ways of the Indian subcontinent, 
which he generously shared with me. He was a huge help. He soon became 
my mentor.

Leo and I discussed how we would divide the work of the two hydrologists. 
He had a far deeper knowledge and experience with hydrogeology, which was 
becoming critically important to the Punjab irrigation system and would be 
an integral part of the study. He suggested that he take responsibility for that 
and leave the surface water study to me. I readily agreed. “With you at my 
back,” I told him, “I can handle it.” We developed a happy relationship both 
professionally and socially. Looking back at the end of a forty-year career, I 
can easily say Leo Brandon was one of the inest men I worked with. How 
lucky to fall in with a boss like Leo right at the start of one’s career!

In June, the height of the pre-monsoon season when the temperature 
climbs into three digits and stays there, the humidity becomes sufocating 
and the barometer drops steadily. Just before the monsoon arrives with 
slashing rains and slightly lower temperatures, these conditions can result 
in a growing sense of depression among some people and was thought by 
the Punjabis to be the season when suicides peak. It was unbearably hot 
and humid. With the window air conditioner going full blast in my hotel 
room, I could get the temperature down to about eighty degrees at night, 
which felt quite cool. he outside of the window dripped with condensation. 
here was no air conditioning in the public rooms of the hotel or in our 
temporary oice space.

Soon, the company rented a large villa in Ghulberg, a pleasant residential 
neighbourhood in Lahore, to accommodate the whole team. It had room on 
its grounds for the leet of Land Rovers we required to move around Pakistan 
for our work. At the time, the three-dozen new vehicles we needed were 
not easily come by, and we waited several weeks while some were shipped 
out from England. During the wait the project’s Pakistani administrator, 
Colonel Abbas, a retired army oicer, lined up drivers for all the engineers 
and scientists who would be out in the ield. Eventually, there was such 
an array of vehicles there that other consultants in Lahore with whom we 
worked would tease us about our “Land Rover park.”

he grounds had several smaller buildings for stores, gardeners, gate-
keepers, and some of our Pakistani staf. Also on the grounds was a small 
cottage with a couple of small rooms and a loo. With a main room that could 
accommodate only two oice desks and some ile cabinets, the cottage was 
assigned to the two hydrologists as our oice space. Leo and I were delighted 
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there it was: a sheer rock face skimming by at what looked like a hundred 

feet from the wingtip! Just as suddenly the wall veered away, we crossed 

the Gilgit river, and the pilot put the plane down on the runway. Now that 

was impressive!

Gilgit was an oasis of green strung out along the Gilgit river in a narrow 

valley surrounded by Himalayan peaks. he landing strip lay along the back 

of the village, so Dean and I walked to the government rest house. here 

were only a few small CJ-5 Jeeps and some narrow Japanese trucks in the 

village. Any vehicles in these parts have either been packed over Babusar 

pass in pieces on mules or lown in, likewise in pieces, on the DC-3s, the 

workhorses of the Northern Areas. It was late in the aternoon so we went 

to check on arrangements for our transportation in the morning.

Before supper I wandered through the clean and tidy village. It was, 

ater all, the government center for the Northern Areas and it had a small 

footprint. Although it was a simple frontier place, Gilgit had hydropower 

and short-wave radio connection with the outside world and was obvi-

ously thriving. he shops were adequately stocked with basic necessities at 

astronomical prices, but the government subsidized the local economy. he 

people appeared healthy and happy; a pleasant surprise was there seemed to 

be no begging. I saw only one or two policemen, they were well turned out 

in clean white uniforms. From a passerby I asked directions to the moun-

taineers’ cemetery. It was a small, European-style cemetery in a well-kept 

glade of trees; simple headstones bear the names, dates and birthplaces of 

mountaineers who have lost their lives on nearby Himalayan peaks. Some 

of them were legendary, others I didn’t recognize. he earliest headstones 

were from the 1920s. I spent a few minutes standing there in awe of their 

memorable achievements.

Next morning we paid our respects to the local governor and married 

up with our Jeep drivers and Ahmed, a young local government oicial who 

would be our guide and interpreter. Our irst task was to look for places to 

gauge the low of the Indus river. hey irst took us just a few miles from 

Gilgit to where the Hunza and Gilgit rivers join the Indus. It was one of the 

few wide places with a loodplain. he loodplain was strewn with boulders, 

cobbles, gravel and sand; nothing grows on it because it is inundated and 

rearranged each year in early summer freshets.

Dean and I needed to ind a place where the Indus was conined between 

rock walls so that the gauging site would be stable, but before we moved 

on, our guide pointed out an amazingly long “galloping” suspension bridge 
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spanning the Hunza river about a mile upstream of its junction with the 
Indus. At the far end it goes directly into a tunnel hewn into a clif of con-
solidated material on the let bank! If we went to Hunza we would cross this 
bridge—one Jeep at a time. Not far of, Rakaposhi loomed above it.

We spent the rest of the day and the next slowly working our way down 
the Indus canyon looking for suitable gauging sites. I was struck with how the 
whole landscape here has been stood on end; the erosion was just staggering, 
it was on a geologic scale. he Himalayas are very young mountains, some 
are still growing a couple of centimetres a year, and everything looks as if it 
had been pushed up yesterday. Geologically speaking, it has. From climbing 
in the Rockies and Alps, I had grown used to the scale of mountains, but I 
was unprepared for this. While traveling along a wide valley terrace high 
above the Indus, I spied a large mountain soaring up in the distance and 
asked Ahmed if it could be Nanga Parbat. He replied that it was. I asked 
how far away it was; he said “About sixty miles.” I was stunned. From my 
experience in other mountain ranges I would have estimated it to be about 
thirty miles away!

Dean and I found two or three potential gauging sites our irst day. Like 
everything here, they would be diicult to access and would require really 
heavy-duty current measuring equipment; but such things exist. he local 
people were clearly capable of astonishing feats of aerial construction. We 
would recommend to WAPDA that they seriously consider establishing a 
gauging site up here. While walking in the gorge, in the silence I heard the 
faint drone of an approaching DC-3. As it grew closer, I searched the sky 
in the valley and then I spotted it—a little matchstick of an aircrat in the 
immense gorge! Fooled again by the scale of the topography here.

Back in Gilgit that evening, Ahmed suggested that we continue our explo-
ration down the Indus canyon to Chilas - a village at the end of the road south 
from Gilgit where goods from the outside were brought in by mule train over 
Babusar pass. We agreed that it was worthwhile looking as far aield as we 
could in the time we had there. Ahmed was delighted. he round trip from 
Gilgit would take three days—provided we didn’t get stranded on the far 
side of a rock fall. We felt we must take the risk; everybody else up here did.

Traveling in the Indus gorge and canyon by Jeep is an adventure in itself. 
In the gorge the trail is a narrow, single lane road that clings to the precipitous 
sides of the the gorge. If you meet a vehicle coming the other way, one or 
the other must back up to a place just wide enough for the two to squeeze 
by each other. he drivers know the road like the backs of their hands and 
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these ‘meets’ are promptly and graciously settled. Down closer to Chilas, in 

the canyon itself, the trail is nothing more than a gloriied mule pack-train 

path cut into near vertical clifs. here are no guardrails—or anything—to 

restrain a vehicle that has strayed a few inches too close to the edge. In some 

places it was no more than a notch cut into a clif face. In these places, riding 

in the passenger seat in an open Jeep, I could look down past my hip to the 

turbid waters of the Indus river roiling far below. Approaching Chilas, the 

trail crosses the Indus on another galloping aerial suspension bridge. Getting 

down to it required such tight switchbacks that even the Jeeps could not 

make the turns, so we got down by going alternately forwards and back-

wards. he drivers were every bit as good as my trusted Ghulam Nabbi. I 

was grateful they were.

Chilas was a pretty village, another green oasis like Gilgit but perched on 

a benchland high above the Indus. here were little brooks running through 

it from springs high up the mountainside behind it; there were even a couple 

of little plazas with fountains. Ahmed took care of some oicial business 

while Dean and I walked about in the village. It was a delightful place in 

a barren, craggy landscape. We didn’t tarry long because we wanted to be 

back before dark to a very small village where, on the way down, we had 

inquired about a place to stay overnight. We wanted to have the really hairy 

part of the drive behind us before dark. On the way back to the village late 

on a hot aternoon, the winds gusting down the gorge really picked up. We 

were blasted with sand and small pebbles that rattled down from the canyon 

walls above us. I was glad they weren’t any bigger than they were.

About sundown we arrived at the tiny village where we were to stay the 

night, and discovered that, although there was room for us to bed down 

in the empty one-room schoolhouse, there was no food to spare in the 

village. We could see the villagers were embarrassed to tell us this and we 

felt badly about their discomfort. We assured them we would still like to 

stay in their village. Ahmed took note of their needs, and we trooped of 

to the schoolhouse and spread out our bedrolls. Soon it was dark and we 

joked about what we were going to do about supper. hen, by the light of a 

single hurricane lantern and his lashlight, Dean rummaged around in his 

dufel and pulled out a box of soda crackers and a partly consumed bottle of 

Scotch! Dean asked Ahmed if he would mind if he and I had some Scotch 

with our “dinner.” Ahmed replied that he wouldn’t mind at all, in fact he 

would like to join us! he drivers courteously declined our ofer. In the light 

of a single coal-oil lamp the ive of us sat on our bedrolls and yarned as best 
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we could in three diferent languages, sharing the soda crackers and Scotch. 
It was a dinner I’ll never forget.

Several decades later, the Karakoram Highway was put through the Indus 
valley, gorges, canyons and all, from Islamabad all the way to the Chinese 
border. Supplies then could come in by truck - including materials for the 
schools that Greg Mortensen built in these remote parts of Pakistan. His 
books about this, hree Cups of Tea and Stones into Schools, give a fascinating 
account of life in these remote high mountain valleys

We had a day to spare before our scheduled departure, so we took a look 
at the Hunza valley. It was more open than the narrow canyon of the Gilgit 
river, with ields of barley and wheat, as well as apricot, apple and almond 
orchards on narrow terraces irrigated from ditches that bring water down 
from mountain torrents feeding the Hunza river. he terraces and ditches 
have been built and maintained by hand over centuries. Like the folk in 
Gilgit, the Balti people looked happy and healthy. So Marco Polo was right 
about their diet and health. Whether they live to 120 nobody knows, only 
the young people seemed to have any way of relating the year they were 
born. I returned to Gilgit smiling to myself that we had been almost all the 
way to the Chinese border.

he next morning dawned fair and we were prepared to leave on the 
next plane, but none arrived that day. Later we were told that the front of 
the Himalayas was socked in with heavy cloud and could stay that way for 
several days. Hurrah! We would have been happy to stay in this Shangri La 
for weeks! To make use of the extra time we asked Ahmed what needs the 
local people had in the way of water resources. He replied that they had 
enough water for most of their needs most of the time but what they’d really 
like to have were small run-of-river hydro plants to supply their villages 
with electricity.

Dean and I had been thinking the same thing, so we spent a couple of 
days looking at the prospects in villages up the Gilgit valley. he topography, 
stream lows and hydraulics at practically every village easily lent themselves 
to this. It was a no-brainer. With help from Pakistani engineers and con-
tractors, the villagers themselves had the skills to build and maintain the 
diversion works. he penstock piping could be brought in in lengths that it 
inside a DC-3, as could small Pelton turbines and generators. Together with 
the people in the valley, the engineers and contractors could easily enough 
igure out ways to get the stuf to the sites and with a bit of outside help they 
could easily build and maintain the works.
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We both wished we could stay in Pakistan to see these projects initiated 

and then be replicated elsewhere in these remote Karakoram valleys, but 

we were there to make long-range plans for our clients: the Government 

of Pakistan for Dean and the World Bank for me. We told Ahmed that we 

would each see to it that projects like this were strongly recommended in 

Pakistan’s Northern Areas development plans. hat was the best we could 

do while we were there.

While we waited for the weather window to open we also received a 

special treat: we discovered there was a buzkashi game scheduled in Gilgit 

that aternoon! he game was already underway when we reached the polo 

grounds. On a somewhat rectangular and not very large pitch surrounded 

by a low rock wall, a wild melee of riders on sturdy, agile ponies milled about 

a thick central knot of players. One of them hugged something ragged and 

bloody to his chest with one arm while he guided his horse with the other. 

Some players were trying to wrest the bloody thing from his grasp while 

others were trying to pull him of his horse. Still others, presumably on his 

team—although there seemed no distinction between the teams—were trying 

to protect and defend him. he melee surged back and forth while the man in 

possession of the “ball” tried valiantly to carry it across his opponents’ goal 

line. Sometimes, when the man with the ball was about to be unhorsed, he 

managed to shove it into the arms of a teammate riding shoulder to shoulder 

beside him. Of course, it was just as likely that an opponent wold recover 

the ball. here was a referee whose sole task was to do toss-ins, like in rugby, 

when the ball, which we could now see really was a goat’s head, fell to the 

ground. here appeared to be no other rules, the number of players on each 

side changed at random and most of the time there were more players on 

the pitch than it could accommodate for an open game.

Along the perimeter wall, the pitch was surrounded with wildly enthusias-

tic supporters shouting encouragement to their players. hey were supported 

by a rag-tag bunch of musicians beating drums and raucously playing cornets 

and screaming/whining woodwind instruments called zurnas common to 

Persia and Central Asia. Zurnas look and sound like a cross between a clarinet 

and oboe. Like bagpipes, they are best played out of doors. As the frenzy 

on the pitch waxed and waned so did the band’s playing. he players were 

incredibly good horsemen, and the horses were incredibly good players. 

he whole thing looked straight out of Genghis Khan’s time. It would have 

made a diference to us if we knew the teams and some of the players, but 

we didn’t; ater a while Dean and I drited back to the rest house. he next 
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aternoon we had a chance to view a regular polo match with a ball and polo 
mallets; it was much more civilized.

While watching the crowd at the buzkashi game, and in my visits to the 
villages, I occasionally noticed people who were fair skinned and had blue 
eyes. I asked Ahmed if, perhaps, they were related to the Greeks. Ahmed 
replied, “Oh yes. here are a few people here who are descendants of soldiers 
of Alexander the Great’s army who stayed behind when Alexander turned 
back from India about 300 BC.” I thought about how we were just a few 
passes and valleys away from a branch of the Silk Road and how we are all 
inter-related.

Mid-morning the next day we were told that an aircrat was on its way 
from Rawalpindi. In due course it landed at Gilgit—a four-engine Vickers 
Viscount! I was even further impressed with the skill of the PIA pilots. Appar-
ently there was such a backlog of passengers waiting to get back to Gilgit 
that PIA sent a Viscount instead of a DC-3! As I said good-bye to Ahmed, 
I wished we had more young men like him to work with in Lahore, but he 
was better of here among his own people where he could accomplish so 
much more for them.

Ater the passengers all trooped of, Dean and I boarded - and discovered 
we were the only passengers on the return light; we had the freedom of the 
plane! Being a pilot myself, I went up to the light deck and watched from 
there as we lew back down the Indus valley. Dean preferred to take pictures 
out the cabin windows. We lew much higher than the DC-3s, so it was not 
nearly as thrilling as the light in and it was a lot quicker. he plane dropped 
us of at Peshawar and from there we boarded a light back to Lahore. At 
the airport we hailed a taxi to take us to our homes. As we re-entered the 
teeming streets of Lahore, I was thrown into culture shock.
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CHaptEr Six

A War Came Along

T
 
he dispute over Kashmir had been simmering through the summer. 

We had heard of increasing incursions by both Pakistan and India into 

the other’s territory, but nobody in Lahore—Pakistani or expatriate—paid 

much attention. It was something that had been going on for years. In late 

August the incursions were suddenly ramped up, but outside of Kashmir 

nobody seemed to be concerned. Suddenly, on the irst day of September 

1965, India, under considerable military pressure in Kashmir, opened a 

front along the Punjab border. his precipitated huge tank battles, the largest 

since World War II, and aerial raids by each country’s air force. his caught 

everyone by surprise—Lahore is only iteen miles from the border with India!

Early that September morning I was awakened by distant, deep “whumps” 

almost too low-pitched to hear. I noticed that my east-facing bedroom win-

dows quivered almost imperceptibly with each whump. I went outside in 

my pyjamas and listened and heard the unmistakable sound, familiar from 

my experience on NATO exercises in Germany, of heavy artillery in the 

distance. None of my housemates were awake so I went back to bed; they’d 

hear it when they got up. At breakfast they asked, “What’s that sound we 

hear of to the east?”

I replied, “It’s heavy artillery of the Indian army—the balloon has gone up!”

We went of to work as usual, and at the oice villa we were called together 

and informed of what most of us had already igured out. We were told to 

secure our desks, go home and pack a bag with what we’d need for a sudden 

move inland away from the front and to await further instructions. It was all 

rather rushed, and I was uneasy about its haste. Where, I wondered, would 

a huge exodus of expatriates from any number of nationalities ind places 

to eat and sleep? I didn’t like the prospect of being a refugee.

Also, I didn’t want to lee and leave our Pakistani colleagues and friends 

alone to fend for themselves with no one from the international community 

around. We came here to help them and they were staying here to serve with 

us on the Project. I also knew that I was the only member of the team with 

recent Regular Force service in a Commonwealth army; moreover, I was 

single. Someone would be needed to stay behind to look ater our Pakistani 
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staf and oices and keep an eye on our houses. I thought I would like to be 
that man. So I went to see our Project Manager and ofer my services. We 
had a brief discussion and he agreed with me; I would stay behind “for at 
least a while.” I was delighted. he expats would be gone; the power demand 
of all their air conditioners would be of the grid. here was lots of food 
and drink in the go-down, and our villa had a large, deep, concrete-lined 
well cistern with steel rungs set into it and a dry concrete loor twenty feet 
down. It had a concrete top with a steel hatch. If the Indians started lobbing 
artillery rounds into the neighbourhood I would just go down the well with 
a book, a lashlight and a case of beer. Unless they dropped one right down 
the well, I’d be all right. I’d just wait it out.

We went home and my comrades started packing up. Ater lunch, while 
they were packing, I went to my room for a snooze. During the aternoon 
there was a big dogight in the skies over Lahore as Pakistani Air Force F-86 
Sabre jets took on Indian Air Force MiG-15s. My comrades told me it was 
just thrilling to watch, I slept right through it! “Why on earth didn’t you 
come and tell me!?” I protested.

hey replied, “Well, you were sleeping peacefully. We didn’t want to 
wake you.”

Damn! I would have liked to watch that!
Over the next two days my colleagues and their families and practically 

all the other expatriates in Lahore let in long convoys in their own vehi-
cles. I saw our people of from the oice gathering point. hey knew only 
that they were going inland away from the front—where exactly, they did 
not know. I wished they could stay behind, but of course they couldn’t; if 
things suddenly worsened it would be very diicult to get everyone out in 
a last-minute dash to safety.

Over the next few days I got things into a settled routine of visiting our 
Pakistani staf, especially the large number in our oices. I encouraged them 
to stay with their families even if they lived out of town. Same thing with the 
household staf, who said, “No, no, Meester Beel, Sah’b! We must stay here 
with you!” So I persuaded them to take it in rotation, leaving just one person 
at work at a time. hey readily agreed to this, “Tiga, Sah’b. hat is our duty!”

Each day the front came closer. he Pakistani army, greatly outnumbered, 
put up ierce resistance, giving ground yard by yard. he sounds of artillery 
and tank battles were getting close to Lahore’s eastern outskirts—the side I 
lived on, close to the airport. here were stirring tales of lightly armed Frontier 
Rangers holding the line to the last man. I thought of Abdullah, a major in 
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the Rangers, who had given me a Frontier Rangers loppy hat. I wondered 

whether I would see him again. At night, Indian Air Force Canberra bombers 

cruised low overhead. hey made a strange moaning/sighing sound as they 

approached the airport but dropped their bombs harmlessly beyond it. I 

wondered whether the pilots’ hearts weren’t in it. I hoped that was the case.

Suddenly, late one night, there was small arms ire up and down our street 

in the Cantonment. On my hands and knees, staying in the shelter of the 

high brick walls that surrounded the villa, I crawled outside the back of the 

house and lay lat on my stomach while I tried to record the sounds of the 

skirmish. hen I heard a “t’sishhhh” behind me and realized a stray round 

had hit our hot water tank. “Damn!” I thought, “But hot water isn’t all that 

important just now—besides, perhaps I can patch it in the morning.” I went 

back inside the house and listened as I tried to igure out what was going 

on outside. here seemed to be no pattern to it, and in a short while it just 

petered out, so I went back to bed. In the morning it appeared nothing had 

changed. here were no Indian or Pakistani soldiers in sight. I igured that 

probably two Pakistani patrols encountered each other in the darkness of 

the night and it took a little while to sort it out. Oten happens.

here were a few diplomatic and other essential personnel of several 

nationalities let in the city; I kept in touch with the British Consulate in 

Lahore. Before the week was out, I received a “chitty” requesting my presence 

at a meeting of all of us stay-behinds. I knew what this meant—it was time 

for all of us to leave. he Indian forces were on the outskirts of the city but 

seemed to have slowed or even stopped their advance. hey probably did not 

want to precipitate the horrors of house-to-house ighting in a teeming city. 

Before the meeting got under way I was taken aside, told what was coming, 

and asked if I would be willing to lead a convoy to Rawalpindi where most 

of the foreign refugees from Lahore had gone. I readily agreed.

We were given instructions to be present with our vehicles and prepared 

to drive to Rawalpindi the next morning. All the remaining foreigners were 

present at the meeting. I simply told them to expect a long, hot drive to ‘Pindi 

and to bring a picnic lunch to eat along the way. hey were to be here by 

8:30 a.m. and would be organized into a convoy prior to departure at 10:00 

a.m. Ater the meeting, I discussed the situation with a British diplomat 

who had come down from Rawalpindi. I found out that the original exodus 

went on a roundabout journey, mostly on unpaved roads, via Sarghoda, 

where there was a major Pakistani Air Force base. hey only got as far as 

Sarghoda the irst day and went on to ‘Pindi the next. he hotels in ‘Pindi 
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were chock-a-block full, but there was nowhere else to accommodate people. 
I told the diplomat that the route via Sarghoda was awful—slow and hot and 
dusty and, moreover, it went right by a key target of the Indian Air Force.

Although the front was probably close to the Grand Trunk Road in places, 
I said to him that I thought it was a better route, especially since it appeared 
that the Indians were pausing in their advance. I knew the G.T. Road very 
well. It was direct and an easy ive-hour drive with a convoy, and it was as 
safe or safer than any other route. hat was the way I wanted to take the 
convoy. It turned out the diplomat had come down the G.T. Road the day 
before and he readily agreed.

I learned that there were about sixty persons to go in the convoy. With 
four to six persons per vehicle, that made ten to iteen vehicles—easily 
manageable. I went home and told our cook, Ghani, what I was doing and 
that I expected to be back in a week or so. hen I packed a bag for what I 
hoped would be a short stay in ‘Pindi. I roughed out the make-up of the 
convoy—two to four packets of four or ive vehicles—and made some notes 
of how I would brief the drivers on maintaining convoy discipline. About half 
way along there was a lovely spot just of the highway, among large trees and 
next to the Chenab river where Knobby and I had oten stopped for a break 
in our journeys along the G.T. Road. We would stop there for a picnic lunch.

he next morning everyone who was going on the convoy was at the 
rendezvous soon ater 8:30. Carefully, the organizers checked of everyone 
on our list; there were ity-six people and eleven vehicles in a mix of six or 
eight passenger Land Rovers and ive-place sedans. We had no radios; we 
were not allowed to use them anyway. Ater some shuling of passengers 
among the vehicles, I told the drivers to organize their vehicles into two 
packets of ive or six vehicles. hat would be easily manageable on the road.

I called the drivers together and briefed them on the critical importance 
of maintaining a steady speed and spacing and making adjustments slowly. 
“I don’t want you getting into ‘accordioning.’ It’s hell for whoever is tail-end 
Charlie,” I told them. “If there’s any trouble, pull over well of the road but 
remain well spaced out. Don’t ever bunch up. I’ll be watching in the mirror 
and we’ll take care of it from there. Part way along there’s a nice place to get 
of the highway and under some trees next to the Chenab river. If I feel it’s 
safe we’ll have a picnic lunch there. Any questions? Good! Now let’s mount 
up and get on our way. We’re going to have a nice leisurely drive to ‘Pindi.”

he drive out of Lahore was easy; the city streets were pretty much 
deserted. On the G.T. Road it was much the same and there weren’t any 
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checkpoints. No surprise, really—the Pakistani Army wasn’t worried about 

their own people; besides every last soldier was needed at the front. At irst 

I rolled along at about thirty mph; that made it easier for the drivers to get 

the hang of it. Soon I slowly pushed it up to forty and then to forty-ive, but 

no faster. All the vehicles were holding place well. Hurrah! We met only 

occasional small groups of military vehicles and they paid no attention; that 

was nice, too. We reached our lunch stop, I pulled of into the large glade of 

trees, everyone followed, and I directed the drivers to scatter their vehicles 

among the trees before gathering for our picnic. We sat on picnic blankets 

on sot sand in the shade of great cottonwood trees as the Chenab river slid 

silently by. Birds were calling back and forth while we, the last holdouts, 

led two great armies that were locked in battle just a few miles away. But 

we didn’t think of it as leeing; we were traveling to Rawalpindi to await the 

time when we could return. Like the river lowing before us, our lives would 

continue to follow their courses.

Over lunch some remarked that they never dreamed the trip could be 

as pleasant as this. I replied, “Well, when I was in the Canadian Army on 

NATO manoeuvres in Germany, going for days on end in the rain and cold 

with little or no sleep, we had a saying for when we were able to grab a 

few winks in the shelter of a truck: You know what? Any damn fool can be 

uncomfortable!” hat brought smiles; there was almost a festive air to our 

picnic. Ater lunch we went on our way to ‘Pindi, reaching the city about 

mid-aternoon. We were assigned to various hotels and inns, and there were 

even taxis waiting to take us to our accommodations.

I was directed to one of the hotels where some of our Indus Basin team 

was staying and bunked down on the loor in a room with two of my single 

colleagues. he place was overlowing with guests and it was pretty chaotic, 

but the hotel staf was doing their best to make us comfortable. We were 

not allowed out of town and were discouraged from walking far from our 

hotel. he only amusement was to go to the bar and watch the crush of war 

correspondents from around the world that seemed to spend most of their 

time there. hey swapped stories about what they’d seen or heard that day. he 

tales became more and more vivid. We wondered which stories would make 

it into their pool report that day. Some of us made a game of quizzing them.

Speaking with one of them late one evening, I asked, “Did you get out 

of town today?”

“Oh yes, I did.” he replied.

“Where did you go?”
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“Oh, I got down to the front!”
“Oh, where?”
“ I was near a village northeast of Gujarat.”
“And what did you see?”
“I saw an ammunition train blow up!”
“Really! How far away was it?”
“Oh, a couple hundred yards!”
“Really!”
Silly ass! here wasn’t a railway line northeast of Gujarat, and if he’d 

been that close to that explosion he’d not be in a hotel this evening. Most 
of the war correspondents seemed to be much like ambulance chasers. he 
only real professionals at the hotel were the crew from CBS News. I quickly 
learned to believe very little of war news unless I know the source myself.

In a week or so the two sides had agreed a ceaseire and I was granted 
permission to return to Lahore—“But remember, Bill, if the ceaseire is 
broken we want you back here pronto!”

I returned alone. hings weren’t yet settled enough to allow everyone 
back. It was really quiet in Lahore; I went to the oice and got lots of writing 
done, there were no interruptions. But ater a couple of days a sudden fever 
hit me. I felt really weak. Dysentery set in, but my ‘grout pills’ did no good 
and my temperature started going up and down like a yo-yo. I ached all over 
and had a splitting headache. In the next few days my temp was pushing 
104 followed by shivering chills. hen my fever just levelled at 104. I had 
spells of delirium, and ater a couple of days, light really hurt my eyes. I had 
never experienced anything like this before, but I didn’t think it was malaria; 
I hadn’t had it, although I was the only one in my family who hadn’t.

Dr. Seltzer, Lahore’s only western GP, let with everybody else and there 
was no other doctor in town. So I lay on my bed in my darkened bedroom. 
Ghani, our faithful cook, brought wet towels that he twirled around in the air 
before placing their coolness on my head and chest. Sometimes I thought I 
was going to die and wished I could, but then I told myself, “No! You’re not 
going to die; you’re going to live! You’re just going to tough it out!” Ghani 
checked on me frequently, plied me with water and chicken soup, and brought 
fresh towels. Ater a few days the fever relented and I began to recover. Still, 
I had lost a lot of weight and I was very weak. Bright light still hurt my eyes, 
so I stayed resting indoors as the faithful Ghani looked ater me.

About a week later I heard on the BBC World Service—everybody in the 
hird World listens to the BBC, especially in times of turmoil—that peace 
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talks between India and Pakistan were to begin shortly in Tashkent. A few 

days later my colleagues began returning from Rawalpindi, but the families 

of many of them, especially those with children, chose to return to their 

homes in Europe or America.

In the meantime I had developed boils, something entirely new to me. 

Large and very painful, they were in my armpits. I moved around with 

my forearms dangling from my extended upper arms—like a scarecrow. 

Returning colleagues asked what was wrong; it was a bit embarrassing to 

try to explain when I didn’t know what caused it. he American doctors at 

the Presbyterian hospital in Lahore were among the irst to come back, and 

when I learned that they had returned, I buzzed on over.

While he prepared to lance the boils and begin draining my armpits, the 

doctor asked what symptoms I had experienced recently and I told him. He 

replied, “Well, it appears you’ve had typhus. You probably got a bite from 

an infected lea at that hotel in ‘Pindi. Boils are a common side efect; your 

lymph system gets overwhelmed with the cascade of bacterial infection and 

it can’t cope. It’s a good thing you’ve got a strong constitution. I’m putting 

you on antibiotics and we’ll have ‘em drained in a week or so. I want you to 

come in every day so we can change the dressings.” I thought, “In a few days 

I won’t be going around looking like a scarecrow. Hurrah! ‘Beat that one!”

Back at the “Land Rover Park” all the team was back at work, although 

our freedom to travel in the country was much curtailed by the emergency 

regulations that were put into efect when full-scale war broke out. hey 

would remain in efect far beyond our planned departure at the end of the 

year. his presented no big problem because practically all our ieldwork 

was complete. If we needed additional information we could get it from 

government oicials who now knew and trusted us, or they could send it to 

us later when we were back at home oices in Europe or America inalizing 

the report.

he report was going to be big. Leo and I worked away on what would 

become the hydrology sections of the report. Leo had made sense of the 

groundwater resource and very complex and expensive projects to reclaim 

large areas of prime agricultural land that had gone out of production through 

salinity build-up. hey were being treated through Salinity Control and 

Reclamation Projects (called SCARPs) just getting underway. he projects 

involved drilling hundreds of large diameter wells to pull the water table down 

from the surface in the waterlogged areas while leaching out the salinity and, 

later, to provide water for irrigation. he well pumps required large amounts 
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of electricity and additions to the electric grid to serve them; their imple-
mentation and use depended on the planned large dam and electric power 
generation and distribution projects. Mangla dam was nearing completion 
and Tarbela dam had been approved by the World Bank. Pakistan’s heart was 
set on these projects and the Western lenders to the Bank didn’t want to see 
a repeat of the High Aswan Dam iasco in Egypt. Optimizing the release of 
water from the new dams to generate electricity, provide irrigation water, 
power the SCARPs and industry, and maintain a reserve for lood control or 
drought became very complex; everything was interrelated. Leo made some 
crucial discoveries about the groundwater-surface water interrelations that 
showed the system could be made more eicient and less costly.

Apart from ways in which Pakistan could make better use of the data they 
had or where to ill critical gaps in what information they were gathering, I 
was able to demonstrate hitherto unknown statistical relationships between 
the magnitudes and probabilities of annual and extreme lows among the 
Indus and its four large tributary rivers. his made for signiicant reductions 
in the size, and thus the cost, of link canals that had been planned to transfer 
water from one river to the next within the Punjab “bread basket” while at 
the same time making them, and thus the irrigation system, more lexible 
to operate.

In the other disciplines, similar scales of indings had been made and were 
being factored into the report. he economists discovered that their best and 
most eicient cropping pattern model very closely replicated what the Punjabi 
peasant farmers were already doing! Rather than being an embarrassment, 
this showed that the team had done its homework well—and that peasant 
farmers are a lot brighter than many people think.

One thing that did go by the boards, though, was a trek that a colleague 
John Clark and I were planning to make. We had planned to ly to Chitral, 
in the northwest corner of Pakistan, and then follow an ancient trade route 
over some high passes to Gilgit. It’s an area visited by few Europeans, and 
it was a disappointment that we wouldn’t get to make the trip. But a war 
came along.

As my professional work moved forward, I was also working on an auda-
cious plan to get home for Christmas by a rather unconventional means. It 
would prove to be an interesting adventure.
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CHaptEr SEvEn

Adventures with Charlie Zulu

Flying Lessons

T
 
he adventure with Charlie Zulu had its origins in my youth when I 

irst learned to ly light aircrat. Jay Kurtz and I, young subalterns on 

the instructing staf of the Royal Canadian School of Military Engineering 

near Chilliwack, British Columbia, thought it would be great fun to join the 

Army’s elite ixed-wing Air Reconnaissance Wing. So we passed the air force 

medicals, and we got the OK from the School to ask Army Headquarters in 

Ottawa for permission to apply. To our astonishment, the answer came back 

from the Directorate of Personnel saying, “We consider engineer oicers 

far too valuable to allow them to spend their time doing silly-bugger things 

like lying around in light aircrat. he answer is No!” So not to be deterred, 

Jay and I joined the lying club in Chilliwack and began learning to ly Fleet 

Canucks of a small grass strip ringed by mountains near the head of British 

Columbia’s Frazer Valley. Before we were very far into our light training 

we were both posted away from the School—Jay to the United Nations 

Emergency Force (UNEF) keeping the peace between Israelis and Egyptians 

in Gaza and the Sinai peninsula, and I to the headquarters staf of Canada’s 

NATO Infantry Brigade Group in Germany at the height of the Cold War.

Ater leaving the Regular Force and while going to graduate school at the 

University of Saskatchewan at Saskatoon on the Canadian prairies, I decided 

to inish light training at Mitchison’s Flight School located at Saskatoon 

Airport in a huge old hangar let over from WW II. Over a full cycle of the 

seasons learning to ly in all kinds of weather, I spent many happy hours 

lying over the featureless vastness of the prairies and the even emptier 

northern bush.

At the school I was very fortunate to be taught by a superb bush pilot, 

Lowell Christensen. Lowell had earned his pilot’s license in the North when 

he turned sixteen; he did not get a driver’s license until he came “South” 

some years later. Lowell was the archetype of a northern bush pilot: tall and 

lean, laconic to the point of silence, patient and easy-going, and with superb 
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standards of airmanship which his vocation demanded as he lew in all kinds 
of weather over northern Saskatchewan and into the Northwest Territories. 
In the 1960s there were few navigation aids in those parts, so bush piloting 
was by following the shapes of the lakes and the lay of featureless bush below 
and the age-old art of dead reckoning. Lowell would chuckle over veteran 
US airline pilots’ “white knuckles” when he skimmed the treetops, hopping 
lake-to-lake in bad weather as he ferried them to hunting or ishing lodges 
in the North. It seemed a shame to me that a pilot with such skill and utter 
dependability was limited to bush lying.

Because I had soloed in British Columbia, but started lessons over again 
in Saskatchewan, I was ready for my light test before I had completed the 
required minimum hours of “dual time”—the light time while under instruc-
tion from a certiied lying instructor. So Lowell used these unspent “dual” 
hours to teach me skills that are not part of the curriculum, such as how to 
safely ly low, that is, low enough that you have to come up to clear fences, 
telephone lines and small copses of trees on the prairies.

“Now Bill,” he would say, “Remember, this is one place where your 
Granny’s advice to ‘ly low and slow’ is right!” He also taught me how to 
do “wing-overs,” otherwise known as “hammerhead stalls”, where you turn 
the aircrat over and around in little more than its own length: “In case you 
should ever be stupid enough to ly up a box canyon in the mountains.” 
Lowell taught me other useful manoeuvres to which I was sworn to secrecy. 
“Now, for Pete’s sake, Bill,” he’d warn me, “Don’t tell Mitch that we’re doing 
this!” Years later, ater I began lying in the United States, more than one 
check-ride instructor asked me, “Where did you learn to ly?” and I would 
answer, “In Canada.” he hushed reply would be, “It shows.”

Ater attaining my Canadian pilot’s license, my Commanding Oicer in 
the Engineer Reserve Squadron in Saskatoon, Bert Balcaen, who owned a 
small four-place Piper Pacer “tail-dragger” bush plane, said, “Well, Wild Bill, 
now that you’ve got a license to learn, how about learning to ly my Pacer?” 
Piper Pacers were renowned for their excellent lying qualities in the air 
but were notorious for their squirrelly behaviour on take-of and landing. 
Bert’s friend Bruce Pultz, who had taught Bert how to ly his Pacer, ofered 
to teach me how to handle a Pacer. Later I would buy a small share in Bert’s 
plane; we joked that my share was enough for the propeller and the skis we 
used in the wintertime, but that was quite enough for Bert.

Bruce was a former RCAF all-weather interceptor pilot who walked slowly 
with the aid of two canes and braces on his legs. While on a mission in the 
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RCAF, Bruce had broken his back bailing out of a CF-100 jet interceptor 

when he had a lameout in both engines over northern Labrador. His doctors 

told him he would not walk again, but with the help of his wife, who nursed 

him back to health, and his own sheer grit and delight in life, Bruce now 

ran his own advanced light training school in Saskatoon. Once in the let 

seat of an airplane he could ly the pants of anyone. He later went on to 

be a long-time member of Canada’s Air Transport Safety Board in Ottawa. 

Bruce, Bert and I, singly and sometimes together, made many lights over the 

prairies, through the Rockies, and into the North in all seasons before Bert’s 

untimely death and my graduation from the University of Saskatchewan in 

the summer of 1964.

Some time ater leaving Saskatoon, I was delighted to hear from Bruce 

that Lowell had joined Air Canada. Lowell went on to become a highly 

regarded and much beloved senior captain in the airline. Years later when I 

was traveling a lot for my work and would occasionally board an Air Canada 

light, I would ask the “lobby hostess” as I stepped aboard, “Might Captain 

Christensen be on the light deck today?” Practically all the crews that lew 

out of Toronto knew him and would reply, “Oh, I know him. A great guy, 

but I’m sorry, he’s not on this light today.”

hen one day, as I waited in San Francisco International Airport to board 

an Air Canada light to Calgary, I looked out the big plate-glass windows 

straight into the cockpit, and there in the pilot’s seat was a man who looked 

very much like Lowell! Somehow, I forgot to ask ater him as I boarded, but 

as we taxied out the stewardess welcomed us aboard “on behalf of Capt. 

Christensen and his crew.” So it was Lowell I’d seen! I pushed my call button 

and in a few moments a stewardess came over.

“Could that be Capt. Lowell Christensen?” I asked.

“Yes, it is!” she replied.

“Would you tell Capt. Christensen that an old student of his, Bill Ellis, 

is on board? And just wait and see what he says?”

he hostess smiled and said, “Yes, of course!” In a few minutes she came 

back with a big smile on her face.

“And what did he say?”

“Just…Well I’ll be!!! ” Still the old Lowell—a man of very few words. “And 

Capt. Christensen asked if you would like to come up and spend the light 

in the jump-seat.” Of course I said, “Yes, I’d love to!” hat was in the days 

when aircrew did not have to keep the cockpit door locked and this sort of 

“family” behaviour was quite acceptable.
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We had a lovely light on a bright winter aternoon with patches of pufy 
clouds far below us as we lew north over the Cascades and Rockies and 
let down through the clouds south of Calgary, breaking out perfectly lined 
up with the runway some twelve miles ahead. he best part was to see the 
respect, reverence almost, that the much younger co-pilot and light engineer 
had for their captain. We said our au revoirs on the light deck, and Lowell 
added, “Now be sure to look for my daughter, Pam, who works for Canadian 
Paciic Airlines in Calgary when you check in for your light to Vancouver 
tomorrow!” And sure enough, Pam handled my check-in the next day; we 
even had time for a short visit. So a family connection was re-made.

• • • • •

The Lahore Flying Club

While I was in Lahore I joined the Lahore Flying Club, and on the strength 
of my Canadian license and a couple of check-rides, obtained my Pakistani 
pilot’s license.

he lying club was the sole occupant of the Old Lahore airport, a dusty 
WW II airield a few miles southwest of the much newer Lahore International 
Airport. “Old Lahore,” as it was afectionately known to the club members, 
was still back in the 1940s. It had a small white-washed clubhouse with 
corrugated tin roof, a well-tended lawn edged with rows of marigolds and 
daisies in big clay pots, and comfortable garden chairs looking out on the 
tarmac where three Cessnas and an old Tiger Moth sat waiting for members 
to take for a spin.

As at any lying club, there were always some members sitting in the 
garden chairs or on a bench outside the hangar—“hangar lying” as all pilots, 
young and old, are wont to do—watching club members taxiing in and 
out and doing “touch-and-goes” to keep their landing and take-of skills 
sharp. Whenever a plane was ready to be started, the pilot would wait for a 
ground crew wallah in white coveralls to wheel over a giant ire extinguisher 
with its huge nozzle at the ready and await the signal to “Start your engine, 
Sahib!” Only ater this little ritual could you taxi away while the giant ire 
extinguisher was wheeled away. I oten wondered, in the unlikely event that 
the extinguisher was ever needed, whether it would actually work!

I had been lying a Cessna 172 out of the Lahore club for some time before 
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I noticed a brand-new Cessna 185 single-engine bush plane in a back corner 

of the club’s rusty corrugated steel hangar that housed the mechanic’s shop. 

he Cessna—better known as “a lying pickup truck”—sat forlornly with 

a couple of clapped-out vintage airplanes. Covered with the ine dust that 

settles out of the Punjab sky, OY-DCZ or “Charlie Zulu” showed the classic 

signs of a serious ground-loop (where a plane does cart-wheels down the 

runway). Its let wing, landing gear, and tail stabilizer were badly damaged.

I looked through its windows into a pristine interior and could see that 

it had only 55 hours on its engine—enough for barely more than a ferry 

light from Denmark where the plane’s registration letters, OY-DCZ, told 

me it was from. Typical of bush planes of the time, its instrument panel 

was very “basic” having the necessary engine instruments and basic light 

instruments—airspeed, turn-and-bank, gyro horizon, altimeter, rate of 

climb—a magnetic compass and a gyrocompass. It also had a single VHF 

“nav-com” set that provided the standard basic communications band and 

a single VOR navigation signal receiver, both of which had a maximum 

range of about seventy-ive miles. here was an audio speaker behind the 

headliner between the front seats. his arrangement was standard for most 

bush planes that operated over empty bush terrain where there were no 

ground communication or navigation stations. It was the kind of lying and 

limited panel I was used to.

You may ask, “But what about headsets? Like those pale green things with 

a boom mike you see on TV?” he answer is they had not been invented 

yet. Some airline pilots were using earphones because they were useful in 

the hushed quiet of the slipstream on the light deck, but the rest of us just 

had our bare ears. Learning to hear and understand the garbled squeaks and 

squawks of the radio through the din in a light aircrat cockpit was one of 

the hardest skills to master in learning to ly in busy airspace. he roar in a 

powerful but spartan bush plane was deafening, but you learned to master 

that, too. And it was always nice to get away from civilization and just “turn 

the radio of and go lying.”

Decades later, when I had my own Maule M-5 bush plane (which was 

even noisier than a Cessna 185 but had even better performance), I had a 

pair of David Clark noise-cancelling headphones—those very efective pale 

green things with a boom mike—installed in my airplane. hat was heaven. 

I could easily hear all the “traic” and talk to my co-pilot sitting next to me 

and he could converse with me. Otherwise it was, “Listen hard and don’t 

attempt to talk to anyone, but if you must—shout in his ear!”
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I was puzzled about Charlie Zulu. With its tall undercarriage that pro-
vided ground clearance for its big horse of a propeller, it was bigger than 
any other crat at the club. What was a brand new Cessna 185 doing sitting 
for months in the Lahore Flying Club’s dusty old World War II hangar? I 
asked the club’s lying instructor, Flight Lieutenant Saieed Khan who was 
assigned to the club from the Pakistan Air Force. He had become a friend 
while giving me my check-rides, “How is it that this brand new bush plane 
came to be here? And how did it get so damaged?”

“Well,” Saieed replied, “the plane was being delivered from Denmark 
for Christiani and Nielsen.” C&N was a large Danish heavy-construction 
company that was setting up to build huge link canals between the Punjab 
rivers in Pakistan. “It was ferried out by the son of the Danish Cessna dealer 
and accompanied by a Pakistani commercial pilot. hey had an uneventful 
trip, with the Pakistani pilot coaching the much less experienced son of the 
owner, until they reached Lahore. hey had been delayed in Karachi and it 
was ater dark when they arrived. he young pilot was inexperienced with 
night landings and, as you may have noticed, the plane does not have dual 
controls. In the dark, the young pilot lared his landing too soon, stalled out, 
and lopped onto the runway. In the ensuing ground loop no one was hurt 
but, as you can see, the aircrat was pretty badly dinged up. C&N told the 
dealer in Denmark, ‘Send us one that works!’ And Charlie Zulu was let here 
in the club’s hangar. he dealer in Denmark is going to send out the parts 
for us to repair it and, they hope, ind a buyer here in Pakistan.”

Over the next year, I took the lying club’s Cessna 172 on jaunts to Rawal-
pindi and Peshawar, to visit the huge dams being constructed on the Jhelum 
river at Mangla and the Indus at Tarbela, and to ly down the Indus plains to 
Multan and Hyderabad. From time to time, when I visited the club, I would 
check on Charlie Zulu. In due course a new let wing, stabilizer, main wheel 
and axle arrived from Denmark, and slowly Ahmed, the club A&E mechanic, 
put the plane back together. hen it just sat there, with its shiny new paint 
job once again becoming dun-coloured in the Punjabi dust. It had been 
repaired in hopes of inding a Pakistani buyer and the CFI’s brother-in-law 
was enlisted to ind one; but to no avail. So Charlie Zulu sat there for many 
months—repaired, but not light-tested, and without a buyer.

• • • • •
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An Audacious Plan and A Chance for Adventure

I had long recognized that the only Pakistanis with enough money to buy a 

private plane would not be interested in some spartan, noisy, single-engine 

bush plane. More than likely, they would have the money to buy a plush 

twin. In six months my tour in Pakistan would be completed, and I would 

be returning to Europe for several months to work on the inal report. I saw 

the chance for some adventure: Why not ly Charlie Zulu back to Europe? 

Although I was not a commercial pilot and had only about 300 hours solo 

time in Canada, my experience had been varied and I felt I had been taught 

by the best with both Lowell and Bruce. hey’d been strict; neither of them 

ever allowed me to land ater a irst “bounce.” You did it right the irst time 

or you went around again! I took quiet satisfaction in a remark made by a 

“hangar lier” at the Lahore club one day: “We love to watch you land, Bill. You 

lare so smoothly and touch down so gently.” I knew I had been well taught.

As a newly-minted pilot in Canada, I had longed to ly a Cessna 185, 

of which it was said, “It takes hair on your chest to ly one of those!” I was 

uncertain whether I had the skill to ly it and navigate alone over all the 

mountains, deserts and seas that lay between Pakistan and Denmark. So I 

wrote my lying friend and mentor, Bruce Pultz, at his lying school in Sas-

katoon and asked him, “What do you think, Bruce? Am I crazy to attempt 

this? Or do you think I can do it?”

Bruce replied, “Bill, you have the skills to handle the aircrat and navigate 

on your own over long, empty distances. Plan it thoroughly, and at every stop 

ask the locals about conditions ahead. Along the way, get all the local info 

you can and factor that into your light planning. hen you’ll do all right.”

So I telexed the owners in Copenhagen saying, “You don’t have a prayer 

of selling your Cessna 185 aircrat in Pakistan, but if you’ll pay my expenses 

I’ll deliver the plane back to you at the end of the year.” here was no reply 

to this or to my follow-up telexes.

hen an interesting thing happened. Early one clear September morning 

in the autumn of 1965, India and Pakistan once again went to war over the 

disputed territory of Kashmir! In the days that followed, I stayed behind in 

Lahore. Ater a few desultory days of heat punctuated by sporadic nighttime 

ground and air attacks, I went over to the lying club to see how things were 

there. All the aircrat, including Charlie Zulu, had been lown to an airield 

well inland and away from the front. I stayed behind in Lahore for the few 

weeks before a cease-ire was negotiated and UN Truce Supervisory Observer 
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(UNTSO) teams were brought in and my colleagues from the Indus Basin 
Survey came back from Rawalpindi. I was delighted to discover some old 
friends from the Canadian Army and the RCAF among the UNTSO mission in 
Lahore. We swapped stories about the intervening years and the happenings 
in Lahore before they had arrived. A while later communications with the 
outside world were restored, and I received a frantic telex from Commertas, 
Charlie Zulu’s owners in Denmark. hey asked if their Cessna 185 was still 
in one piece and would I bring it home for them? Well, well, well.

Now it turned out that the airield at Sarghoda, where the club aircrat 
had been taken for safety, was bombed during the war. In one of those raids, 
the port side of Charlie Zulu got a bit warped by a nearby blast. As well, the 
port rear window, which in a “stressed skin” aircrat like a Cessna 185 helps 
distribute light loadings through that part of the aircrat, had been split by 
the concussion. When Charlie Zulu was lown back to Lahore I consulted 
with Ahmed, the club mechanic. Yes, he could install a new window, and 
the warping of the port side was barely visible. But the blast had resulted in 
no structural damage—although Charlie Zulu might not want to ly quite 
straight. Ater much consultation, Ahmed, Flight Lt. Khan and I igured 
that Charlie Zulu was airworthy.

I telexed Commertas and told them, “Yes, I’ll do it if you will take care of 
getting all the clearances to take Charlie Zulu through the Middle East and 
Europe.” hey replied that they would. So began a long process of preparing 
to take Charlie Zulu out of Pakistan and ly it back to Europe in the latter 
part of December, in time for me to make it home for Christmas in Canada.

• • • • •

Flight Preparations Begin

he irst hurdle was getting clearance to take Charlie Zulu out of Pakistan. 
In fact permission to ly it at all. In the atermath of the war with India, all 
private lying was banned. he Danish construction company C&N kindly 
ofered the services of their Pakistani “Mr. Fix-It”—a charming, gracious, and 
well-connected retired colonel. Colonel Khan went to work on clearance for 
the plane; I went to work on the controllers in the Lahore tower for permission 
to “Just take the plane up and wring it out. I’d rather make a forced landing 
here at Lahore than on the Arabian Sea with all those sharks!” Ahmed the 
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mechanic went to work replacing the split window. Although the requested 

clearances were not forthcoming, there were lots of other tasks to accomplish.

First, there was light planning: maps, navigation/approach charts, radio 

facility lists and all the other necessities for long international lights by visual 

light rules. Known as “VFR” in the lying fraternity, this is simply following 

your nose over the ground below and matching it with the maps on your 

lap, much as a bird dog follows a scent and matches it with the “map” he 

has in his head, but with a lot less zigging and zagging. My friends in the 

RCAF with the UNTSO support group had taken a keen interest in my plan 

and assembled the stack of navigation charts and booklets I would need.

But irst there was the question of “Which way to go?” An all-overland 

route heading northwest over Afghanistan and then west across Iran and 

Turkey before reaching Europe would be over friendly countries but would 

involve crossing a lot of desolate, mountainous terrain with passes at over 

12,000 feet—and Charlie Zulu had no oxygen. Not a good idea, especially in 

December. A more southerly route, but still over land, would cross Baluch-

istan, Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Syria and then Turkey before reaching Europe. 

But everyone warned me, “Don’t go near Iraq under any circumstances. 

hey’re not nice people there.” So that was an even less favourable idea. hat 

let a routing south to Karachi, Pakistan’s port city on the Indian Ocean, then 

west along the coast of the Arabian Sea, across the sea near the Straits of 

Hormuz, over the mountains of the Oman Peninsula, up the Persian Gulf 

to Bahrain, then west-northwest across the deserts of Saudi Arabia, Jordan, 

and Syria to Beirut in Lebanon. hen across the Mediterranean to Greece, 

across the Adriatic to Italy, up the length of Italy, over the Alps, and north 

across the lowlands of western Europe to Copenhagen. Some 4,500 miles 

in all, or about ive days of lying six hours a day given favourable weather. 

It was clear that, for all its long stretches over water, it was the best way to 

go. It was the only way to go.

It was also clear that trying to ly a bent aircrat with a new let wing that 

had not been “feathered out,” that is, an aircrat that most likely could not be 

trimmed out to ly by itself in smooth air, and at the same time navigate by 

visual ground contact for hours at a time over featureless oceans and deserts 

by one’s self was just asking for trouble. I needed a navigator.

I found him in a friend, Ken Nobe, who was the chief economist with 

a team from Harza Engineers, a large American consulting irm that was 

working for the Pakistani government alongside our Indus Basin team. His 

assignment was due to end the same time as mine. Ken was a keen hunter 
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and outdoorsman from Colorado who, although he had never done air 
navigation before, had been an air observer in the US Air Force in the 
closing days of the Korean War. Besides, I reasoned, Ken was the kind of 
levelheaded fellow one needs to have along in a scrape. He was keen on 
joining the adventure. I said, “Look, Ken, I can teach you to navigate on 
the leg down to Karachi; it’s nothing new to you, really. You’ll just be doing 
from 10,000 feet at 150 miles an hour what you have been doing for years 
from the back of a horse at a walk.”

Ken asked, “Do you suppose we can take my guns with us?”
I replied, “What guns?”
Ken had brought with him to Pakistan his prized Spanish shotgun and an 

equally prized Swedish sporting rile. He had used them to hunt Chukar and 
small game on outings with various Pakistani oicials. When he went to get 
the export permits required to take them out of the country, Ken discovered 
that the permits were not forthcoming. To Ken’s question I replied, “Yeah. 
Break them down. I’ll have a box made for them that will it under the back 
seat of the aircrat and we’ll mark it with the plane’s registration and label 
it Survival Gear. We can even put some survival gear in with them—we 
might just need it. If they ask us where it came from, we’ll just say, ‘It came 
with the airplane.’”

Weeks went by and still there was no sign of permits—either to ly the 
plane in Pakistan or take it out of the country. But Colonel Khan maintained 
his optimism. “Do not despair, Beel,” he would say, “Tomorrow…Insh’allah…
we will have the permissions.” Meantime the owners at Commertas conirmed 
that they were lining up clearances for the aircrat through the Middle East, 
and these would be waiting for me at my irst intended point of landing 
outside Pakistan. My RCAF friends put me in touch with the commanders 
of the RAF bases at Sharjah, in the Trucial States, now the United Emirates, 
and at Muharraq on Bahrain Island. I obtained advance permission from 
them to land and refuel, and stay overnight if need be. Ken and I obtained 
visas for Saudi Arabia and Lebanon—places where we igured we would stay 
a few days. hings were falling into place; but there were still no clearances 
to ly Charlie Zulu, within Pakistan or out of it.

hen there was the question of ditching at sea. In my bush lying days, 
I had been taught how to “drag” a powerless plane through the tops of a 
forest to break the impact of a forced landing in the bush. “If you’re lucky 
and do it just right, you’ll have to climb down a tree to get to the ground!” 
my instructors said. I had also learned how to land on skis in a whiteout or 
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on loats on glassy water. But I’d never thought about ditching at sea. I knew 

that I’d better talk with my RCAF friends. Long discussions ensued over beers 

in their mess about how best to put a stif-legged, high-wing, “tail-dragger” 

like the 185 down on the sea. he same way, they advised, that they would 

put down one of their Otters: line up with the swells, drag it along the top 

of a swell so the tail wheel catches irst…just as you stall out…and expect it 

to lip over on its back when the main wheels sink in. “And, hopefully, then 

you can get out.” Hopefully.

And that brought up the question of a life rat and life jackets. We didn’t 

have any and none were available in Pakistan, so the owners in Denmark 

arranged with Scandinavian Airlines to have loaners delivered to the SAS 

station chief in Karachi. Ken and I could pick them up on our way out.

he next hurdle was communications. Charlie Zulu was equipped with 

only a single VHF radio and an omni-range VHF navigation receiver, each of 

which had a maximum range of about 75 miles. We needed a long-range HF 

radio for communications over the great expanses of sea and desert on the 

route. By great good fortune, Ahmed found one covered in dust at the back 

of the hangar. He cleaned it of and bolted it to a piece of plywood, which 

in turn was strapped to the back seat of the plane. he HF radio’s hundred 

feet or so of antenna wire was installed so it could be reeled out behind the 

aircrat when in light. Operating it would be a bit awkward. One had to 

twist around and reach back between the front seats to operate the knobs 

while peering at its dials. But it would do; at least it turned on and glowed 

and crackled. No one knew if it really worked because permission was not 

forthcoming to test it due to the “special security rules” in force ater the 

war with India.

In all my light preparations, the only thing that really bothered me was 

the thought of sharks. he Arabian Sea and Persian Gulf are full of them. I 

would imagine making a successful ditching and launching the life rat, only 

to be dismembered by a shark before reaching the safety of the life rat. For 

weeks it seemed, I would awake at night bathed in sweat from nightmares 

about being eaten alive by a pack of ravenous sharks. From childhood I’d 

had this fear of sharks, and these nighttime imaginings gave me pause for 

ruminations and debates with myself in the dark pre-dawn hours:

“Why are you doing this?”…“You could ly home in pressurized comfort, 

looking out the window and sipping a pink gin!”…“Do you really want to go 

through with it?”…“You could just telex the owners and say you’ve thought 

the better of it.”…“But so many know of your plans, and you’ve carried them 
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along so far.”…“What a wimpy thing to do: chicken out now without even 
giving it a try.”…“You’ve written to your mother and sister back home and 
they’ve both said, If you’ve thought it through and you’re conident you can 

do it, Go for it!”…“Besides, it would be a great thing to pull of.”…“But what 
if you don’t?”…“What if you both drown in the sea?”…“You’re single, but 
Ken has a wife and kids back home in Colorado—and you’re proposing to 
take him with you on the irst half of his trip home—a quarter of the way 
around the world in a bent single-engine aircrat?”…“Jeez, Ellis, are you 
crazy?”…“No, because you know you can handle it and the Cessna 185 is a 
rugged, reliable aircrat. And, yes, there’s always uncertainty in life.” If Ken 
had thoughts like mine, he didn’t mention them.

As time for the Indus Basin Team wound down and my colleagues pre-
pared to return home to Europe or North America in time for Christmas, 
there was a round of parties to wish people bon voyage. he team had become 
a large and happy family who had covered a lot of terrain and shared some 
great adventures and dicey times together in the eighteen months we’d been in 
Pakistan. At some of these parties one colleague or another would buttonhole 
me and ask, “Why, really, are you doing this when you could go home at far 
less risk?” If I igured my questioner knew George Mallory’s somewhat lip-
pant reply to questions about his dreams of climbing Mt. Everest—“Because 
it is there.”—I might reply, “Why do mountaineers climb high mountains?”

he answer is much the same for aviators. hat’s what aviators do; they 
love lying. here’s the freedom of the skies, bounded always by an awareness 
of your own limits and capabilities, as well as those of your aircrat and crew. 
here’s also the challenge of doing something that takes discipline and skill, 
and if you slip up badly enough, can cost you your life. Added to all that is 
the fact that if you’re serious about long-distance lying, the opportunity for 
exploration and adventure is irresistible.

Privately, I have oten asked myself the same question and recognize it 
has a lot to do with who I am: the son of a mining engineer/geologist and 
star rugby player who grew up going out from his boyhood home in St. 
Johns, Newfoundland, to ish for cod on the Grand Banks or go sealing on 
the ice loes with his father’s men from one of his schooners. Later, he had 
oten risked his life in the African bush only to sufer the irony of losing 
it to something he had no control over—appendicitis. My mother, whose 
missionary father was oten away in the Canadian sub-arctic for months 
at a time, had grown up on Hudson Bay with Cree children for playmates. 
Kathleen, like her husband Hep, the love of her life, was entirely at home 
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living on the frontiers of civilization. From childhood I was encouraged 

by my mother to take risks without being foolhardy and to take care of 

myself in the world. I remember one of her sayings: “Certainty demands 

small horizons.” I understood what that meant. Oten my big sister Bengie, 

a tomboy and superb athlete whom I adored, dared me to try hair-raising 

stunts as a kid. I was born to and brought up with risk taking; if I passed up 

this opportunity for adventure I would regret it the rest of my life.

• • • • •

he Green Light

hen one day a telephone call from Colonel Khan: “Beel, Sah’b!…I ‘ave very 

good news! Permissions ‘ave come to ly Charlies Zulu out of the country. 

You may make a non-stop light from Lahore to Karachi and then leave 

in accord with the proper protocols of Customary Emigrations at Karachi 

Airport. I will be there to make sure all goes smoothly.” I felt like hugging the 

good colonel through the phone; instead I swallowed silently and thought, 

“Well…Now it’s for real!” his sudden feeling of stepping of into space was 

tempered by the thought that Colonel Khan would be there to smooth the 

way at Karachi Airport and Ken would be going with me.

With oicial clearance in hand, a lurry of last minute details needed to 

be taken care of. Departure Day was set. Advance clearance for the light 

was obtained from Lahore traic control. Charlie Zulu was rolled out on 

the tarmac, washed and polished, and its engine run hard by Ahmed and 

me. We checked and checked again all its systems. As it turned out, the 

authorities would not allow Ken to accompany me to Karachi, so he would 

ly down to Karachi a couple of days ahead to help with details. Flight Lt. 

Saieed Khan, the CFI at Lahore lying club, was directed to accompany me 

on the light to Karachi. his pleased me immensely because that meant I’d 

have professional company on the irst leg. I knew he would be especially 

helpful when we entered the busy airspace around Karachi International 

Airport in an unfamiliar aircrat.

he last few nights in Lahore I found it hard to sleep. My mind kept 

running over the risks of the coming trip and whether I’d overlooked some 

small but crucial detail. he day before I let, I went around to all the Pakistani 

staf I’d worked with the past eighteen months and said my farewell salaams. 
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Most of these goodbyes were fraught with heavy emotions. he Pakistanis 
felt sure I would go into the sea, and I knew I would probably never see any 
of these ine men again. he last evening my remaining colleagues and their 
families put on a “Farewell and Godspeed” party for me. here was much 
reminiscing and merriment, time to talk quietly with friends, too many 
speeches—probably the result of too much gin—and at last a great, cheering 
send-of from the front gardens.

Driving back for the last time through the empty, darkened streets of 
Lahore to my home of the past eighteen months, I thought about the mixed 
feelings I’d experienced at the send-of. Most were full of hearty “Godspeed” 
and “We’ll see you in Europe.” But some friends were strangely silent, and 
a few, I felt, didn’t expect to see me alive again. his gave me pause because 
I recognized similar faint voices within myself. hat night I could not sleep 
for thinking of sharks.

• • • • •

he Journey Begins

Early on a bright December morning my beloved driver Ghulam Nabbi drove 
me over to the old Lahore lying club and we said our farewells. “Knobby,” 
as I called him, had tears in his eyes, as did I. We hugged and said good-
bye. I packed my gear in the rear hold of the aircrat, said Tot’sejns! to my 
Dutch colleague Pieter van der Voorde who had come out to see me of, 
said my Ma’Salaama’s to the crew at the lying club, and then walked with 
Flt.Lt. Khan out to Charlie Zulu. I did the pre-light checks, climbed into 
the let seat and buckled up. Ater just “three blades” (i.e. one-and a-half 
revolutions) the powerful 260-HP Continental engine rumbled to life and 
we taxied out then sat at the end of the runway while the engine warmed 
as I ran through the pre-light checklist. As we roared down the runway, 
quickly gained lying speed, lited of and the ground dropped away, I felt 
again the familiar exhilaration of lying; it had been quite a while. We noted 
the time because we wanted to “nail” Charlie Zulu’s fuel consumption rate 
on the four-hour light to Karachi. It would be a critical factor in planning 
the long legs over the sea and deserts that lay ahead.

he light to Karachi was uneventful as we cruised at 10,000 feet over 
familiar terrain: the vast, dusty Punjab Plains a huge patchwork of ields and 
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irrigation channels, the sinuous greyish-tan line of the Indus River backed 

by the long humpy bulk of the Suleiman Mountains far of to the west. he 

great tributaries of the Indus coming down from India—the Sutlej, Ravi, and 

Chenab—passed beneath us. he red sands of the har Desert encroached 

slowly from the east then slipped behind us as we traversed the lat emptiness 

of Sind. Ater what seemed like an eternity of droning on at 130 knots over 

the rocky, lifeless ridges of the Kirthar Mountains, the faint dark blue line of 

the Arabian Sea appeared on the horizon ahead as we approached Karachi.

As we droned along, Charlie Zulu wanted to dip its let wing and turn 

right; this meant that it had to be held all the time with its controls “crossed” a 

bit. But it could be trimmed to hold its altitude on its own, and that was nice. 

As we approached Karachi airspace Saieed dialled up successive frequencies 

on the VHF radio and received clearances for approach and landing. As I 

lined up to land on the 10,000-foot runway, its concrete seemed to stretch 

forever; I had grown used to grass or gravel strips less than a ith its length.

As we turned of the runway in the aternoon sun, a little yellow jeep 

with a big sign on its back end saying “Follow Me” appeared. We dutifully 

followed it along to the far end of a row of Pakistan International Airlines’ 

Super Constellations and parked under the wingtip of the last one. he jeep 

driver then took Saieed and me to a cargo shed where, to my great delight, 

Colonel Khan greeted us. I said goodbye to Saieed, then the Colonel told 

me he had the Customs Inspectors there and they wanted to look at Charlie 

Zulu. Feeling some apprehension, the Colonel I walked back to the aircrat 

together with the inspectors.

It turned out the customs inspectors had never inspected a light aircrat 

before; they were used to inspecting airliners. Very intrigued with this little 

toy airplane, they were astonished, and somewhat dubious, that it would 

carry me all the way to Europe. I told them all about my plans and they 

became so enthralled with the workings of the plane that they quite forgot 

to check anything. As they happily signed the customs clearances I turned 

to the Colonel and winked. He just smiled.

Next, there were still a few chores to take care of, like getting Charlie 

Zulu fuelled. When the fuel truck came out and the “petrol wallah” in his 

grubby white coveralls got out with his step ladder and fuel hose, I stood by 

to show him where the iller caps were in the top of the wing. He climbed up 

the ladder and was about to step onto the wing to walk out to the far iller! 

In the knick of time I barked at him, “Bas! Halas!!” he petrol wallah stood 

there, teetering on the top step of his ladder looking at me as I if were some 
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kind of nut as I tried to explain in pidgin English and scraps of Urdu that if 
he were to step on the wing his foot might go right through, or at the very 
least, he would put a real dent in it. Apparently, he had not fuelled a light 
aircrat before! But he followed my advice, and I let him happily topping up 
the two tanks that held a total of eighty gallons of avgas. hen the Colonel 
and I repaired to the airport hotel where he and Ken were staying.

In those times, the only place to stay at the airport was Midway House, a 
small but gracious “rest hotel” built by KLM several decades earlier to house 
passengers and crew during overnight fuelling and rest stops on the long 
haul from the Netherlands to the Far East. It was still run in KLM’s tradition 
of understated elegance. Ken was there with our life jackets and the big 
yellow pannier that contained our liferat that he had picked up from the 
Scandinavian Airlines station manager. He also had the stack of charts that 
we igured would be better not seen by the Customs Inspectors because 
foreigners traveling with stacks of maps were automatically suspect. I called 
Per Lindstrom, the SAS station manager, and thanked him for the loan of the 
survival equipment. He chuckled as he described the puzzlement back in 
Copenhagen when he requested an extra rat and two life jackets be sent to 
Karachi. He also revealed that he had us listed as “SAS Flight C-185” at the 
airport and that a weather brieing would be awaiting us. We assured him 
we would return the survival gear, unused, to SAS in Copenhagen.

But there was still no sign of clearances from the owners in Copenhagen 
for our lights through the Middle East. Per ofered to contact them on his 
SAS commercial air-radio network and ind out when we could expect the 
clearances to arrive. hat evening when we returned from ixing the liferat 
to the back seat of the aircrat and checking the weather, we got a message 
that the clearances would be waiting for us in Bahrain, our irst intended 
overnight stop outside Pakistan.

From the topping-up receipt “chitties,” all charged on a Shell credit card, 
I calculated Charlie Zulu’s fuel consumption rate. It was higher than I had 
expected and I was a bit dubious. But there it was; better go with it. Origi-
nally, the irst day’s lying was to take us to RAF Base Sharjah in the Trucial 
States to refuel and then on to Bahrain before the end of daylight, some 
1000 miles away. But now, with the increased fuel consumption, we would 
not be able to make it to Sharjah without refuelling. So we would stop at 
Jiwani, a tiny desert outpost of Pakistani dominion on the Arabian Sea at 
the far southwestern tip of Baluchistan. It had a single gravel landing strip 
for the once-a-month DC-3 from Quetta. We would ly at 10,000 feet, as 
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this was the lowest altitude at which Charlie Zulu’s un-turbocharged engine 

would operate at an eicient manifold pressure while at close to full throttle. 

It was also a good altitude for visual navigation: well up and out of the thick 

desert haze that hangs in the lower layers of the atmosphere in those regions.

Because we were near the “horse latitudes” there would be practically 

no headwind at that altitude, and it was the highest altitude that we could 

safely stay for extended periods without supplemental oxygen. We could 

expect to make an airspeed of 130 knots, or 150 mph, which is enough for 

the distances we wanted to cover each day. I illed out my light log for the 

next day’s lying, called in my light plan to Karachi center, and went to bed

• • • • •

On Our Way

Hoping to be on our way by 0700, we started the light clearance process at 

the airport at 5 a.m. he last stamp and signature on the umpteenth piece 

of paper was done with a lourish at 3 p.m.—by which time it was too late 

in the day to make our irst landing before dark! So it was back to Midway 

House for another night punctuated by the deep rumblings of great airliners 

coming and going. To avoid the searing daytime heat, they came through 

Karachi at night.

he next morning the clearances went faster and we were of by 0700. As 

we climbed out to follow the coast westwards to Jiwani we were picked up 

on radar and vectored out to sea, southwest to a compulsory checkpoint 200 

miles out over the Arabian Sea called “Charlie Seven,” a tiny little triangle 

marked “C7” on the charts. Rather than allowing us to proceed directly to 

Jiwani, we were to report from there before resuming our own navigation 

toward Jiwani. In this part of the world one must follow a few limited air 

corridors or the authorities get quite upset, so we dutifully set course for 

C7. Having no sophisticated navigation aids on-board, we estimated our 

arrival at C7 by direction, airspeed and time, known to navigators as “dead 

reckoning.” When we igured we were in the vicinity of C7, we tuned the HF 

radio for Karachi center and called in. No reply. Fiddled with the dials…more 

calls, still no reply. Fiddled some more. hen the HF radio overheated and 

kicked out all our radios. Nothing to do but turn back. We landed at Karachi 

International using the age-old protocols of light signals from the tower.
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At 10 a.m. I went over to the PIA radio shack to talk with the technicians 
there. Yes, they thought they could ix it the HF radio. By late aternoon it 
was repaired and re-installed in Charlie Zulu. We got clearance to go up, 
ly a little way of, and check it out. It seemed to work; we could talk to 
Karachi Approach on the HF radio and they to us. So we returned to our 
place under the wing of the Super Connie and got the tanks topped up again. 
We dropped in to the weather oice to check the forecast and then went 
back to Midway House to work out a new light plan, have dinner, and an 
early-to-bed. With the added distance of going to C7, we planned to be on 
our way at irst light the next morning.

Now with some practice, and becoming well known to the oicials there, 
“clearing out” the next morning went quickly and we taxied out in the irst 
light of dawn. I pushed the throttle full forward and we roared down the 
runway, the tips of the big propeller making an ear-splitting bark for any 
bystanders. I pushed forward on the yoke to lit the tail wheel of the runway, 
held it there as Charlie Zulu gathered lying speed, then eased back on the 
yoke just a little to lit of cleanly into a clear, indigo sky…in not much more 
time than it takes in the telling. It was good to feel that old, familiar sense of 
freedom as the ground dropped away and we turned to climb out on course 
for Charlie Seven, once again in our element, the air. I felt that we were really 
on our way this time; little did we know that we picked up something while 
on the ground that would give us grief later in the day.

On reaching C7 we called Karachi Center on the HF. Again there was no 
reply. I tried again, this time adding “transmitting blind” but still no reply. 
I turned to Ken and shouted in his ear, “To hell with it! We’re on our way!” 
Ken smiled, and, with a thumbs up, nodded agreement. We set course for 
the coast some distance east of Jiwani so we could then follow west along 
the Makran coast and make sure we did not miss Jiwani’s gravel landing 
strip on a gravel plain.

It was a gorgeous sight as we closed on the coast in the clear morning air at 
10,000 feet. he deep blue of the Arabian sea was painted with great patches 
and swirls of green and red and purple plankton, and then a brilliant strip 
of golden desert rose up into barren, craggy pink and tan mountains that 
faded of into the haze. Occasionally, great rocky fault-block islands stood 
out from the sea—lonely sentinels of a searing hot, lifeless land. Being over 
water didn’t bother us; we were ready for the adventure ahead and happy to 
be heading home. Yet part of me was sad to be leaving the country I’d lived 
in, traveled around, and got to know over the past eighteen months. I would 
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especially miss the tough, proud people of the northern mountains and along 

the Afghan frontier. We had two cameras on board: Ken’s black-and-white 

and my trusty old Ziess Contina with 35mm colour-slide ilm. Ken was 

busy taking pictures with my camera; little did we know that its shutter had 

jammed with a grain of Punjabi sand and it was taking nothing but blanks!

Our irst point of landing was to refuel at Jiwani, about 300 miles west 

of Karachi, which consists of a few mud buildings and a gravel airstrip on a 

narrow gritty piedmont plain between the mountains and the sea. he sea 

was glass-calm so we just came “straight in” from the east, announcing our 

intentions on the VHF radio to any other misguided souls who might be 

preparing to land there at the same time. On taxiing in, Charlie Zulu felt a 

bit heavy to steer and I wondered, “hat’s odd, this looks like hard gravel 

but it feels like sot sand.”

We taxied up to a collection of rusty fuel drums outside a mud hut and 

shut down the engine. Ater three hours of sitting, we stily clambered out 

of the cockpit. I looked at the tail wheel. It was a sorry sight, the casing all 

gnarled and partly of the rim. We had been taxiing in on a lat tire! he 

petrol wallah, a young fellow in tattered, grease-stained tee-shirt and baggy 

pants that had once been white but were now much the color of the gravel 

airstrip, cranked away on the hand pump to ill our tanks with avgas. Mean-

while, Ken and I heaved the tail onto an empty fuel drum that we had rolled 

over and detached the tail wheel. We went to the mechanic’s shop, roused 

him from his mid-morning nap, and with his help removed the casing. We 

found a piece of wire stuck through it, apparently picked up while we were 

taxiing out at Karachi. he casing was still in good shape, but the inner tube’s 

valve stem had torn out. We looked at the tube and the stem, scratched our 

heads and discussed with the mechanic how we might ix it. We agreed 

that vulcanizing a regular patch would be easy, but this patch would have 

to it around a hole—with the valve stem coming up through it. It was our 

only option. Using parts of a tin can carefully snipped and layered to it, 

we made a device so we could vulcanize around a hole cut in the middle 

of the patch—with the valve stem sticking up through it. We trimmed the 

patch and clamped it in place, and when we set it on ire, it sizzled merrily.

When the patch had cooled enough we pumped some air into it using the 

mechanic’s bicycle pump. But—fffutt—the valve stem soon blew out. We 

tried again and again, but the valve didn’t hold. So I said, “Okay, enough of 

this. We’ve got a split-rim tail wheel here. We can assemble the casing to one 

side of it, stuf the casing full of cotton waste (there was lots of it around), 
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and then bolt on the other half and pull it up tight.” So we set about doing 
just that: three of us tearing, packing, bolting, sweating and uttering oaths 
in as many languages as we knew in the 100-degree heat. But it worked. he 
rag-stufed casing would just hold the rim up of the ground. With care, I 
would not likely destroy the tire or damage the rim as we taxied out and 
took of. We would deal with landing later, “Insh’Allah.”

Two and a half hours ater we landed, Ken and I paid the mechanic 
and petrol wallah handsome baksheesh, climbed back in and buckled up, 
leaving the doors open for ventilation in the mid-day heat. I turned the 
key, the engine turned …and stopped. he battery was dead! I got out, 
opened the battery compartment under the rear loor, and looked in. It was 
not the brand new battery Charlie Zulu had started out with in Lahore! I 
thought to myself, “Well, we could hand-prop it, but it’s a big horse of an 
engine with a lot of compression, so it’s risky. he engine catches easily, so 
let’s try the starter again.” I turned the prop so the engine would not start 
its cranking on full compression and got back in, turned the key…and the 
engine caught in half a turn! We waved good-bye to the helpful mechanic 
and petrol wallah who were standing by smiling from ear to ear, taxied out, 
turned west into the aternoon sun, and took of. We had a little more than 
400 miles to go to reach Sharjah in the Trucial States; we would be there 
comfortably before dark.

For an hour and three-quarters we droned along the desolate south coast 
of Iran where the desert mountains sweep down to the Arabian Sea. We 
passed over a couple of tiny ishing hamlets as we headed for Jask, another 
forgotten place like Jiwani, where a lonely outpost with a single landing 
strip sat at the end of a point of land jutting out into the sea not far from 
the entrance to the Strait of Hormuz. Ken busied himself noting the times 
of our landfalls as we lew along the rugged coast.

At Jask we altered course eleven degrees to the let and headed out over 
the Gulf of Oman for the mountains of the Trucial Coast and the RAF base at 
Sharjah which lay beyond them, some 150 miles away in a straight line from 
Jask. As we crossed the emptiness of the Gulf of Oman, it was comforting 
to see great oil tankers far below coming and going to the Persian Gulf. 
hey looked so small on the ocean and their wakes looked such piddling 
eforts for such giant ships. It was a quiet reminder of how piddling all 
man’s eforts are in relation to the immensity of our planet. hen I thought 
of us in Charlie Zulu—so small and high up that a deck hand glancing up 
from a tanker would not likely even see or hear us. By this time we were a 
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little uneasy about what might go wrong next…and trying not to think of 

all those sharks slathering for us down there in that beautiful blue water!

In due time the jagged, barren outlines of the mountains of Muskat and 

Oman rose from the approaching horizon. Soon we were crossing them—

range ater range of eroded, rocky desolation fading of in the late aternoon 

haze. As we crossed the spine of the mountains we began our descent to the 

RAF base at Sharjah some sixty miles away. I called the base tower; it was 

wonderful to hear a clipped English voice issue a friendly greeting and clear 

instructions. As we let down, the appearance of the desert became more 

and more inhospitable: a dreary expanse of gravel and red-brown stones 

undulating to the horizon.

Ten miles out from Sharjah’s long black runway, I told the tower about 

our damaged tail-wheel. As we approached the runway threshold, a large 

red crash truck pulled up to the side of it. I silently thanked them for their 

thoughtfulness, but igured we were not going to need its assistance. Slowly 

we taxied in, and at the tower’s direction, parked on a smooth patch of 

desert next to a waiting fuel bowser a little ways away from a small group 

of low white buildings. Beyond, I could see what looked like a mud-walled 

fort typical of these parts. Before we inished fuelling, an RAF ground crew 

appeared, put Charlie Zulu’s tail up on a sawhorse, and whisked away the 

stricken tail-wheel. In minutes they were back with the wheel repaired. 

Astonished, I asked them, “Where on earth, at a base that looks ater jet 

ighters and long-range patrol aircrat, did you ind an inner tube that it?”

One of them replied, “Our service carts have much the same sized wheels, 

so we just took a tube for one of them!” Ken and I made sure there were 

rounds on us in their canteen that evening. Soon the evening grew cold and 

we retired indoors for dinner and a good night’s sleep.

We were driven on an aircrat tug over to “he Fort” where we were to 

stay for the night. It was a real medieval fort with tall mud walls topped with 

barbed wire, gun ports, and great steel gates that were closed and barred 

at night. Inside, there was a delightful quadrangle of buildings, with leafy 

trees and shrubs and vines growing on trellises, all under a canopy of thin 

sunshades. It was the only patch of green in hundreds of miles. he Brits 

continued their kindness to us. hey seldom had visitors and were in won-

der of our little airplane. We were put up in the oicers’ quarters where we 

showered in brackish water. Ater, we sat chatting with our hosts as we slaked 

our thirst with cold beer.

We were up before irst light for a quick breakfast in the men’s mess. hen 
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in dawn’s early light, Ken and I, two solitary igures on the vast desert, walked 
out to Charlie Zulu patiently waiting for us in the cool morning air. Using an 
old towel and a chamois, we wiped the heavy dew of the windscreen, wings 
and tail. We opened our light plan with the RAF controller in the tower—it 
was just a continuation of yesterday’s uncompleted light to Bahrain. hen 
we taxied out, warmed up the engine and took of straight down the run-
way towards the coast. Over the Persian Gulf a grey layer of low stratus lay 
beneath us as far as we could see. But I was not concerned. I knew it would 
burn of later in the morning and that we were the only airplane out there. 
As the sun came up behind us, the tops of the stratus layer turned red, then 
magenta, then pink. We felt like we were the only airplane on earth, totally 
alone, and free to go wherever we wanted.

Our irst check point was Das Island, a tiny speck along our route, 150 
miles out into the Persian Gulf. We couldn’t see the island for the undercast 
below us. As we approached where we knew Das should be, we saw the dis-
tinctive “bloop” of a small cumulus cloud that forms over large heat sources 
like the gas lares that we knew were on the island. With big grins, we hit 
our estimated time bang-on and made an eleven–degree course change to 
starboard to head for Doha on the Qatar peninsula, just eighty-three miles 
and thirty-two minutes away.

As we approached the coast at Ras Abu Abboud, the fog layer below us 
cleared and there, dead ahead and way below us, was Doha Airport. At Doha 
we made a forty-four degree turn to the right and headed for Muharraq 
Airport on Bahrain Island just ninety miles away. Comfortably settled on 
our new course, Ken dialled up Muharraq Approach on our VHF radio. He’d 
already jotted down all the frequencies we needed for each approach and 
landing. I called in for clearance to begin our descent from 10,000 feet. A 
pleasant English voice replied, “Charlie Zulu, we have your light plan. You 
can descend any time you want. Report passing checkpoint Delta.”

I replied, “Roger, report passing Delta. And thank you Muharraq.” I set 
Charlie Zulu to begin a slow descent into the haze below and Ken searched 
for checkpoint Delta.

He soon called out “here it is!” and pointed to the chart—right on our 
course where we would cross the coast of Qatar, just thirty-two miles out 
from the little island on which Muharraq Airport sits at the north end of 
the larger Bahrain Island.

I reported passing Delta and Muharraq replied, “Charlie Zulu continue. 
You are cleared for a straight-in approach.” A few minutes later Approach 
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said, “Charlie Zulu, you are ten miles out, switch to the Tower on 118.3.” I 

responded with “Charlie Zulu to 118.3, G’day!” In turn, the tower gave me a 

“Cleared to land.” I was amazed. We just came straight in and settled onto 

the long, long runway. We picked out the main airport terminal building 

and taxied up to what looked like an administration building next to it. I 

thought to myself, “his is the way it’s done. It couldn’t be smoother!”

Some Gamesmanship on the Ground at Muharraq

We parked the plane outside the airport administration building and 

walked in to close our light plan. We checked the weather along our route 

that would follow the Trans-Arabian Pipe Line across the desert from Bahrain, 

across Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Syria, to Lebanon on the Mediterranean 

coast. If we could get refuelled promptly, we could get across the 1000-odd 

miles of desert to Beirut before we ran out of daylight.

Ater we’d taken care of refuelling, we asked about our clearances that 

Commertas told us would be awaiting us. We were directed to the oice 

that looks ater such things, and Ken and I happily trudged upstairs to 

pick them up. Ater we explained our needs through an “interpreter” who 

spoke a little English, we igured out the reply was something like, “What 

clearances? We have no clearances here for your aircrat! You have landed 

without advance clearance and are in violation of the landing protocols for 

the Kingdom of Bahrain!” I showed them the International Air Radio Service 

telexes assuring us that the clearances for Bahrain and points west to Europe 

would be awaiting us at Bahrain International Airport. hey professed to 

know nothing about them, so I said, “Perhaps we have come to the wrong 

oice. Is there another oice here that handles such things?”

“No!” the answer came back, “his is the oice that handles all clearances. 

You have no permission to land in Bahrain, yet you have landed here! We 

shall have to impound you and the aircrat!”

I thought to myself, “Hmm…his is getting serious. I don’t want to spend 

time in a Bahraini slammer; once in, it would be a long time before I’d get 

out. It’s time to make use of my prior arrangements with the trusty men 

of the Royal Air Force across the ield.” So I calmly said to the bureaucrats 

facing me across the counter, “Well, okay. But I haven’t closed my light 

plan yet and I need to go do that, and, since we are going to be guests of 

the Government of Bahrain for a while, we need to go down to the aircrat 

and get our belongings.” I was dressed in a light lying suit and Ken in white 

shirt and chinos.
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To my astonishment they said, “OK. Just remember to come back up 
here when you’re done!”

Ken and I sauntered down the hallway looking for a telephone; when we 
spotted one in an empty oice, we ducked in. I picked up the receiver and 
said to the operator, “Field Operations at RAF Base Muharraq, please.” In a 
moment a pleasant English voice came on the line and I asked to speak with 
the Duty Oicer. Instead, the Base Adjutant answered, and I explained who 
I was and that I needed to bring my aircrat over to the base for the night. He 
immediately remembered my request from weeks earlier and replied, “Yes, 
of course, Mr. Ellis. We were expecting you. Just taxi across the runway to 
our side of the ield, turn let on the taxiway in front of the row of hangars, 
and look for a line of RAF transports of to your right. Taxi to the far end of 
the line and tuck your plane under the wing of the last one.”

“Right-oh!” I replied, “We’ll be over in a few minutes!” Quietly, Ken and 
I went downstairs, walked out to Charlie Zulu, received clearance from the 
tower to taxi to the far side, toward the safety of Her Majesty’s Royal Air 
Force. As we reached the far taxiway, I realized I’d been holding my breath, 
waiting for an order to turn around and come back. But it never came. I 
imagined the oicials on the second loor just shrugging when they realized 
we had skipped. We soon found our place and parked under the wing of 
a huge four-engine RAF transport. Before we’d inished collecting our gear 
from the plane, a small tractor “tug” pulled up and ferried us over to the 
operations hut.

We checked in at “Ops” and told them our situation; they were very 
understanding and helpful. hey even set up a brieing folder for “Cessna 
OY-DCZ” complete with weather forecasts and diagrams of the thunderheads, 
turbulence and winds we could expect along our route the next day, just as 
if little Charlie Zulu was one of their big transport lights. It was now far too 
late to cross the Arabian Peninsula before dark, so our plan was to depart 
early the next morning and follow the oil pipeline across the desert to Beirut. 
We conirmed that we had permission to land in Saudi Arabia to refuel, 
but the overlight and landing clearances for the rest of the light were still 
nowhere in sight. Ops kindly volunteered to try to contact the owners in 
Copenhagen during the night to ind out where the blessed clearances were.

We were then driven over to the transients’ hotel on the base and given 
cool, comfortable rooms in the oicers’ quarters. Ater a late aternoon snooze, 
it was time to go down to the bar and yarn a while before dinner and then 
of to our usual early to bed. Next morning, in the pre-dawn darkness, Ken 
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and I were back at Ops to do our light planning and see what had come in 

from Copenhagen during the night.

Having logged several long legs of steady lying and made accurate mea-

sures of time and fuel consumed, we now had a good handle on Charlie 

Zulu’s fuel consumption. It was about 11.5 gallons per hour at a cruising 

speed of 150 mph at 10,000 feet. With 80 gallons of fuel, that would give 

us an endurance of 6.95 hours and a cruising range of 1,043 miles with no 

reserves. he distance from Muharraq to Beirut was 1,054 miles, so clearly 

we couldn’t make it in one hop. We would need to land at Badanah, a gravel 

strip at a Pumping Station Five on the Trans-Arabian Pipeline, 675 miles 

out into the Arabian Desert. It would not be hard to ind if we followed the 

pipeline, which was our intention, and we had written permission from 

Aramco, the Saudi-American oil company, to land there and refuel if we 

needed to.

At least, that was our plan.

• • • • •

On to Kuwait

When we checked to see what had come in from Commertas during the night, 

it was a single sentence, “Go to Kuwait.” Now that was odd. We had never 

intended to go to Kuwait because it was well of the route we had planned for 

crossing the Arabian Desert. We checked with the communications operator 

to make sure there wasn’t something more in the transmission. But that was 

all there was. “Well,” we thought, “Kuwait is a busier place than Bahrain and 

with more contact with the commercial western world; so it makes sense, 

sort-of, but it’s getting awfully close to Iraq.” Lacking any other instructions, 

we agreed that we’d better follow instructions and go there. he RAF weather 

briefer told us we could expect to encounter a weak warm front along the 

way, but the reduced ceilings and visibilities associated with it did not look 

too bad. So we changed our light plan to make the short 267-mile hop 

north to Kuwait City.

Charlie Zulu lited of at 0312Z, or 0712 local time, and climbed north 

under a grey overcast. Soon we were passing over Abu Ali Island, then 

the huge oil terminal at Ras Tanurah, Saudi Arabia, where half a dozen 

super-tankers lay at anchor or at their loading buoys. Little did I know that 
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years later that desolate land would be “home” for me for eighteen months. 
Under lowering ceilings, we lew north along the Persian Gulf coast toward 
Kuwait City. Part way along, the mist turned to light drizzle and the visibility 
became less than ive miles—typical warm front conditions in their “winter” 
season. When we were within range, Ken dialled up the VOR beacon on the 
“NAV” set and we homed in on the airport. When we estimated we were 
iteen miles out we called in and got permission to land; the tower gave 
us a standard “downwind” approach. We joined the pattern and landed at 
0503Z—just 1 hour and 51 minutes ater taking of from Bahrain.

As we taxied in, we asked for a “transient” parking place, then we got 
Charlie Zulu refuelled and tied down. he wind was beginning to pick up 
a bit. All the while we wondered what sort of reception awaited us in the 
operations building. Ater we closed our light plan we asked whether they 
had any messages for us from the owners in Copenhagen. here were none…
and we got the same question, “What are you doing landing here without 
permission?” We explained our situation, and thankfully, here in Kuwait the 
authorities were quite understanding. “Clearly, you’ve been misled about 
your clearances being here. You are welcome to stay not more than three 
days while you get your clearances sorted out.”

We thanked them for their understanding, generosity, great kindness, etc, 
etc, got our gear out of the plane, and found a taxi to take us to a small but 
comfortable hotel in Kuwait City. hat evening, in the comfort of our hotel 
room as it rained gently outside, we made our plans to continue on early 
the next morning in the clear air that we expected ater the front passed. We 
decided there was no point in contacting Commertas yet again for phantom 
clearances; with only one leg let to Beirut, we would continue on through 
the Middle East without them. So far, we had managed to get along without 
clearances and without getting into too much trouble.

Poring over our charts that evening, we saw there was an air corridor 
that extended southwest from Kuwait City toward Badanah in Saudi Ara-
bia. Its outline ended at a diamond-shaped piece of territory bounded by 
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and Iraq marked “Neutral Territory” which apparently 
belonged to no one, or all three, or nobody could agree to whom it belonged. 
It was close enough to a straight line that we could ly directly to Badanah, 
refuel there, and then go on to Beirut ater making the compulsory stop in 
Damascus and thus pay a landing fee. Our friends at RAF Base Muharraq 
had warned us about this.

here were no navigation aids in the Arabian Desert, and without the 
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pipeline to follow, we would have to ind Badanah some 475 miles out into 

the desert by dead reckoning alone. his would require very precise lying 

and navigating, but we both felt we could do it. We would track out on the 

Kuwait VOR signal for about the irst seventy-ive miles; ater that we would 

be on our own. he only well-deined feature along our path on our chart—

which had large blank areas marked “Relief Information Incomplete”—was 

what looked like a long escarpment that crossed our intended route about 

half way to Badanah. It had a distinctive “wiggle” in it about the point we 

should cross it if we were on course. his would be our only checkpoint 

until we intersected the oil pipeline some iteen miles east of Badanah. We 

would then follow it westwards until we came upon the pumping station 

itself; then we’d start looking for the landing strip. With our light plan set, 

Ken and I happily went of to a good night’s sleep.

• • • • •

Trouble in the Desert

he next morning dawned clear and bright. he prior evening’s rain had 

washed the desert air clean of the ubiquitous dust. We iled, “VFR direct to 

Beirut, with 30-minute stops at Badanah and Damascus to refuel; total time 

en route, 6 hours and 55 minutes.” Soon we were taxiing out in the long 

shadows of the early morning sun. As we climbed ater take-of, we turned 

west to pick up the 284-degree radial on the Kuwait VOR that matched our 

course to Badanah. In minutes we were settled on the radial as we continued 

our climb. Almost immediately, Kuwait tower came on the radio and asked, 

“Charlie Zulu, why are you on a heading of 284?”

I replied, “Per our light plan—direct to Badanah.”

he tower shot back, “You can’t go that way! Nobody goes that way! 

Everyone goes south to Qaisuma irst!”

I thought for a moment, “Hmm, Qaisuma is way south; we’d be pushing 

it to go that far out of our way before heading west.” I radioed back, “We 

have air corridor Victor-5 showing here on our chart, and we’re following 

it to the Kuwaiti border.”

he tower came back with, “But nobody goes that way!”

I replied, “hank you for your advice. Good day.” I could imagine the 

controllers in the Kuwait tower shrugging their shoulders, rolling their eyes 
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heavenward, and heaving a sigh of relief that this strange little airplane that 
had arrived unannounced and had such odd requirements would soon leave 
their airspace. I also was acutely aware we were now entirely on our own for 
the longest, emptiest legs of the journey.

A quarter-hour ater take-of we levelled of at 10,000 feet and I got 
Charlie Zulu “on the step,” i.e. lying at its best eiciency and speed, all the 
while keeping the VOR needle pegged on 284 degrees. By doing that, I could 
determine our crab angle, which at our altitude turned out to be two degrees 
to starboard to correct for a light northerly breeze. hen my job was simply 
to maintain a constant heading, altitude and airspeed while Ken kept track of 
where we were solely by time and estimated groundspeed. He had practically 
no landmarks to go by. By the time the VOR needle twitched twice and the 
little red lag that means “No signal” came up, Ken had already calculated 
our estimated arrival time at “he Escarpment” to be 1 hour and 18 minutes.

For the next hour we droned on through a cloudless sky with only a 
light dust-haze below us. Although we kept our radio tuned to the en route 
frequency, there was not a sound from it. We were the only airplane in 
the region. We each sank into our own thoughts, mostly about the huge, 
featureless, emptiness that stretched out in all directions into the desert 
haze. here was no clear horizon. As the minutes inched past an hour and 
a quarter, we both began searching ahead for the escarpment.

hen, there it was—a faint wrinkle in the featureless, dun-coloured desert 
ahead. As we got closer, it became more and more distinct and we could make 
out gullies and the traces of ancient waddies below them. But I could see 
no sign of the distinctive “wiggle” in its alignment that lay on our course. I 
glanced at my watch. We were a couple of minutes short of 1 hour 18 minutes, 
so I said nothing. As we crossed the escarpment, Ken poked his elbow into 
my ribs and shouted in my ear, “Pretty poor lying, Bill, that wiggle is about 
a mile of to the right!”

I looked at my watch and shot back, “Pretty poor navigating—we’re a 
minute early!” With huge grins we gave each other a thumbs up. We’d nailed 
it! Ken calculated the time we should intersect the Trans-Arabia Pipeline as 
1 hour, 29 minutes; all I had to do was continue to hold everything constant 
in the air. We settled down again to droning on through the empty sky.

As our ETA for the pipeline grew close, we scanned ahead. When we 
were both satisied that the dark line appearing and disappearing in the 
desert across our course some ive miles away was the pipeline—there was 
nothing else out there for hundreds of miles—I began our descent so we 
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would be better positioned to see the pumping station, ind the airstrip, and 

land. Right on 1 hour and 30 minutes we turned parallel to the “TAP Line” 

and continued descending northwestwards toward Badanah.

We spotted the pump-station: a large rectangular building with the dis-

tinctive row of huge mulers on the great diesels that power the pumps. 

Nearby was a small copse of scraggly trees protecting a couple of small 

bungalows from the desert sun and wind. But where was the landing strip? 

Now down to 1,000 feet we circled around, but could not spot it. I thought, 

“Well, maybe it’s over closer to that collection of mud buildings about a mile 

away. hat must be Badanah.” We circled around, but no luck. Little did I 

know that this manoeuvre would be both our undoing and our salvation in 

the hours that lay ahead.

As we came back toward the pumping station, Ken thought he saw some 

parallel wheel tracks next to a long windrow of gravel in the desert. We 

circled around, and sure enough, there it was: wheel marks between two 

long windrows of desert gravel. We completed our circuit and landed. We’d 

been in the air 3 hours and 10 minutes.

As we completed our rollout, we noticed what might be the gas pump—a 

white-painted steel housing on a concrete pad—so we taxied up to it and 

parked. Sure enough, there was a fuel meter and long reel of hose inside. But 

how to turn it on? here was nobody around. I said to Ken, “Let’s walk over 

to those bungalows and see if anyone’s home.” We came to the back door 

of the nearest one and knocked. An American woman with a Texas drawl 

answered. We explained who we were and that we needed forty gallons of 

avgas, and asked if we could pay with a Shell credit card. She replied that 

her husband was out on the golf course, but she would give us the key and 

would write up the charges. We agreed on forty gallons.

As Ken and I walked the 200 yards back to the gas pump, we wondered 

where on earth the golf course might be, but then realized that, of course, it 

would be made entirely of sand. I remembered my mother saying how she 

and my dad played golf on a sandy course with oiled sand “greens” on the 

mines in Northern Rhodesia in the 1920s. I was still at home.

Just as we inished reeling the fuelling hose back, a Jeep came roaring up 

in a cloud of chicken feathers and small stones. Out jumped two Arabs in 

grubby white robes. I could tell by his keiyeh and headband that the short, 

portly one was some sort of government oicial; the other, a younger man, 

apparently was his driver. he oicial started yammering at us non-stop 

in Arabic. Eventually I was able to interrupt this monologue, and bending 
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forward a little with shoulders hunched, open arms and palms up I say, 
“Ingresi! No Arabi!…Ingresi, minn fadlakh.” hat resulted in the discovery 
that the driver spoke a smattering of English.

he oicial wanted to see “our papers.” Graciously bowing and waving 
my hands in a patently helpless way, I backed up toward Charlie Zulu saying 
evenly, “Moment, moment, Insh’allah” and dug out our landing clearance 
papers from the Royal Saudi Government. I handed them to the oicial…
who held them upside-down while he “read” them before tossing them 
back at me as if they were a piece of garbage. I spoke to the driver, pointing 
to the clearances, shrugging my shoulders and telling him, “Royal Saudi 
Government! See, big stamp here! Is OK! No problem!”

Well, there was a problem.
he oicial, who we later discovered was the Deputy Assistant Airport 

Manager, saw us circle the village and land. We had landed without his 
personal permission, and now he wanted to see my passport. I walked slowly 
back to the airplane and motioned to Ken to come with me. I murmured, 
“Just stay inconspicuous. Stay here by the door in the shade of the wing. 
If I get carted of to the slammer I want someone on the outside to know.” 
I returned to the Deputy Assistant Airport Manager and handed him my 
passport, open to the Saudi visa that is mostly in Arabic. It, too, was held 
upside-down as he perused it. hen the oicial announced I would have to 
come with him to the village. I climbed onto the back seat of the open Jeep 
and waved to Ken as we sped of toward the collection of mud buildings 
that comprises the village of Badanah. Ken wasn’t smiling.

We drew up to a mud building with a small forecourt. As we went inside I 
realized it was the local police station; there were several constables snoozing 
at tables in the late-morning heat, their khaki ‘cow-pie’ berets pulled down 
over their eyes. Ater much sitting around and waiting, and a long palaver 
among what I took to be various oicials, it was explained to me that they 
would have to radio Jeddah for instructions. Time was ticking by, and I 
had iled a light plan through to Beirut, allowing only for two half-hour 
stops. hose had already been used up. If I became seriously overdue, an 
air search would be launched. I tried to explain this to His Excellency the 
Deputy Assistant Airport Manager saying that I needed to call Damascus 
on the radio to notify them that I have been delayed. But to do that I must 
take the little airplane very high up in the sky.

No dice. I added that if a search was undertaken, he and I could end up 
paying for it…and air searches are very expensive. Still no dice. I asked how 
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they were doing getting through to Jeddah. hey said that the radio operator 

was having his siesta and they could not wake him until ater he has had 

his rest, and then he would have to “warm up” his radios before he could 

call. I thought, “Damn! By that time it will be dark. hat’s when these desert 

people come alive—and by that time I’ll be in deep trouble.”

hen I hit on an idea…“his fellow knows I bought avgas; he doesn’t 

know how much but he probably thinks it’s a huge bill. And I’ll bet he doesn’t 

have a clue about credit cards.” So I asked the driver, “Does your boss know 

I bought gas?”

he answer came back, “Yes.”

“And does he know that I bought a whole tankful of avgas and avgas is 

very expensive?”

“Yes.”

“Well, tell him that I haven’t paid for all that gas and that I need to pay 

his American saddiq out at the pump station for it. It’s important that I pay 

for the gas, yes?”

“Yes. You must pay for it.”

“Well, the way I pay for it is with this little card here. But in order for 

his American saddiq to know it is legal I must show him my picture and 

signature in my passport. So if he will loan me my passport…I’ll go out to 

the pump station and pay for the gas.”

And to my astonishment the oicial handed me my passport!

I turned to the driver and said, “Come along now, let’s go out to the pump 

station.” He and I piled into the Jeep. When we got near the airstrip, I pointed 

to the plane where Ken sat patiently waiting in the shade of the wing and 

said, “Just drive over there a moment.” he driver looked a bit puzzled, but 

drove over to the plane. I leapt out of the Jeep and said to Ken, “Jump in. 

I’ve got my passport back and we’re leaving!

Ken protested, “But that oicial will be furious when he discovers we’ve 

given him the slip…and will radio Jordan…and we have no clearance for 

Jordan…and Jordan has MiGs!”

”Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll be clear across Jordan and Syria before their 

radio operator wakes up and gets his radios going!”

At that moment a white Mercedes sedan drove up and out got a young 

Saudi in faded blue jeans and a white shirt with its sleeves rolled up—and his 

six-year-old son. He spoke very good English; he was an Aramco engineer 

who helped look ater the pumping station and pipeline. His son had seen 

“this little white airplane come over the village and land at the airstrip.” 
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When I got home,” the father said, “he asked if we could come out and see 
it.” As we were showing the young man and his son around the airplane, up 
roared the oicial I thought I’d given the slip. He was screaming mad. I said 
to the young Aramco engineer, “Do you know who this fellow is?”

“Yes. He’s the Deputy Assistant Airport Manager.”
“Why is he here today?”
“Well…he’s probably expecting the DC-3 supply plane that comes through 

once a week.”
“Oh, I see. Is he a friend of yours?”
“ No, not really. Just an acquaintance.”
“Where might the Airport Manager be?”
“Oh, he’s away just now and this fellow’s in charge.”
“Ahhh! Well, as you can see, he’s very upset with us. It seems we have 

broken some regulations. Would you ask him if we have broken any reg-
ulations?” he young engineer winked and spoke to the oicial in Arabic.

“Yes, you have broken some regulations.”
“Well then, there must be a ine for breaking these regulations. Is there a 

ine for breaking these regulations?” Another wink. Once again the young 
man passed my question to the oicial.

“Yes,” the answer came back, “there is a ine.”
“Whew!” I thought, “You nummy, Ellis! Finally, you’re going to get out 

of this with everyone reasonably happy!” and I politely asked what the ine 
might be…

he answer came back, “Ten thousand dollars—cash!”
I looked at the Saudi engineer, who could hardly contain his laughter, 

and said, “Oh…dear…me…!!! We don’t carry around money like that. Our 
friend here just blew it. Please tell him we are dreadfully sorry to have caused 
him such trouble, but we must go now. I am going to get into the airplane 
and start the engine. Tell our friend to stay away from the plane. He will look 
awfully silly with half of his head hanging over each shoulder.”

Again the young man winked. his time I winked back a farewell and 
turned toward the airplane. Ken was already in and buckled up.

I climbed up into Charlie Zulu, buckled up, closed the pilot’s door, ofered 
a few fervent words that the wonky old battery would not let us down, and 
turned the key. he engine rumbled to life, I spun Charlie Zulu around, 
poured on the coal, and took of from right there beside the gas pump, never 
mind using the whole runway. All the while I wondered whether the Deputy 
Assistant Airport Manager would pull a pistol out of his nightshirt and start 
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popping away at us. As we climbed into the clear blue sky, my mouth was 

dry and bitter. I had learned the taste of fear.

• • • • •

On to Beirut

We departed Badanah at 14:30 local time, three hours behind schedule. As 

we climbed westwards, the Trans-Arabia Pipeline continued along on our let 

for a while and then gradually drited of out of sight to the south. Ater an 

hour droning on over the trackless sandy desert, the terrain below began to 

change to sand dunes on a dark matrix of ancient basaltic-looking outlows. 

hese were shown on our charts as “lava lows.” We knew we were now over 

Jordan and changed our course slightly north. here was no welcoming 

committee of MiGs, or anyone else for that matter, and that was just ine with 

us. We still had about 200 miles to go to reach Damascus, and we were now 

lying along one of the major air routes in that part of the world. Listening 

on our VHF radio we heard Pan American and Iran Air lights passing high 

above us. hen we saw a PIA Super Constellation approaching and heard 

him talking to “Center.” We decided to say hello.

“PIA 311, this is Oscar Yankee Delta Charlie Zulu westbound below you 

at ten thousand, on 120.1…”

“Charlie Zulu, go ahead.”

“ Where are you bound?”

“We’re bound from London to Karachi via Beirut.”

“How was the weather in Beirut?”

“CAVU.” (Ceiling and visibility unlimited.)

“hanks. We’ll be there in about two hours, ater a stop in Damascus. 

Would you pass this on to Center?”

“Roger Charlie Zulu. Will do. What type of aircrat are you?”

“A Cessna 185, bound from Kuwait City to Beirut.”

here was a long pause…then I could hear PIA 311 pilot’s somewhat 

incredulous tone while he passed our position and ETA Beirut on to Damascus 

Center. I felt much more at ease; we were back on the planet again!

Fiteen years later, on a commercial light from Dhahran, Saudi Arabia 

to Amsterdam, I again looked down on our route. I was on the light deck 

of a KLM DC8-63—that’s the long, sleek, stretched version that “smiles” at 
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you—cruising at 33,000 feet and 530 miles an hour. Yet it still took us two 
hours to cross that immense piece of desert. From the light deck at that 
altitude you can almost see the curvature of the earth and an awful lot of real 
estate. I was struck by the total featurelessness of it and thought, “Holy cow, 
Ellis! You had the audacity to cross this in a damaged bush plane? And ind 
two windrows of gravel in the middle of it? Good Lord, you were lucky!”

While I was considering my good fortune all those years ago, the captain 
tapped my elbow and pointed to the contrail of a large aircrat of to the 
south, 20,000 feet higher and overtaking us like we were standing still. He 
simply said, “here goes the Concorde.” Times had changed. here were no 
more DC-3s plying the Trans-Arabia Pipeline, and I wondered about my 
friends at the Badanah police station. Would they still be sitting snoozing 
in the noonday heat in that dusty little village somewhere way below us?

Along the air route in Jordan is a checkpoint called “Hotel Seven” at a 
pumping station that is about seventy-ive miles out of Damascus. From 
there I called Damascus Center with a request for permission to enter Syrian 
airspace and land at Damascus. hey came right back with, “Charlie Zulu, 
permission granted, report passing Mismiyeh NDB.” Mismiyeh is a navigation 
beacon twenty miles of the end of the main runway at Damascus. We began 
our descent and turned right thirty-ive degrees on passing Mismiyeh to line 
up with a runway as yet unseen in the desert haze. As we descended, the 
oppressive aternoon heat began to ilter into what had been the pleasant 
60-degree temperature at 10,000 feet. From ive miles out we were cleared 
straight in for landing. We taxied to the main terminal building, went upstairs 
and paid our $25 landing fee, had a brief chat over Turkish cofee with the 
oicials there, and were soon on our way having let everyone smiling. It 
helped to at least look as if you were an old hand at this.

From Damascus to Beirut is a 100-mile hop over the mountains along 
the Syria-Lebanon border, but those mountains rise to 10,000 feet. So ater 
taking of from Damascus we spiralled up to 8,000 feet over the airport 
before continuing our climb westwards over the mountains. Once over the 
ridge-lines, we and Charlie Zulu heaved a long sigh of relief as we began our 
descent to Beirut International Airport lying next to the Mediterranean Sea 
glistening bronze in the late aternoon sun just 30 miles away.

Landing at Beirut International was like being back in Europe. A bright 
yellow van with a big “Follow Me” sign on its back guided us to our tie-down 
spot at Lebanese Air Transport (LAT), the air services company which had 
been recommended to us in Kuwait. We were soon met by LAT’s tarmac 
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crew and ferried on a tug to their oices on the commercial/cargo side of 

the ield. I explained our need for a new battery and repairs to our radios, 

to which they replied, “No problem.” I closed our light plan and checked 

the weather; it looked like it would be fair over the eastern Mediterranean 

for a few days. So I gave LAT the go-ahead to make the repairs; besides, Ken 

and I needed some rest now that we were free of the web of red tape in the 

Middle East. I sent a cable to my friend and colleague on the World Bank 

team, Pieter van der Voorde the soil scientist who was still back in Lahore, 

saying only, “Flying’s a snap but paper battles bloody (stop) good met forecast 

(stop)” and, excessively proud of my of brevity, signed it, “Charlie Zulu.” 

Pieter would know from the time-stamp that we were safely in Beirut.

When I caught up with Pieter in Holland the following April, I found 

out what trouble this cryptic message had caused in Pakistan. When the 

cable arrived in Lahore it was delivered to Pieter by the police demanding to 

know, “What is this? What kind of message is this?” Pieter thought that he’d 

better not let on it was a report from a recently departed resident of Pakistan, 

especially the sender’s name. So he gave some kind of innocuous answer.

But when the police demanded, “And who is this ‘Charlies Zooloos’ fel-

low?” Pieter couldn’t resist the temptation for some fun and replied, “Why, 

that’s an airplane!” and further compounded the mystery by adding Oy-Dcz 

was the airplane’s proper legal name! his led to such utter consternation and 

confusion that ater about a half-hour the police inally let Pieter alone—who 

by this time could hardly keep a straight face. When Pieter told me this part 

of the story on a weekend visit to his cottage in Freisland he still doubled 

over in laughter, as did I.

he men at LAT recommended a very nice small hotel run by Swiss friends 

of theirs in Beirut. It was on the Corniche not far from the downtown harbour 

area; they even drove us there in one of their Mercedes sedans. Now we 

really felt like we were back in Europe, here in the “Paris of the Near East.” 

Ken and I settled into our rooms, each with a small balcony facing west 

toward the Mediterranean shore just a few blocks away. It was a delightful 

hotel with thirty rooms and wonderful service. he next morning we ate 

complimentary continental breakfasts out on our balconies before going to 

explore the rich downtown area. Later we walked along the lovely Corniche 

at sunset, looking out across the sea we thought we would be crossing in a 

day or two. Charlie Zulu was expected to be ready the next day, but it took 

a couple of days longer to get parts, so we just hung out in Beirut and did 

some exploring by taxi in the mountains that rise up steeply behind the 
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city. It was wonderful to be among the great cedars of Lebanon—trees I’d 
dreamed of since my boyhood.

While we waited for Charlie Zulu to be ixed, the weather began to dete-
riorate over the eastern Mediterranean. We needed a solid forecast of fair 
weather from Beirut to Athens before we would set of on a ive-hour ocean 
crossing, but it wasn’t forthcoming. Each morning for a week we checked out 
the weather maps and forecasts at the airport weather oice and waited for 
a window to develop. But none developed and time was running out. Ken 
needed to get home to Colorado for Christmas with his family, and I needed 
to get home to mine in Canada and to job interviews for what I would do 
next ater my assignment with the World Bank. I had decided that the Bank, 
even then, was just too large a bureaucracy for me to be happy in. So we set 
a day when we must both leave. I called Commertas in Copenhagen and 
explained the situation, and the owners said, “Fine, just leave it there at LAT 
if you have to.” Ken and I made reservations on commercial lights home.

Come “Departure Day” and, once more out at the airport early in the 
morning, we checked the weather. here was still a string of lows waiting 
their turn to come across the eastern Med. So we went over to LAT.

“Well, our time is up,” I told them. “We’ll have to leave Charlie Zulu with 
you until I or someone else comes to get it, and we’ve made arrangements 
with you for that…”

“Yes, that’s ine. We’ll look ater it and run the engine every week until 
you come back.”

“We just need to go out to the plane to get Ken’s guns out of it so he can 
take them with him on his TWA light home later this morning.”

“You what??? You don’t have guns on that plane do you!!!”
“Why yes. We have Ken’s shotgun and hunting rile broken down and in 

a box under the back seat.”
“Don’t you know it’s an extremely serious crime to bring irearms through 

Lebanon!”
“Well no. What’s the problem?”
It turned out that some months earlier the Lebanese authorities had 

inspected a cargo-plane load of “apples” coming from Russia on its way to 
the Sudan. hey had found that under a layer of apple boxes was a load of 
small arms. Not wanting to have any part of arms shipments through their 
country, the Lebanese government had made it a serious crime to transport 
weapons through the country, and they were strictly enforcing it.

“Well,” I thought, “that makes sense. We’ll have to leave Ken’s guns there 
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in Charlie Zulu.” I turned to Ken and said, “OK, Ken. We’ll just have to leave 

your smoke poles there in the plane. Ater my work in Europe is done in 

the spring I’ll come back, collect Charlie Zulu and ly it to Europe. From 

there I’ll be able to send your guns to you in Colorado.” Ken readily agreed.

hat got everyone of the hook and we were all much relieved. Later that 

morning, Ken lew out on TWA for Rome and New York and I headed out on 

KLM for Amsterdam and Toronto. Charlie Zulu was let in the tender care of 

Lebanese Air Transport, to sit tied down on the tarmac at Beirut International 

until I could return in the spring when my work in Europe was done.

• • • • •

Return to Beirut

Ater Christmas at home on the farm with my family in southern Ontario 

and a round of job interviews in Canada and the US, I returned to London 

in January to work on the inal report for our eighteen-months ieldwork 

in Pakistan. It was great fun living and working in the center of London. I 

enjoyed my walks to and from a very pleasant residential club in Belgravia, 

where Leo had introduced me, to the oices of Sir Alexander Gibb and 

Partners where I had a desk with a view of Westminster Abbey down the 

street. Each day, I walked past Buckingham Palace and the Horse Guards 

Parade. For an occasional break I would zip over to the Netherlands for 

meetings with my Dutch colleagues in Arnhem. In March my part of the 

report was done—some one-and-a-half inches worth of a report that I’m 

told took up ive feet on a bookshelf. I never did see the completed report. 

I got in touch with Charlie Zulu’s owners in Copenhagen to see if they had 

collected the Cessna from Beirut. hey hadn’t and they wanted me to bring 

it home for them.

So I drove to Copenhagen to meet the owners, let my brand new Volkswa-

gen there, and picked up a ticket from Copenhagen to Beirut. To my surprise, 

I found Commertas operating out of a beat-up, draty old hangar—you could 

see daylight through the planking on the siding—in a far corner of Kastrup 

airport. hat explained a lot about the lack of clearances through the Middle 

East, but I never did igure out why they had not retrieved the plane from 

Beirut themselves. hey gave me a ticket to Beirut and an advance on my 

expenses. he next day I was on my way to collect Charlie Zulu and get 
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its precious cargo of weapons out of Lebanon. But I had an uneasy feeling 
about the one-way ticket. I wasn’t heading home; every hour of light took 
me further south and east. I’d have to get myself back to Copenhagen by 
my own wits and lying and navigating skills. I had no one with me now.

I arrived in Beirut in a steady rain. Ater clearing immigration and customs 
at Beirut International, I went out to the far end of Domestic Operations 
where my friends at Lebanese Air Transport had their hangar and oices. We 
had a great reunion, and there was Charlie Zulu out on the tarmac looking 
shiny-new. hey had been running the engine once a week the whole time I 
had been gone, and she was ready to go at a moment’s notice. I did not even 
mention her dubious cargo. hey gave me a ride into downtown Beirut to 
the very pleasant hotel where Ken and I had stayed before. hey had already 
made an open-ended booking for my room.

On the light from Rome to Beirut the weather over the Med had been 
solid undercast from southern Italy on, and the next morning it was still 
grey and drizzly in Beirut. he weather map showed a series of lows coming 
eastwards across the Mediterranean; nothing to do but wait and watch for 
a suitable window to open. I needed stable and relatively clear conditions 
across the eastern Med to make the ive-hour light to Athens. Each day I 
checked the weather map and forecast, but it showed little change. I would 
then go of to enjoy long walks along the Corniche beside the sea, or explore 
the old harbour, or just stay in my room and read if it was raining. Ater 
about a week the pattern changed and some stable clear air was on its way. 
A day later the forecast was set fair over my route. I went out to the airport 
to do light planning, ile my light plan, check into LAT to pay the bill, say 
my goodbyes, and have the plane ready to go at irst light the next morning.

• • • • •

On My Way Again To Athens

On a late March morning before there was light in the eastern sky, I wiped 
the heavy dew of Charlie Zulu’s windscreen and engine cowling and hoisted 
myself into the cockpit and buckled up. I’d already iled my light plan: VFR 
from Beirut to Athens via: checkpoint Delta, midway between Beirut and 
Famagusta on the island of Cyprus; Nicosia, Cyprus; checkpoint Charlie, 
midway between Nicosia and the island of Rhodos; checkpoint Bravo, midway 
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between Rhodos and Athens; to Athens International. Total time ive hours. 

It felt good to be on my way again and, although I felt a little apprehension 

about the long light ahead of me, I was comfortable. I was conident about 

the aircrat and myself; both were well prepared.

With the irst light of dawn in the east, I taxied out to the “active” runway. 

Charlie Zulu was the only aircrat moving. We roared down the runway, 

lited of, and in a climbing let turn set course for the port of Larnaca on the 

east coast of Cyprus some 145 miles away across the Mediterranean. Charlie 

Zulu climbed easily to 10,000 feet and settled down to an honest 150 mph 

true airspeed according to the navigator’s slide rule that I worked with my 

right hand. Ater twenty-ive minutes, I radioed, “At checkpoint Delta,” and 

got back a clear “Roger, Charlie Zulu,” from Beirut Center. Everything was 

working ine. Of course, Charlie Zulu still wanted to drop its let wing and 

turn right at the same time, but that was expected.

Soon, in bright morning sunlight Larnaca Bay and the coast of Cyprus 

passed beneath me; I changed course four degrees to port to head for Nicosia. 

he island of Cyprus was so green and serene two miles below; no sign of 

the ethnic strife that boiled along unseen cease-ire lines was visible from the 

air. Over Nicosia, just an hour and ten minutes out of Beirut, I checked in 

with Nicosia Center. Nicosia came back with, “Roger, Charlie Zulu. Report 

passing checkpoint Charlie.”

I answered, “Charlie Zulu. Roger,” and slowly turned eighteen degrees 

to port to head for the island of Rhodos far out of sight in the Aegean Sea. 

It would be an hour and twenty minutes lying to checkpoint Charlie, and I 

wondered whether or not when I got there I would be able to raise Nicosia 

Center to report. We droned on and I continued to draw fuel from the let 

tank. his would lighten that “heavy” wing a bit and I wanted to run it dry 

so I’d know precisely how much time I had, i.e. the full right tank with forty 

gallons, when the let tank went dry.

When my watch indicated it was time to report passing checkpoint Charlie, 

I called Nicosia Center, but there was no reply; I was beyond the range of my 

small VHF radio. But I had purposely been listening to the transmissions of 

airliners passing far above me on this same route and reporting in to Nicosia 

or Athens centers. here was a Pan Am light eastbound in my vicinity so I 

called him. “Pan Am 002, this is Cessna Oscar Yankee Delta Charlie Zulu 

on one-iteen point ive. How do you read? Over.”

“Charlie Zulu, this is Pan Am Two. Read you loud and clear. Go ahead.”
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“Pan Am Two, would you do me the favour of forwarding a position 
report to Nicosia Center. Over?”

“Charlie Zulu, certainly. Go ahead.”
“Pan Am Two, Charlie Zulu passed checkpoint Charlie at 0817-Zulu. 

Estimating Rhodos at 0905 and Athens at 1100. At ten thousand the ride 
is smooth and winds are light from the northwest. Over.”

“Roger, I have that and will forward it to Nicosia Center.”
A few moments later Pan Am 002 came back with, “Charlie Zulu, this 

is Pan Am Two. Over.”
“Pan Am Two, go ahead.”
“Charlie Zulu, what sort of aircrat are you?”
“Charlie Zulu is a Cessna 185. Over.”
…A long pause, then, “Charlie Zulu, what are you doing out here???”
“Charlie Zulu is bound from Beirut to Athens. his is the shortest way…

and it’s such a nice morning out here. Over.”
“Pan Am Two. Okay…(another long pause, then)…Have a nice light!”
“Charlie Zulu. hanks for your help. And you have a nice light, too! 

G’day!”
“Pan Am Two. G’day!”
We each soared on: Pan Am Two eastward to Beirut, South Asia, the 

Far East, and on around the world, and I to Athens and northern Europe. 
It was a gorgeous morning—not a cloud in the sky all the way from Beirut 
and across Cyprus.

As I droned on toward the Dodecanese Islands the Turkish coast began to 
drit into view far of to the right, its fringe of fair weather cumulus marking 
the land. he air became hazy and I let my mind drit to the ancient Greeks 
and Phoenicians who explored this deep blue sea and populated the beautiful 
rocky islets fringed with turquoise that were beginning to drit into sight 
ahead. I thought of the early navigators who had irst spanned this ancient 
sea and then sailed further and further away, being gone years sometimes and 
meeting strange terrors and lovely creatures while girdling the globe before 
returning home. And of the aerial navigators of our century who pioneered 
these early air routes around the globe, one of which I was following this 
bright sunny morning. I felt very much one with them.

All their hard-won navigational skill and experience, beginning with the 
arcane art of the very earliest navigators—dead reckoning—had been handed 
down to me in the little 3½-inch diameter Jeppeson navigator’s slide rule I 
worked with my right hand (I’m a southpaw but need that one, anyway, to 
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stay resting lightly on the control yoke), the charts, scales and protractor in 

the pockets of my lying suit, and the airmanship stored in my head and the 

seat of my pants. I knew why it was necessary for me to undertake this long, 

solitary journey: long distance navigation far across the globe is in my DNA.

On the back of the slide rule is a miniature plotting board surrounded 

by two concentric scales which you use to graphically solve the “navigator’s 

triangle” of Air Speed and Heading, Wind Speed and Direction, and Ground 

Speed and Course, and to igure the crab angle required to stay on course and 

the time to the next check point. his is the classic “dead reckoning” solution 

to the basic problem of navigating across featureless deserts and oceans, in 

fog, or other times when there are no outside references such as landmarks 

or stars to steer by. It has been used for centuries by mariner-navigators.

he Newfoundlander poet-mariner, Robert Finley, has written about 

learning dead reckoning from his father:

he navigator sets out a position on a chart, but a good navigator always 

sets it out in pencil. In dead reckoning, as long as you can see and identify 

landmarks you can ix a position, but as soon as you are out of sight of land 

or the fog comes in, your sense of where you are depends on a single thread 

of narrative you spin as you go along. It is not for nothing we say a navigator 

“plots” a course. All this is to conjure up the harbour you are hoping for.

Good navigation relies on having good arguments for where you think you 

are, but a willingness to change your mind quickly when things take a sudden 

and surprising turn and you are severed from a world you had expected 

would be there. …All the usual reference points become uncertain…You 

imagined a bell-buoy, the opening of a safe harbour, a white house on a hill 

…Instead there is a line of surf, a broken wall of clif looming above you, or 

worst of all, sudden green water.2

It sounds almost spiritual and it does depend upon faith and hope and an 

ancient set of ingenious igures. With practice and experience it becomes 

almost instinctive. Before that morning’s light was completed I would expe-

rience one of those “sudden and surprising” turns of navigation.

2 Robert Finley’s Elegy On Dead Reckoning, quoted in J. Edward Chamberlin’s 

lecture, The Snarl Around Our Dory: The Long Line of Island Traditions, on the 

occasion of the 40th Anniversary of the Pratt Lectures at Memorial University of 

Newfoundland and Labrador. A private release published by Running Goat Books, 

St. John’s Newfoundland, 2009.
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I was awakened from my reverie by a sudden realization, “hat’s Rhodos 
just ahead! Be sharp, now…note the time and turn right to 291 degrees for 
Athens as you pass over the airield! And be ready for the fright that always 
comes when the engine quits as the tank runs dry. It should be happening 
soon; ‘hope it doesn’t all happen at the same time!” As I passed over the 
landing strip on the island of Rhodos I noted the time—right on 0905Z—and 
turned to my new heading. In seconds the island’s rocky shore with its rim of 
turquoise water slipped behind me; I had only moments, it seemed, to look 
down on this idyllic isle steeped in our ancient history. A few moments later, 
with a suddenly slowing growl, the engine stopped iring and my heart leapt 
into my mouth. I‘ve done this many times and it’s always the same. Without 
looking I reached down to the loor with my right hand and moved the fuel 
selector from Let through Both to Right. he trusty Continental’s 260 horses 
resumed pulling smoothly and my heart returned to its normal pace. I had 
about 1:45 to reach Athens and the right tank would last 3 ½ hours at this 
power setting. Heck, I could ly to Athens and back to Rhodos if I felt like 
it! But I didn’t feel like it. I’d been lying for three and a quarter hours and 
the prospect of stepping out onto the tarmac at Athens and relaxing body 
and mind was much more attractive.

Charlie Zulu droned on over the Dodecanese Islands—a lovely scatter-
ing of green jewels in black and white and turquoise settings scattered in 
the azure of the Aegean Sea. As we progressed northwest towards Athens, 
leaving the center of the High behind us, the air gradually thickened; it 
became increasingly hazy and visibility diminished to about twenty miles 
from the prior crystal-clear conditions. I crossed the distinctive isthmus 
on Kos Island right on course and, forty-ive minutes out of Rhodos, I was 
abeam the island of Naxos; it was time to report passing checkpoint Bravo. 
Athens was still 100 miles away, but I gave it a try anyway. “Athenai Center, 
this is Cessna Oscar Yankee Delta Charlie Zulu on 125.0. Over.” here was 
no reply to that or my next two calls, so the standard closing was, “Athenai 
Center, Cessna Delta Charlie Zulu. Nothing heard. Out.”

Not to worry. I knew I had it ‘nailed’ and would be at Athens right on 
time or even a couple of minutes early. So on I went, lapping up the miles. It 
was time to pull out the approach charts for Athens from the baggy pockets 
on the front of the legs of my RCAF lying suit: out of the let pocket and into 
the right from back to front so the next one and previous one were always 
next to the shins of their respective legs.

As I passed abeam the island of Mikonos, I was eighty miles out, and it 
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was time to begin a long, slow, powered descent. I trimmed the nose down 

just a tad and eased back the throttle a bit. As the airspeed built and the nose 

wanted to come up, I trimmed it down further bit-by-bit. I igured I had 

sixty miles, or twenty minutes, to come down 6,000 feet, so a descent rate 

of 300 feet per minute is what I wanted. Charlie Zulu just loved it—like a 

horse headed for the barn. As we passed over the island of Siros I was sixty 

miles out and I called Athens Approach. hey came back with, “Cessna Delta 

Charlie Zulu continue descent, report passing Kea at or below 4,000 feet.”

I glanced down at the chart open on my lap and saw that the island of Kea 

lay dead ahead about 30 miles away and replied, “Roger. Will report passing 

Kea at 4,000. Delta Charlie Zulu.” A quick mental calculation shows we’ll 

be at 4,000 feet just before reaching Kea. Great! hat would give me a few 

moments to get Charlie Zulu set up in level light over Kea, the southern 

end of the Athenai peninsula which has some mountains reaching to about 

2,000 feet.

Ater reporting passing Kea, Athens Approach came back with, “Cessna 

Charlie Zulu continue. Descend to 2,500 feet. Contact tower on 118.1 when 

ield is in sight.”

Visibility in the aternoon haze was now down to about ten miles and a 

glance at my slide rule told me that at the speed I am going, I would cover 

the remaining thirty miles to the airport in less than 11 minutes. hings 

were happening a bit fast; better slow down. So I eased the throttle back a 

bit more, let the speed bleed of, and then let the nose go down just a little to 

continue my descent to 2,500 feet. I crossed a range of hills on the southeast 

end of the Athenai peninsula with 500 feet to spare. he chart looked like it 

would be a straight iteen-mile shot to the airport from there. I dialled up 

the tower frequency on the radio to have it ready to switch to the moment 

I could make out the long “X” of Athens International Airport’s runways. 

We cruised on, slowed to about 110 knots.

hen, just as I thought, “hat’s odd…it’s past the time I should have seen 

the airport,” a ridge of hills loomed directly ahead of me—rising nearly 1,000 

feet higher than my assigned altitude of 2,500 feet. I slowed some more as 

I came closer and glanced down at my map. I realized the airport would be 

right on the other side of those hills blocking my progress! Now what to 

do? I began a slow circle as I thought of my options. “Go over the top?—No, 

I’d be breaking my ceiling and, anyway, I would have to come down like a 

stone to not overshoot the airport on the other side of those damn hills. 
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Call approach?—No, they’d not want to hear from me when I’m so close to 
the airport. Call the tower?…hat made no sense when they can’t see me!”

At that moment I happened to look out the side window…and saw I 
was circling over a battery of Nike missiles bristling at me 1,500 feet below. 
“Holy Cow!” I thought, “I’m outta here!” So I quietly turned back along the 
ridge that was blocking my way and followed it around its end about three 
miles south. As I turned north around the end of the ridge…there was 
Athens airport about four miles away. I turned on my landing lights, called 
the tower and got a straight-in approach. Talk about luck! In a couple of 
minutes Charlie Zulu settled onto the long main runway, I turned of at the 
irst exit, and was directed to a transient tie-down area. It was 11:00Z, right 
on time. I asked “Ground” to close my light plan and they kindly obliged. 
I parked Charlie Zulu on its designated spot, shut down the engine, and 
watched the whirling propeller blades come into view and come to a stop. 
It was suddenly very quiet. As I pushed open the door beside me I could 
hear the faint ‘ticking’ sound of the exhaust manifolds and cylinder heads 
cooling—a very comforting sound to every aviator. Swinging both legs out 
the door, I slid slowly out of my seat and stood up on terra irma. Man, that 
felt good! Still standing under the wing, I took a long, doubled-over stretch. 
Some labourers digging a cable trench nearby probably thought I was some 
strange bird from Mesopotamia. I was very tired.

I tied down Charlie Zulu, gathered my gear and walked over to a nearby 
hangar where I asked about small hotels near the airport. As a transient 
crewman, I didn’t have to bother with “formalities.” hey recommended one 
nearby and called a taxi to take me there. I was duly delivered to a nice new 
small hotel a couple of miles away. As I was checking in, I noticed a couple 
of Englishmen come down the stairs and go out the front door behind me, 
but thought nothing more of it; then I went upstairs to a pleasant, clean 
room with bath. It was 3 p.m. local time; I stretched out on the bed …and 
fell sound asleep.

• • • • •

A Stroke Of Luck In Athens

Around 6 p.m. I awoke, took a long hot shower, changed into street clothes, 
and went downstairs to ask about a place for dinner. In the lobby were the 
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two Englishmen I’d seen as I was checking in. hey approached me, and one 

said, “We saw you in your light suit checking in. Where did you ly in from?”

“From Beirut.”

“What are you lying?”

“A Cessna 185.”

I could see a look of incredulity licker across their faces and thought, 

“hese blokes must know something about airplanes.” Well, it turns out 

they did; they were pilots from BEA who were in Athens for a short break. 

Continuing our conversation, we piled into a taxi and headed downtown.

Over dinner at a small restaurant near the Placa—no, we didn’t put enough 

Ouzo into ourselves to start smashing dinnerware—they heard about my 

journey from Lahore and I heard about their lying. hey had learned to 

ly in the Royal Air Force and then switched to BEA ater their stints in the 

RAF were done. Most recently, they had been lying into Scotland and the 

Outer Hebrides as second oicers in Vickers Viscounts, a medium-sized 

four-engine turboprop, so they were quite used to lying in foul weather. 

As the evening wore on, Peter, the younger of the two, suggested that he 

would really like to accompany me back to Copenhagen. I readily agreed, 

thinking “Wow, how lucky can you get having a professional pilot on board 

for the rest of your light!” So the deal was made; Peter had the time and 

would come with me. We would check weather irst thing in the morning.

Early next morning Peter and I were on the phone discussing the weather 

picture and forecasts with the meteorologists at Athens airport. heir view 

was that a cold front was approaching from the “toe” of Italy, but the weather 

would still be passable across the Adriatic sea to Italy and would improve 

once we were across as we headed north up the Italian coast. hey said, “If 

you get out of here before 11:00 you should be OK for VFR light. But, if you 

wait any longer you’ll be stuck here for several days. he cold front and the 

weather associated with it is quite extensive.”

Peter and I looked at each other and I said, “Well, we’d better go now, while 

the going’s good!” We planned the light and iled our light plan: from Athens 

to Corinth, to Kerkyra on the island of Corfu, then across the Adriatic to 

Brindisi, then up the coast to Ancona— about a ive hour light. hat would 

be enough for the day. We gathered our gear, ate a leisurely breakfast, checked 

out, and were driven back to the transient area where Charlie Zulu was tied 

down. Charlie Zulu needed fuelling. I’d been too tired to attend to that the 

day before, and it took some time for the fuel truck to show up. While we 

waited we watched the sky and wind, which had become solid overcast at 
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about 8,000 feet with about twenty knots of wind in itful gusts out of the 
southeast. Not the best conditions, but certainly do-able. Before we called 
the tower for taxi clearance, we asked ‘Ground’ for the current conditions 
at Kerkyra and Brindisi. Both were reporting ceilings and visibilities well 
above VFR minimums, so we said to each other, “Let’s go!”

• • • • •

Crossing the Adriatic Sea

Charlie Zulu lited of Athens International’s southwest runway at 11:00 
and immediately began a climbing turn to the northwest. Before reaching 
Corinth, easily identiied by the deep, straight slot of the ancient man-made 
Corinth Canal, we were at 6,000 feet and skimming the underside of the grey 
overcast. As we lew up the Gulf of Corinth, the ceiling gradually began to 
slope downward and the wind grew stronger. Soon, we were lying over the 
long narrow inger of the gulf with mountains on both sides. he turbulence 
from the wind pouring of the mountains of the Peloponnesian peninsula 
just to our let grew stronger and stronger. We were being thrown against 
our seat belts, and every once in a while, I bumped my head on the overhead, 
whereupon Peter reached across and cinched me down tight again. he seat 
belts in those days didn’t have a positive mechanical lock on them, just a 
cam on one buckle. But we knew that Charlie Zulu and we could take the 
pounding, and the visibility was still good enough to continue. We lew 
northwest over the Agrinion peninsula, still being chucked all over the place 
in the turbulence from the mountains just below us and being forced ever 
downwards by the gradually lowering ceiling. Soon there were squalls of 
rain, but because the southeast wind lowed more smoothly over the Ionian 
Sea, the ride smoothed out a bit as we reached the coast. I steadied Charlie 
Zulu and held enough “crab angle” to keep us on course.

At Corfu the ceiling was down to 2,000 feet and growing ever darker; 
with mist and driving rain, the visibility deteriorated rapidly. We circled the 
airport at Kerkyra, where the wind was now 35 knots from the southeast, 
and asked them for the current weather at Brindisi, 120 miles across the 
Adriatic Sea. Kerkyra called back that Brindisi was reporting 3000 overcast, 
wind 20 knots from the southwest and visibility ive miles in light drizzle. 
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Peter and I looked at each other then shouted in each other’s ears, “hat’s a 

lot better that here. Let’s go for it!” We resumed course for Brindisi.

In minutes, through mist and rain, the west coast of Corfu slid beneath us 

and we began an hour-long leg across the Adriatic Sea to Brindisi. I slowed 

Charlie Zulu to 115 knots because of the turbulence; Peter still had to cinch 

me down from time to time. We lurched and shuddered, but Charlie Zulu 

just bored on through it. he rain became so intense that I could not see out 

the windshield. Occasionally, while watching the instruments and glancing 

out the lower corner of the window beside me, I lew into the overcast as it 

steadily sloped down toward the sea. When the sea disappeared in cloud, I 

eased the nose down and waited for the waves to appear again, then resumed 

level light. Our course took us over the tiny island of Otonoi, but we didn’t 

see it; we didn’t know whether we’d been blown of course or just missed it 

in the poor visibility. So I doubled our crab angle to make sure we reached 

the Italian coast south of Brindisi and to shorten the light over open water.

We were now down to 200 feet and being rocked about in driving rain 

over angry, rolling seas; but at least I was not lying into the clouds any more. 

Ater a while the rain began to ease up, the ceiling rose, and the wind and 

seas abated. I could once again see out through the windshield. Soon the 

dark line of the Italian coast loomed ahead out of the greyness; through the 

gloom I could see the lash of a maritime light of to the let. We reached 

the coast and turned north under lowering sombre skies and drizzle while 

Peter searched the chart on his lap to ind a “match” with what he saw on 

the coast. Soon enough he had us pegged—we’d made landfall just north 

of the Otranto light and now had about thirty-ive miles to go to Brindisi.

Peter dialled up the frequencies for Brindisi and called in for approach 

and landing clearance. I didn’t need to set up a descent as we were now 

cruising through thin bands of mist at 2,000 feet and the rain and turbulence 

had stopped. Brindisi airield was easy to ind: right on the coast just north 

of the town. We made a normal “downwind” approach, lew the standard 

pattern, and set down gently onto the black wet runway bordered by lovely 

green grass. It was good to be back on terra irma again. We had departed 

Athens two hours and ity-ive minutes earlier; it seemed like a lot longer.

he terminal at Brindisi was a small stucco building nestled among 

shrubbery and trees with a waiting room and some oices. We found the 

Ops room down a short corridor and closed our light plan. he weather 

along our route to Ancona was just more low cloud, mist and rain, so we 

decided we’d had enough lying for that day. We looked at the weather and 
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conirmed with the briefer on duty, in a mixture of my French and his Italian, 
that the front was a strong one but should be clearing during the night. he 
prognosis for the next day looked good all the way to Milan. he briefer 
directed us to a small hotel in the quiet town.

It was raining again so we went to our rooms and crashed; it had been a 
tiring light. Later, we walked down the street from our hotel for dinner at a 
small restaurant and returned in light rain. We planned our route to Milan 
for the next day: straight up the coast to Rimini then northwest along the 
south side of the Po valley to Piacenza where we’d turn a bit north to Milan/
Linate airport. Some 500 miles in all, or 3 hours and 50 minutes lying time. 
At Linate we’d be able to look at the latest weather maps for northern Europe 
and decide if we could go over the Alps and on across the west European 
plains to Copenhagen. We were getting close.

We also needed to talk about the day’s light—about what had we gotten 
into and how we handled it. We readily concluded that the front had clearly 
accelerated and deepened in its advance across the Adriatic and that we 
had lown through an active, but not terribly deep, part of it. Peter allowed 
as how he was entirely used to such weather, albeit in much larger aircrat, 
and he wasn’t concerned because he could see I was handling it well. I said, 
“hanks. I never felt ‘behind the curve’…but I was mighty relieved when I saw 
the dark line of the coast ahead and the lash of the lighthouse at Otranto.” 
Peter nodded. We both agreed that we had made the right decisions and 
had known when and why we made them.

• • • • •

And up the Boot of Italy

Next morning we were back at the airport. he air was clear with scattered 
layers of thin stratus about, typical of cool, damp air behind a cold front. 
We went into the airport oices, checked the weather charts and talked to 
the briefer. It looked ine all the way to the Alps; we should have a good 
light. I saw an ugly-looking cold front sitting on the north side of the Alps 
and asked the briefer about it. He replied, “Oh, that’s been there for several 
days, we don’t expect it to go anywhere.”

I thought to myself, “Hmmm, I sure hope it doesn’t slide over the Alps 
and come barrelling down on us.” hen we gave him our light plan to Milan.
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To our astonishment he said, “You can’t go that way.”

“Why not?”

“here’s a prohibited military area there,” pointing to a big chart on the 

wall.

“But it’s not shown on our charts.”

“Well it’s here,” again circling a large area with his inger from near Bolo-

gna past Rimini and extending out into the Adriatic. It completely blocked 

our planned route.

“Can we go over it or under it?”

“No. You’ll have to turn inland at Ancona and go via Firenze and Parma 

to Milan.”

hat would take us over the Apennine Mountains twice, but there seemed 

no other way. he Apennines are not that big and, anyway, it was going to be 

a ine day and it would be a nice light. So we changed our route and light 

times to conform to the suggested route.

Charlie Zulu was soon climbing northward, headed straight up the east 

coast of Italy. It was a gorgeous morning. he air had been washed crys-

tal clear by the previous day’s rain. From the port window was Italy—a 

checkerboard of greens and browns dotted with small villages with red tile 

roofs and squiggly little roads between them. To our starboard stretched 

the deep blue expanse of the Adriatic Sea. Soon we passed the lovely city 

of Bari and were crossing the “spur” on the boot of Italy—a large peninsula 

rooted near the town of San Severo, its seaward parts all forested green hills. 

As we droned on northward at 8,500 feet we passed the village of Ortona 

where a long valley comes down to the sea from near the southern end of 

the Apennines. I was struck with how peaceful it looked and was reminded 

of the bitter battles that occurred here in WW II when Canadian troops 

stormed ashore and fought their way inland from the beaches to pry the 

occupying German forces from the region yard-by-yard. he 300 miles to 

Ancona, where we turned inland to head for Florence across the Apennines, 

took us two and a half hours bucking a 25-knot headwind. We were happy 

to turn a bit away from it.

• • • • •
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An Unexpected Peril

As we headed inland on our new heading of 285 degrees, the sky above 
grew milky-white and the visibility dropped to about ive miles in haze. 
Up ahead we couldn’t see frontal clouds or the caulilower “build-ups” of 
thunderheads, so we continued. hen the sky began to darken ominously 
and take on a yellow cast that I associate with thunderstorms and hail. I felt 
the hair rise on the back of my neck.

Soon the ceiling was coming down and the mountains were coming up. 
We were forced lower and lower in the valley and the ride was getting pretty 
rough. We knew we were close to the ridgeline of the Apennines where we 
could slide down the other side, but we didn’t know how close. I turned to 
Peter and shouted in his ear, “he moment one of these hills right next to 
us disappears in cloud I’m hanging a U-ey!”

Suddenly we were blasted with heavy rain, then snow, then pelting hail. 
It sounded like a thousand tiny hammers rattling on the windshield and 
wings. I pulled Charlie Zulu into a tight “wing over” turn, which immediately 
reversed our course. I think it shook up Peter a bit. We were now lying back 
down the same valley that moments earlier we had been struggling up. I 
ofered a quick word of thanks to Lowell Christensen, my revered bush-pilot 
instructor, who taught me that manoeuvre, “in case you ever ind yourself 
lying up a box canyon in the mountains.” As we settled down to ight our 
way back 100 miles to the coast, we heard an airliner high overhead report, 
“his is no local storm…I’m at 26,000 feet and getting chucked all over the 
place!” Clearly, that nasty-looking cold front I’d seen on the weather map had 
raced over the Alps and was barrelling down over northern Italy. I wanted 
to get back to the coast to a landing ield I’d spotted before the storm hit. 
Under my breath I whispered, “Now, Charlie, you just GO!”

he airstrip at Falconara, just north of Ancona, was just one very long 
paved runway. It looked like an unused airbase, but it was the only landing 
ield around. So I announced my intention to land on 121.5, the emergency 
frequency. he wind was mostly across the runway at 25 to 30 knots. he 
runway was wide enough that I decided to land diagonally across it. I lined 
up Charlie Zulu and we landed across the runway, Charlie Zulu came to a 
stop just before reaching the grass on the far side of the runway. he next 
challenge was to taxi in toward the buildings at the far end of the runway, but 
in this wind Charlie Zulu had a mind of its own and kept “weather-cocking” 
into the wind.
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To our astonishment, a blue-grey van came careening down the runway, 

stopped just upwind of us, and out piled eight Italian Air Force men! hey 

quickly took hold of Charlie Zulu’s wingtips and vertical stabilizer and held 

the plane down or leaned against it as I carefully nursed it into the lee of a 

large hangar building. hey apologized for not being able to put the aircrat 

in the hangar, explaining, “hat’s NATO’s…Of-limits!” hey quickly produced 

sandbags out of their van to which I tied Charlie Zulu’s wings and tail. By 

the time we had Charlie Zulu tied down, driving rain and sleet had begun. 

I looked at the leading edges of the wings and engine cowling—the paint 

had peeled of, but miraculously there were no dents. I expressed my eternal 

gratitude to the men of the Italian Air Force and apologized for landing at a 

NATO standby airield. hey were very understanding and in a short while 

Peter and I were in a taxi headed for a small hotel in town.

It had been another day of unexpected changes in the weather, but we 

had survived it and were reminded of an old pilot’s saying, “A good landing 

in bad weather is one you can walk away from.” We decided to just stay put 

until the front blew through. It was a good decision; it was stormy all the next 

day, though the forecast from our friends at the NATO base was for clearing 

weather on the following day. So we made plans to retrace our route over the 

Apennines and on to Florence, Parma and Milan when the weather cleared

• • • • •

On to Milan …and A Close Call.

he following morning dawned clear with the crisp air that oten follows 

on the day ater a strong cold front’s passage. We had a quick breakfast then 

hurried out to the airield. Given good weather and a bit of luck we could 

get all the way to Copenhagen today. At the NATO airield “met” oice we 

conirmed that it was clear as far as the Alps, though it looked pretty “ify” 

over western Europe. We decided to ly to Milan some 270 miles to the 

northwest, then check the weather again there before proceeding over the 

Alps. We iled our light plan with the airman on duty. He looked at it and 

said, “Why are you going that way—via Firenza and Parma?”

“We were told at Brindisi we had to go that way. he lower part of the 

Po valley is prohibited airspace.”

“hat’s nonsense. You can ly directly from here up the coast to Rimini 
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and then up the Po river valley to Milan/Linate. hat “prohibited area” is 
just the Milan FIR.”

An FIR is a Flight Information Region that is close to a country’s borders; 
you just have to tell “en route” controllers who you are and where you are 
going as you enter one. We thanked the airman for his help and changed our 
light plan to go directly to Milan as we had originally planned in Brindisi.

It was still early morning as Charlie Zulu climbed northwest and headed 
up the coast toward Rimini. here was a moderate headwind; we igured we’d 
be at Milan’s Linate Airport, which is on the southeast side of the city, in just 
under two hours—an easy hop. It was a lovely smooth light at 10,500 feet, 
irst up the coast and then along the south side of the Po Valley to Parma 
with the mountains rising to our let and the Po River of to the right. Peter 
busied himself checking of our progress on the chart folded on his lap as 
we lew over Bologna and Modena. Approaching Parma he looked up the 
approach sequence for Milan/Linate while I turned Charlie Zulu a bit to the 
north to head directly for the airport and began a long, slow descent. In the 
morning stillness, as we descended towards Milan, the air became thicker 
and thicker with haze and smog.

When we were about twenty-ive miles out, Peter called in for approach 
and landing clearance. Linate reported: “Runway 32, wind 210 at 2, visibility 
1500 meters, pressure 29.98. Continue.” Now, 1,500 meters is just under a 
mile and that put the airport visibility well below VFR minimums.

Peter turned to me and said, “Look, Bill, if you’ll just slow us to about 90 
knots and maintain this rate of descent, I igure I can intercept the localizer 
and steer us down it with just the rudder pedals if you’ll take care of the rest.”

“Okay. Let’s try it. But let’s make sure there are no other aircrat around. 
We can’t see very far.”

Peter radioed the tower, conirmed that there were no other aircrat in the 
traic area, and got clearance to make a localizer approach. I turned on our 
landing lights and descended slowly into the murk below; soon enough we 
picked up the localizer. With Peter steering with his feet and I following him 
with the ailerons, we descended enough to see the ground but couldn’t yet 
pick out the runway approach lights somewhere ahead of us. As we got closer 
and closer, it became harder and harder to stay on the localizer’s narrowing 
beam. Eventually we lost it. Peter immediately reported we were breaking of 
the approach and, ater conirming there were no other aircrat in the area, 
asked for and received clearance to ly back out the localizer for another try.

We turned back and climbed outbound on the reciprocal of the runway’s 
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heading. As we climbed up out of the thick layer of haze and smog, I looked 

up…and there was a jet airliner dead ahead and growing straight at us! I 

rolled Charlie Zulu into a steep dive as a DC-9 skimmed over our heads.

“Jeez!!! Where did that come from???”

“Dunno. Guess we were given a bum clearance.” hen I remembered 

my RCAF friends warning me that, “In Italy, the controllers may break into 

Italian at any time.”

“Well, Pete …Enough of this hanging around the glide path. here’s a 

distinctive bend in the railway line here on the map …If we go out a ways, 

get down on the deck, follow the railway line back and turn to the runway 

heading when we reach that bend…we should come out on the runway. 

We’ll do it VFR.”

So we did a “railway-line approach” like Lowell and Bruce had taught me 

to use at Saskatoon airport in the winter when there was a “whiteout” close 

to the ground. We came in lined-up right on the approach lights.

As I turned of the runway and asked for taxi clearance to transient 

parking, I thought for sure that I’d be directed to some oicial waiting area 

and be marched of to an inquiry. But no one was there at my parking spot! 

However, as I slid out of the pilot’s seat onto two now-shaky legs, I saw two 

airline pilots walking across the tarmac toward me. As they drew close, I 

could see they were with Swissair and they looked very grim.

“Are you the pilot of that small aircrat that was lying out the localizer 

a few minutes ago?” they asked evenly.

“Yes, I am.”

“And what were you doing there?”

I explained that we had twice asked for conirmation that there were no 

other aircrat in the airport’s Operating Area and had received conirmation 

about that each time before getting clearance to ly in on the localizer and 

then clearance to ly back out. And that the irst I had known of their presence 

in the area was when we climbed up out of the smog layer and saw them 

coming at us …just seconds away.

“Do you know what would have happened if we had been three seconds 

earlier?”

“Yes. You, your passengers and we would have all been killed. Saying ‘I’m 

sorry’ is hardly enough. We are all just damn lucky.”

Wordlessly, they nodded, turned and walked away.

As Peter and I walked to the operations room to close our light plan 

and check the weather ahead I said to Peter, “Well, I guess we’re for the 
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high-jumps.” Peter just looked straight ahead and said nothing. We checked 
in and closed our light plan; to our astonishment nothing was said to us. 
As we walked down the hall to the “met” oice Peter said he thought that 
perhaps they knew the tower had screwed up. We never heard a thing about it.

he weather on the north side of the Alps and all the way north over 
western Europe was rotten…and there was a string of “Lows” waiting their 
turn to spiral in of the North Atlantic. It looked like it would be lousy for 
at least a week. So I called the owners in Copenhagen and explained the 
situation, adding, “I could take the aircrat to Marseille and then make my 
way up the Rhone valley and across the west European plains to Copenhagen. 
hat way I would not have to wait for good weather over the Alps.”

“No, that would be taking the plane further away. You’ve got it close 
enough for us to ly down and bring it back on a day when the weather is 
good. Just leave it there with the Cessna dealer at Linate. hey are friends 
of ours.”

“Okay.”
Although I was relieved not to be doing any more lying that day, or a few 

days later, I was disappointed. Charlie Zulu and I had come all the way from 
Lahore in Pakistan. Now I’d have to leave this trusty aircrat just ive hours 
from our goal of taxiing up to that decrepit old hangar at Kastrup airport 
in Copenhagen, sliding out and walking into Commertas’s dusty oice and 
saying, “Here are your keys.” But there was really no other option, so I called 
the Cessna dealer there at Linate airport and they replied, “OK. Just leave 
it there with the keys in it. We’ll send someone over to get it later today.”

Peter and I walked slowly back to Charlie Zulu and took our time packing 
up all the gear—all the charts and booklets and bulletins and logs as well as 
our own stuf and the life jackets. When I wiggled the galvanized tin box that 
contained Ken’s riles out from under the back seat Peter asked, “What’s that?”

I replied, “Oh it’s just some survival gear that belongs to me.” I wasn’t 
at all sure how I would get it out of Italy, and the fewer people who knew 
what was in it, the better.

We walked over to the passenger terminal and found lights to take us 
onward—Peter to London and me to Copenhagen. We said our “Godspeed 
and Happy Landings” to each other and made our separate ways to check-in. 
I was still in my lying suit with the life jackets draped over my arm as I 
checked in. Not a question was asked about the contents of the locked tin 
box as I checked it to Copenhagen along with my dufel. hen I had lots of 
time to ind a men’s washroom and change into civvies and pack up the life 
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jackets. I didn’t think it would make my fellow passengers feel very secure 

if I boarded a light with a couple of life jackets in hand…I didn’t want to 

get thrown of the light for frightening people!

By early aternoon I was winging my way north over the Alps in the 

comfort of an SAS DC-9…and looking down at a solid undercast all the way 

to Copenhagen. It would have been a long wait for good weather.

At Copenhagen’s Kastrup Airport I returned to the draty hanger from 

which Commertas the Cessna dealer operated, handed over the borrowed 

life jackets, and walked out to my new VW wagon with my dufel of gear 

and the precious box containing Ken’s riles. he saga of Charlie Zulu was 

over, but I had yet to get Ken’s “smoke-poles” back to him as I’d promised 

months earlier.

I crossed into Sweden at Gothenburg on my way north to go skiing for a 

week at Lillehammer in Norway. As I rolled of the ferry in Gothenburg the 

Swedish customs oicer asked, “And what is in that steel box?” So I told him.

“I’m sorry, but you cannot bring irearms into Sweden without a permit.”

Naturally, I didn’t have a permit, so I said, “Can you just keep them here 

in bond until I return in about ten days?”

Agreeably, the customs oicer replied, “Yes, we can do that for you.”

On my way back to Hamburg to load myself and one VW wagon onto 

a ship bound for Montréal, I stopped in to pick up the item listed only as 

“locked steel box.” I told the customs men how I came to be carrying these 

prized irearms back to a friend who is a keen hunter and who lived in 

Colorado. hey kindly said, ”Why, then, we’ll just put our Swedish customs 

inspection seal on it and you’ll not have any more questions asked about 

them.” And I didn’t—not in Denmark, not in Germany, not in Canada nor 

on entering the United States.

So it was that in September 1966, many months ater Ken Nobe and I 

had made irst plans to leave Lahore with Charlie Zulu, I was on my way 

across the continent to continue my vocation in California. But irst, I had 

an important stop along the way in Ft. Collins, Colorado. I walked up to 

the front door of an attractive home, knocked on the door, and when Ken 

answered it, surprised him with, ”Hello, Ken, I’ve got a box of goodies here 

for you!” and handed him the still-sealed box.

hat evening over beers long into a warm late-summer evening, we rem-

inisced about our times in Pakistan and the travels of Charlie Zulu.



148 By Dead Reckoning



149adventures with charlie Zulu



150

CHaptEr EigHt

california interlude

California Bound

W 
hile on Christmas leave from the Indus Basin project, I had sev-
eral job interviews and some ofers for what I would do next. One 

of these was in Lafayette, California, a San Francisco commuter community 
on the east side of the Berkeley Hills. A McGill classmate and friend who was 
studying for his doctorate in water resources engineering at UC Berkeley 
had called me and said, “Bill, you must come out and talk to a couple of my 
professors. hey are the principals of a pair of small consulting engineering 
irms in our ield—Uniconsult and Water Resources Engineers (WRE). Uni-
consult does overseas agricultural water resources consulting work and WRE 
is developing mathematical models of complex water resource systems for 
the US Corps of Engineers and the US Environmental Protection Agency.”

In Lafayette I met with Prof. Fred Hotes, the president of Uniconsult. 
He shared oice space and a secretary with WRE and had two engineers of 
his own—that was it! Fred had a job in Kenya coming up and could use me 
on it. Of the several prospects I had, Uniconsult was the one that caught 
my imagination; besides, I liked Fred immediately. I knew that it would be 
a risky venture with such a small company, but this was the kind of work I 
wanted to do. Fred ofered me a job and told me he would help in getting a 
“green card” from US Immigration. He would start that process right away. 
I happily accepted.

My work in Europe on the Indus Basin Study concluded in the Spring of 
1966. While inishing up my part of the inal report at Sir Alexander Gibb 
and Partners in London, I had “feelers” from both Gibb and Partners and 
the World Bank to join them. Although I felt honoured to be asked, I felt 
that both were larger and more bureaucratic than I would be comfortable 
with in the long run. So I didn’t pursue their interest. While in London I 
had plenty of time to consider my options. Uniconsult was so small as to 
be high risk, but it did what I wanted to do and I liked Fred Hotes. During 
World War II Fred had served in the US Navy’s Seabees in the Paciic and 
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was now a Captain in the US Naval Reserve. We had shared values. Before 

leaving London to collect Charlie Zulu from Beirut I checked with Prof. 

Hotes about my Green Card and he replied that it was coming along slowly. 

hat was normal and we conirmed I had a job there.

While waiting for my green card for work in the United States, I spent a 

happy summer at Malahide Farm with Bengie and John and their three little 

girls, Kate, Sally and Alex, and their Labrador retriever Donah. As a puppy 

Donah had been my dog while I was a university student in Saskatoon. I 

found lots of fun things to do that summer—like rebuilding a small dam on 

John’s sister’s farm next door and laying out the grade stakes for a contractor 

to improve a track behind Bengie and John’s house. It went down a steep 

grade to the beach on Lake Erie where the Malahide “summer campers” went 

swimming and sailing. I had the help of a couple of teenage Ker nephews; 

we had fun doing “engineering work.” I also ofered to use my Sapper’s skills 

to dynamite some big old tree stumps for John, but he declined my ofer. 

Sensible man.

Ater only a three month wait for my green card, I set out for Lafayette, 

California. But while I was on my way to Lafayette, the project in Kenya had 

gone a-glimmering and there was no longer a job for me with Uniconsult! 

hat oten happens in the hird World. But, Dr. G.T. Orlob—“Jerry” to his ive 

employees—ofered me a job with his company, Water Resources Engineers, 

the sister company to Uniconsult. I was delighted. From the time I was in 

graduate school at University of Saskatchewan the name “G.T. Orlob” was 

in the stratosphere of the hydrology profession…and now I was the sixth 

employee of his company! I could hardly believe my good fortune.

WRE’s vision was to develop and commercially apply the very irst com-

puter models of very complex water resource systems. hey were developing 

a model for San Francisco Bay and Delta which, in an overnight run on the 

huge mainframe computer at UC Berkeley, could do what would otherwise 

take six months to do on the Corps of Engineers’ physical hydraulic model 

that occupied a two-acre building in Sausalito. And do it more accurately. 

It was leading edge work; WRE had about a ten-year lead on anyone else in 

the world.

Practically all the gang at WRE had PhDs in mathematics, advanced 

structural theory and analysis, or hydrology, and here was I—a practical, 

nuts-and-bolts kind of guy. hey found a place for me in applying their newly 

developed municipal pipe-network analysis models for Bay Area municipal 

clients who were looking for solutions to their cities’ water distribution 
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problems and planning for the growth that was bearing down on them. It 
was great fun as we developed or modiied the models with our new clients 
as we went along.

WRE also had on staf a recently retired senior civil servant from the USDA 
Soil Conservation Service, the agency that President Roosevelt established 
in the 1930s to help farmers with their practices for soil and water conser-
vation in the wake of the Dust Bowl era. C.E. “Mike” Busby had taken early 
retirement from the SCS and joined WRE to provide consulting services to 
Soil Conservation Districts in California, Oregon, Nevada and other western 
states. Mike took me under his wing and became my mentor. When the 
Company built its own oice building in Walnut Creek, California Mike 
and I were assigned adjoining oices.

We planned and designed water management and erosion stabilization 
schemes for whole counties in the wine country north of San Francisco, 
along the northern California coast, in the Sierra Nevada foothills, and 
for old mine properties in Nevada. I have fond memories of attending Soil 
Conservation District board meetings with wine growers in the Napa valley 
in the cool fragrance of old barns illed with great oak tanks of maturing 
wines and with farmers or ranchers and timber operations in Mendocino, 
San Mateo and Del Norte counties. It was very rewarding work; I made 
friendships that lasted for years.

A year ater moving to the Bay Area in 1966, I met a lovely young woman, 
Wendy Jayne, and we were married a year later. I was living in a rented garden 
cottage in Berkeley just north of the University of California campus and 
Wendy was living in an even smaller apartment in San Francisco where she 
taught English to recent immigrants in Chinatown. Wendy moved in with 
me in my romantic little cottage and commuted to the City by bus. My place 
was so small that if we were both getting dressed at the same time in our 
tiny bedroom, one of us had to stand on the bed! Ater a while, and with 
Dr. Orlob’s wife’s prompting, we found a house to rent over the Berkeley 
Hills in Orinda, next door to Lafayette, that we could just aford. Wendy 
commuted to San Francisco by bus and later by rapid transit, as I traveled 
daily to WRE’s new oice in Walnut Creek.

As work on computer modelling continued to grow for the company, work 
for me became pretty marginal. I was loaned out to a consulting geographer’s 
irm in southern California to help them put together a submission to the 
US Forest Service for a competition for a new destination ski resort near 
Lone Pine on the precipitous eastern slopes of the Sierra Nevada mountains 
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above the Owens Valley in southern California. We were up against the likes 

of the Disney Corporation who had recently applied for a similar permit in 

the Mineral King Wilderness area just over the Sierras from Lone Pine. Our 

proposal won the support of the Sierra Club because it would not destroy 

the natural beauty that brought us there in the irst place. he group we 

represented were awarded the project and I was asked if I would be the 

Project Engineer.

hat presented a dilemma: would I go with another start-up, but in an 

area I loved and where I’d be central to making possible something I loved 

to do? Or would I stay with WRE where, much as they were superb people 

to work with, I was not in the mainstream of what they did? Once again, I 

chose to take a risk on another opportunity—planning and building a totally 

new destination ski resort at 8,000 feet in the High Sierras with ski slopes 

encircling a large alpine meadow.

In little less than a year we had the development’s phasing, preliminary 

designs, and cost estimates completed. We were ready to begin inal designs 

and site preparation. But ater much negotiation, the inancial backers pulled 

the plug—ten million dollars just to open was too much. I had seen it coming; 

we were trying to make an elephant ly. Ater that experience the Forest 

Service dropped the idea of a ski resort there. I was much relieved.

he group I was with had made a name for itself in resort planning in 

California’s Sierra Nevada mountains. I continued a while with the irm, 

but it was the late 1960s, the recreational development boom was ending 

and I was soon out of a job. I went on the unemployment lines, something 

I never expected would happen to me, while Wendy went back to teaching 

English in San Francisco’s Chinatown. WRE wanted me back but I was too 

embarrased to return. Besides, I wanted to return to my irst love—water 

for agriculture in the hird World.

Ater a couple of months, I landed a job with a consortium of San Francisco 

consulting engineering irms who had a large on-going USAID contract, the 

Coastal Embankment Project, to plan and supervise the construction of sea 

dikes along the Mouths of the Ganges in the Bay of Bengal in what was then 

East Pakistan. hat promised a time of high challenge and some risk on the 

other side of the world.

On looking back years later, I would recognize that the Coastal Embank-

ment Project, like the Indus Basin Study, was visionary in its approach and 

was one of the last very large, carefully thought out, planned and executed 

sustainable AID projects led mainly by engineers that would have lasting 
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positive economic and social impacts on the whole recipient country. I also 
recognized I had been very fortunate to have been part of their execution; 
professionally, it was a real plus.

We said our goodbyes in California and traveled east. We stayed for a 
few days with my mother and my sister’s family, and then visited McGill 
University friends in Montréal before boarding a sleek BOAC VC-10 for the 
overnight light to London. While we did the sights in London we stayed 
in the gracious hospitality of the Ebury Court Club, where I’d stayed while 
working on the inal drat of the Indus Basin Report for the World Bank and 
where I still retained a membership. hat ephemeral interlude soon was over.

Shortly I would step into the sufocating heat and teeming poverty of 
East Pakistan to begin a new job in a new country and await completion of 
a house in Dhaka. Wendy would stay with family and friends in Scotland, 
Denmark and Switzerland while we waited for the house to be completed. 
We made this plan because I had witnessed many times the stresses added 
to culture shock when husband and wife arrive together in a foreign country. 
Cooped up in a hotel room while they wait interminably for a house to be 
readied, the wife inevitably becomes isolated while the husband immerses 
himself in a totally new work environment. So we determined that Wendy 
would stay in Europe until our house was ready for occupancy; we would 
keep in touch by cable from prearranged places in Europe.

I let Wendy Jayne, my bride of two years, at London’s Heathrow airport. 
Wendy was in tears as I hugged her and kissed her goodbye and then walked 
away into the “Passengers Only” section of that thronged crossroads of the 
world. It was hard to leave her there; the enormity of this transition gave 
me pause to think about what I was going to be doing in East Pakistan. As 
I traveled to a new country and a new chapter in my life, so began a story I 
would later marvel that I lived to tell.



155

CHaptEr ninE

A Year of Living on the Edge in Dhaka

New Chapter, New Landscape, New Project



156 By Dead Reckoning

I 
t was mid-morning as the Pakistan International Airlines light from 
Karachi descended towards Dhaka. From its cruising level of 30,000 feet, 

which we had been at all the way across India, the Boeing 707 was letting 
down slowly through layer upon layer of thin stratus cloud. he grey wisps 
gradually thinned and we broke out of the clouds high above the Ganges 
Delta. I had traveled all the previous aternoon and night on PIA to reach 
Karachi just at dawn. From there I boarded another PIA light to ly for 
three and a half hours across India from west to east. I was now half way 
around the world from San Francisco where ten days earlier Wendy and I 
began our journey.

he irst sight of a new country is always a thrill for me. It wasn’t a surprise; 
several friends who had been there before had told me what to expect in East 
Pakistan, as it was called then. hey described an enormous, incredibly green 
billiard table of small ields laced with large muddy rivers and hundreds of 
small side channels all winding sinuously toward the Bay of Bengal.

But the landscape below me was quite a surprise. Practically all the land 
was underwater! Large muddy rivers snaked across the land; the ields were 
under water, marked only by the lines of taller growth along their verges 
and the rice crops that grew at the rate the water rises—just keeping their 
heads above the submerged ields. Long curving lines of trees, following 
the riverbanks, lourished on slightly higher ground and sheltered villages 
standing barely above the water. here was not a road in sight. It was July, near 
the height of the monsoon season, and the loodwaters of the great Ganges, 
Brahmaputra and Jamuna Rivers lowed down through the Indo-Gangetic 
plains from the Himalayas and covered the land. his enormous river delta 
would be my home and place of work for the next year, perhaps longer.

Taking on a new job in a new country and new culture is always a leap 
of faith. Although I had had the usual job interviews at the engineering 
company’s headquarters in San Francisco and met the project director and 
support staf at Home Oice there, I knew nothing of the people I would 
be working with or conditions in the oice or ield. Friends at the World 
Bank who knew something about the project provided a not very promising 
description. But I had been on the unemployment lines since the ski resort 
work in California petered out, and I was getting desperate to ind work. 
Besides, I wanted to get back to my irst love—agricultural development 
work among the most needy in the hird World.

“Well, Bill,” they had advised, “it’s a huge project, almost too big to be 
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manageable, that has been going for eight years. It has had a chequered 

history and it’s way behind schedule. hey’re trying to get it inished up and 

could use your help to do that. Don’t expect an easy job.”

“It” was USAID’s Coastal Embankment Project. Simple enough in con-

cept—building dikes around the low-lying islands along the coast to keep the 

sea from over-running them and thus gain precious cropland for a country 

that was rapidly approaching standing-room only. But the project was a 

challenge in execution: 1,200 miles of dikes, twelve to twenty feet high, and up 

to 250 feet across at the base. he hand-built dikes would form an arc along 

the Bay of Bengal in East Pakistan and required up to 10,000 day-labourers 

to construct it some 150 miles south from the capital of Dhaka and in an 

area where there were no roads. Access to the project area and the work 

sites was only by water. Having grown up around boats, and a water rat by 

nature, this aspect of the job was a real attraction for me.

he labourers working on the dikes were local peasant farmers and their 

families in the of-season that were hired by labour contractors. hey went 

home each night to their own homes or to extended families and friends 

with whom they stayed during the construction season. hey’d not had cash 

income before.

Constructing the dike system was a family afair. Using traditional 

short-handled shovels with a reversed blade like a big hoe but called a khorpee, 

the men hand excavated the earthwork for the dikes. he earth was then 

carried in head baskets by the women, deposited, and then compacted by 

teams of water bufalo driven back and forth by their children. In this manner, 

the dikes were slowly built up from the tidal lats. Concrete aggregate for the 

sluiceways and drainage structures was made on-site by burning the local 

clay to make coarse brick that was then broken into pieces by hand with 

hammers. hat was the standard way to make aggregate in East Pakistan. 

here is no coarse gravel in all of the Ganges Delta, it is so close to sea level 

that the land is made up almost entirely of sand, silt and clay. Coal for making 

the bricks, Portland cement and re-bar for the concrete, lumber for forms 

and shoring were all brought in on shallow-drat barges that were beached 

at high tide and unloaded by hand.

As the islands became encircled by dikes—or polders in Dutch parlance—

management of the fresh water from rainfall inside the dikes and its internal 

drainage became a crucial task. he Project’s water management section was 

comprised of twenty Bengali engineers and dratsmen who were responsible 
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for planning this work and seeing that it was implemented in the newly diked 
lands. My job was to lead this team of engineers and technicians.

• • • • •

Getting established in Dhaka

Arriving in Dhaka, I was met on the tarmac by Bob Smith, the administration 
manager for the project. Bob was an old hand in the tropics; he had been in 
Dhaka for six years and prior to that had held a similar position on a project 
in Laos. I noticed that the sufocating heat did not bother him in the least. 
He clearly knew his way around at the airport—by the time we reached 
baggage pick-up, I had been quickly ushered through the entry formalities 
to a driver waiting with my bags. With Bob’s help I would later learn “how 
it’s done” when one goes to the airport to meet people or see them of. While 
it served the provincial capital of East Pakistan, Dhaka airport was still 
relatively small and I soon got to know the people I needed to know there. It 
became a pleasant task for me; seeing family of or meeting them at quayside, 
railway station or airport had been a tradition in my family for generations.

On the drive into town on Airport Road, jammed with pedestrians, 
bicycles, motorbikes, push-carts, donkey carts, ox carts and rickshaws all 
carrying enormous loads, we traveled past what seemed like miles of depress-
ing cardboard-and-tin shanties all standing in puddles of muddy water. We 
crossed a double-track railway line that brought thousands of workers into 
the city each day while more thousands walked along it. Bob and I dropped 
of my bags at the Dhaka Intercontinental Hotel, the tallest building in town, 
then drove on downtown to the commercial district, called Motijheel, where 
the project’s oices took up the whole fourth loor of a six-storey oice 
building. he High Court, once an impressive building with large Doric 
columns now falling into decay, was just down the street.

he tiny elevator in our building seldom worked. We trudged up four 
lights of stairs in a dark narrow stairwell reeking of urine and whose walls 
were stained red-brown with betel nut spittle from about waist-level down. 
I learned that many Bengalis chew betel nut; it’s a mild narcotic and helps 
keep hunger at bay. Eventually we reached our loor. As in any engineering 
oice of the time, the space was mostly open plan with acres of drating 
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tables interspersed with occasional desks where ex-pat engineers laboured 

over mountains of paper.

My desk was one of these. I was grateful that it was next to a window 

so occasional breezes could blow through—never mind the blue haze of 

exhaust from all the “tuk-tuk” rickshaws and ancient cars, trucks and busses 

belching fumes in the busy street below. At least the air moved. here was 

no air conditioning in the building, but there was a good arrangement of 

ceiling fans, called punkas, that kept the air moving if the power was on. 

hey also kept my papers constantly loating of my desk until I got used to 

using an array of multicoloured glass paperweights to hold everything down. 

he two-handed dance of hand-on-desired-piece-of-paper, lit-the-paper-

weight-with-the-other, slip-the-piece-out, put-the-weight-back-down…and 

then reverse the dance where I wanted to put back the piece of paper soon 

became an automatic shule done without thinking. I also learned not to 

rest my forearms on papers on the desk; the papers would stick to them.

I went around my Section and greeted the members of my staf and 

then went of to meet my boss, Jim Rasmussen the Project Engineer, and 

his boss Bob Barr, the Project Manager. I liked both these men immediately. 

By mid-aternoon I was getting drowsy ater being without proper sleep 

for going on 36 hours, so I went and checked in at the “Intercon” which 

would be my home for the next few weeks while I waited for our house to 

be inished. I didn’t mind the delay; it would be nice to have a brand-new 

house for Wendy and me to live in.

My room in the Intercontinental was on the sixth loor and faced south 

toward the Old City a mile or so away. With the thick blanket of fumes and 

dust and smoke from cow-dung ires that enveloped Dhaka, I could seldom 

see it during daylight. At night I could tell it was there by the myriad tiny 

glows of outdoor cooking ires. I soon fell into the comfortable routine of 

living in a large hotel—inding quiet nooks in tea rooms, bars and restaurants, 

or an out-of-the-way patch of grass and shade near the pool, and getting 

to know some of the staf all of whom helped make it a pleasant temporary 

home. he gracious, low-key service, and good, though limited menu, and 

the limitless supply of Scotch or gin or beer reminded me of being back in 

Lahore while Pakistan was under the avuncular rule of Gen. Ayub Khan ive 

years earlier. he strict authoritarian ways of his less avuncular successor, Gen. 

Yahya Khan, now the ruler of Pakistan, had not yet reached East Pakistan.

Among the shops in the hotel’s arcade was a very nice Persian rug empo-

rium run by a young West Pakistani, or “West Sider” as they were locally 
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known. Later, Wendy and I would get to know him and his family well; he 
would prove to be a special friend during the political upheavals that were 
to erupt later in our stay. For the moment, everything was peaceful.

Dhaka sits as an isolated enclave of Muslims in the northeast “armpit” of 
India, sandwiched between West Bengal, Assam and Burma. I knew I would 
eventually learn how to get around in the ield; irst though, I had to establish 
my home base. As is the custom around the world among expatriates living 
and working in a foreign culture far from family and friends, my colleagues, 
their families and friends soon took me under their wing with invitations to 
join them at dinner parties. hey helped me make initial connections and 
ind my way around the decrepit old city.

Central to this task was inding a spiritual home in a far-of place. We 
were very fortunate to discover such a place in the Dhaka International 
Church—an inter-denominational Protestant congregation that met in 
a classroom of the Dhaka International School on Sunday mornings. Its 
remarkable pastor, Rev. Leslie Wenger, was an Englishman and the ith 
generation of Wengers to live in the sub-continent and serve its people. Leslie 
was an older man—a Baptist missionary who, with his equally remarkable 
wife Freda, lived simply in the heart of the Old City. heir lock, to whom 
Leslie and Freda were devoted, were the desperately poor denizens of that 
teeming quarter of Dhaka. Somehow, he found time to tend a lock of western 
expatriates as well.

Shortly before leaving for East Pakistan, and while visiting with our 
Presbyterian senior pastor, Dr. Jim Little, in Orinda, California, Jim had 
laid on Wendy, with a twinkle in his eyes and a wink for me, a charge to 
“establish an underground church” in Dhaka. I was delighted to ind that 
one already existed; I was welcomed with open arms. his parish family 
became the source of many close friendships during Wendy’s and my stay 
in Dhaka. Ater Dhaka, when Wendy and I returned to Orinda, Jim Little, a 
truly remarkable man, became my spiritual guide, mentor and lifelong friend.

While the house that was to be ours progressed slowly toward comple-
tion, I needed to ind and engage the men who would be our domestic help. 
he standard household staf was a cook, a houseboy/cook’s helper, and a 
chowkidar/gardener. A chowkidar is a watchman, literally “the keeper of 
the gate,” who attends the gate to one’s house around the clock and unlocks 
it when family or friends arrive. I had no intention of a gatekeeper staying 
awake all night, but it was the custom to employ one. While households 
needed to make it at least look as if the gate was locked and that someone 
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was on duty, I regarded the position as more of an opportunity to provide 

some much-needed local employment.

In searching for a cook, a friend suggested that I inquire at the Roman 

Catholic seminary in Dhaka because they had recently let go one of their 

cooks who worked in the seminary’s refectory. Brother André, who admin-

istered the seminary, said, “Yes, last month one of our cooks, Joaquim Puri-

ication who is an excellent man, let our employ because he was plain worn 

out. Here’s how you can get in touch with him.”

So I sent a chitty to his village inquiring if he would come into town 

so I could interview him for a job as a cook for my household. Joaquim, 

delighted to hear that he would only be cooking for my wife and me and our 

occasional guests rather than three-dozen seminarians, quickly responded. I 

liked Joaquim immediately and hired him on the spot. hen I asked Joaquim 

if he knew of anyone who might need a job as his assistant and general helper 

around the house for the Memsahib. He replied that, yes, his cousin Robie 

was in need of work. I asked Joaquim if he would like to have Robie as his 

assistant in our household and he replied that indeed he would.

So I asked Joaquim to have Robie come in to see me, adding “Oh, yes! 

And if you know of someone who would make a good chowkidar and part-

time gardener, please have him come in with Robie.” In a few days Robie 

Palma and Clement Rosario turned up at the oice; ater interviewing them, 

I hired them both on the spot. Joaquim, Robie and Clement were Bengali 

Christians, descendants of Portuguese traders from the enclave of Goa on 

India’s west coast. hey each worked six days a week and oten went by train 

back to their village about 25 miles north of town on their days of. hough 

they were observant Christians, we made sure they also took time of for 

the Muslim holy days.

Although my house was not yet ready, I put them all on a retainer and 

said I’d let them know when they could come into town and start work. All 

three men were anxious to get to work cleaning the house of construction 

dust and debris to ready it for the Memsahib’s arrival. I could tell that they 

would be a devoted, industrious and merry crew.

Some time later, when I happened to bump into Brother André on the 

street in Dhaka, he asked me, “Did you ind any help?”

“Yes,” I replied. “I’ve hired Joaquim Puriication, Robie Palma and Clement 

Rosario.”

“What?!” replied Brother Andre, “hose three are the best cook, cook’s 

helper, and chowkidar we’ve ever had! And you found all three?”
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“Yes,” I said. “I am a very lucky man. hank you for your help in steering 
me to them.”

And indeed Wendy and I were lucky for all three men were gems who 
stood by us through thick and thin, as well as through some very dicey 
times that none of us, in those peaceful times, even knew were approaching.

As the weeks dragged on and the house was still not ready for occupancy 
(nothing new in the developing world, or at home for that matter), I would 
oten ind myself in the evening looking longingly out from my hotel window 
at the winking lights of the weekly SAS DC-9 aircrat as it climbed out over 
the Old City and disappeared in the gathering dusk on its way to Bangkok. 
I wished I were on it. Little did I know that in a few weeks time I would be 
accompanying Wendy on that very aircrat on a mercy light to Bangkok.

Sometimes I wondered what on earth I was doing in such a god-forsaken 
place and felt a bit uneasy and more than a bit lonely. But I recognized that 
this “comes with the territory” in a new place and was part of my calling. 
At times such as these, a line from a poem by Rudyard Kipling, “he Sons 
of Martha,” would come to me. he poem is read aloud at he Ritual of the 
Calling of an Engineer, a rite of passage observed at Canadian universities 
when they graduate engineers:

Alone in the dark and the desert they stand,

Ever watchful that their brothers’ lives may be 

long in the land.

Our new home

By mid-September our house was ready in Ghulshan on the edge of a new-
ish suburb on the north side of the city. I sent word to Wendy to come join 
me in Dhaka. She arrived very tired and not looking well from not getting 
enough rest while she was in Europe. But Joaquim and Robie soon had her 
well rested and well fed. With Clement’s help Wendy was soon busy planting 
a vegetable garden from seeds given to us by my sister Bengie in Canada, 
making our house into a home, and getting involved in good works in Dhaka 
through our church.

Our house had a small covered entryway of a short driveway at the side 
of the house, a large guest bedroom with bath immediately of to the right of 
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the entryway, a dining room and living room, and a study on the way to the 

master bedroom and bathroom which were on a wing at the far end of the 

house. he kitchen was of moderate size, which meant it was quite spacious 

for Joaquim and Robie. It had a large pantry-cum-storage room called a 

“go-down” next to it. It was all very comfortable. here were no servants 

quarters so I had the large garage, which was attached to the house, turned 

into quarters for Joaquim, Robie and Clement.

Although our sea freight of household goods was not due to arrive for 

some weeks, our air freight comprising a couple of hundred pounds of 

items essential to setting up housekeeping had arrived. I’d already ordered 

a bed for us, and with our airfreight and some furniture kindly loaned by 

neighbours, we set up house with the help of our faithful household staf 

who had made our otherwise spartan place absolutely spotless. In a day, 

Joaquim had the kitchen operating—he required very little. Soon we would 

get the rest of our stuf by sea.

We had the standard USAID allowance to furnish our place. Our friend 

from the rug shop at the hotel brought out a selection of rugs from his 

warehouse and we soon had some lovely Persian rugs on the terrazzo loors 

and woven palm-frond matting on much of the rest. he house was soon 

alive with mistries busy measuring up the windows for curtains and taking 

orders for furniture that would be hand-made to order. Mistri in Bengali 

means any kind of cratsman. Some of them truly were mysteries. hey came 

armed with ancient Sears catalogues and we simply pointed out the style of 

furnishing we wanted, speciied its color and inish, and in a matter of days 

the desired pieces of furniture or curtains would arrive on a donkey cart. he 

workmanship was superb, although the glue in the joints was sometimes a bit 

sparse. he mistries’ tools were mostly wood and antiquarian. For example, 

our cabinetmaker mistri used a hand drill that was a hardened nail set in the 

end of a hardwood piece carved with a triple helix on which ran a push-pull 

wooden driver. When I gave him the geared hand drill and set of drill bits 

I’d brought with me, he was overwhelmed.

One of the mysteries of the house was the electric wiring. Like most 

hird World wiring, the service panel was a bizarre rat’s nest of wires going 

every which-way, and the ‘fuses’ were just pieces of heavy copper wire or 

even copper pennies. I discovered that if I connected the service mains just 

‘so’ I could make the meter run backwards…and our electricity bill would 

be zero! hough tempted, I let it connected “propah.”

Our sea-freight of household goods arrived and was duly delivered to 
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our house—the shipping crate resting on the bed of an old Bedford truck. 
While the crate had been lited onto the truck with a sling at Chittagong, no 
such equipment existed in Ghulshan. “No problem, Sahib! We take care of 
it!” assured the driver; whereupon a swarm of Bengalis got up on the truck, 
surrounded the crate…and gave it a mighty shove. he crate slid of onto 
the driveway with a huge crash. Precariously, the back end of the crate still 
rested on the tail end of the truck. “No problem, Sahib!” he shouted from 
the cab. he truck lurched forward and the other end of our crate crashed 
onto the driveway!

Wendy looked at me aghast and I shrugged, “Well…that’s why when we 
were packing I said ‘Don’t expect to see any of this stuf ever again.’” In any 
event, the unloading did very little damage, though we discovered that the 
crate had leaked badly as it sat on the docks at Chittagong for several weeks 
awaiting clearance. For days thereater the lat roof of our house was festooned 
with drying books, linens, pictures, artwork and clothing. Fortunately, most 
of it dried out in good shape.

We settled in to our new home and surroundings. Getting used to the 
swarms of beggars, many of them children with grotesquely deformed limbs 
that had been intentionally injured, was really hard for Wendy—as it is for 
most expats. Five years earlier when I lived “on the West Side” in Lahore, I 
had grown used to it. But one beggar, a tragically deformed leprosy victim 
known as “No Face,” made us all avert our eyes. He had an unfortunate habit 
of sticking his head through the open passenger windows of people’s cars 
and mumbling for baksheesh.

here were, however, positive aspects of our lives in in Ghulshan. Our 
house, out beyond the airport on the north side of town, was in the “Golden 
Ghetto” where many expatriates like us lived. Ours was the last house on 
the street. Beyond it there were two vacant lots and then a jheel—a long 
inger of open water and wet land about 200 yards wide and maybe half a 
mile long—a remnant of one of the old river channels which braided the 
lat, lat Bengali countryside. It remained illed with water all year round. 
hrough Irish neighbours across the street who were active members, I was 
soon introduced to a sailing club that held races in dinghies on the jheel on 
Sunday aternoons. For a sailor, this was heaven.

Beyond the jheel was open country covered with water during the mon-
soon and only somewhat drier during the winter months. On weekends a 
favourite pastime for Wendy and me was to hire a local boatman and have 
him take us out among the rice paddies in the late aternoon and early 
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evening hours. he quiet and tranquility as our oarsman sculled silently 

through the paddy ields was balm to our souls.

Because I was one of the few in the American community who had grown 

up playing soccer, I was soon refereeing boys’ soccer games at the Dhaka 

International School. I made these occasions into coaching opportunities 

as well and had great fun showing the boys how to play hard but fair and to 

have a good time just playing the game.

• • • • •

A Sudden Flight into Darkness

Work ofered a new challenge. I discovered that although the layout, design 

and drawings for internal water management in the completed polders were 

progressing nicely, there was a real lag in getting the work implemented 

in the ield. his was partly due to a general reluctance on the part of my 

Bengali staf to go out into the ield and sufer the privations of spending a 

week or two at a time in the austere conditions in the remote coastal areas. 

It was also partly due to their lack of understanding about the extension 

work required to show the peasant farmers how to build and manage their 

own drainage and water control structures. Clearly, my men in the Water 

Management Section needed training in how to go about this extension work.

I began lining up extension specialists from the Ministry of Agricul-

ture with whom we developed a co-operative curriculum with our client, 

WAPDA—the Water and Power Development Authority. I arranged for my 

Water Management Section to go of in two batches to the far southeast corner 

of the country for weeklong courses at a training center at the Karnaphuli 

hydroelectric power complex in the Chittagong Hills along the Assam border. 

Removed from the distractions of living and working in Dhaka, my staf could 

concentrate on learning and practicing the new skills of extension work.

At breakfast the morning I was to ly down to Chittagong to begin the 

training course, Wendy noticed that she had a “loater” in her right eye. We 

talked about it and looked carefully at it, but could see nothing. We agreed 

that if it didn’t go away in the next few days, she should go see Dr. Wilson, 

the very capable and much over-worked English doctor who was the only 

Western doctor in practice in Dhaka. We knew he was terribly busy looking 
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ater the expatriate community in Dhaka, but he was our only choice and 
we didn’t think further about it.

Of I went to the Chittagong Hills, expecting to be gone about ten days. 
But soon the training was going so well that I said to my Bengali colleagues, 
“Look, my part is done for this irst week and you really don’t need me here 
for a few days. here’s no communication with Dhaka from here, so how 
would you feel if I went back to Dhaka for the weekend?”

“Oh yes, Mr. Bill,” was the reply. “You go home for the weekend!”
A beaten-up old taxi took me on the two-hour drive on narrow, twisting 

roads to the grubby little port city of Chittagong. I could watch the road 
passing beneath me through holes in the loor. I got on the last PIA Twin 
Otter commuter light of the day back to Dhaka. he turboprop aircrat lew 
at a low altitude into the late aternoon light; it was a lovely light. As we 
taxied up to the terminal in Dhaka in the early evening, there sat the weekly 
SAS DC-9 light for Bangkok 100 yards away—boarding its last straggle of 
passengers.

As I stepped of my light, I was met on the tarmac by Bob Smith looking 
like he’d just seen his grandmother’s ghost. He ran toward me, words tum-
bling out of his mouth. “Bill! Quick! Where’s your baggage tag? Give it to 
me, quickly! What does your bag look like? Here’s your ticket and passport, 
go directly over to the SAS plane there and get on board! hey’re holding 
the light for you. I’ll snag your bag right here and have it put on board. 
here’s a medical emergency with Wendy. She’s already on board and Iris 
Rasmussen is with her in case you didn’t make it. We’ve been trying to get 
a message to you for two days!”

Still in my dusty boots and ield clothes, I strode across the tarmac and 
bounded up the air-stair. A stewardess immediately ushered me to where 
Wendy and Iris were sitting near the front of the plane. I sat down next to 
Wendy and held her in my arms. She was really groggy with drugs and I 
anxiously turned to Iris for an explanation; quietly she briefed me about 
what had happened.

“Dear Bill, the condition in Wendy’s eye suddenly worsened and when 
she got in to see Dr. Wilson he could not even see through to the retina. 
She has very little vision in the eye—Dr. Wilson fears it may be a sudden 
onset of acute glaucoma. He has done everything he dares to lower the 
pressure in her eye; that is why she is so drugged. He has cabled Dr.Tavisak 
Chittakorn, the top ophthalmologist in Bangkok, and told him that Wendy 
will be coming down on this light tonight. When we arrive we are to go 
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directly to Dr. Tavisak’s clinic. Time is of the essence. If it is acute glaucoma 

we have about 24 hours before she loses the eye.”

I gently stroked Wendy’s forehead and she smiled weakly. I held her 

hands in mine as, in minutes, the DC-9 whispered down the runway and 

lited of into the gathering darkness. Wendy slept with her head on my lap 

for most of the two-and-a-half hour light to Bangkok.

On the whole trip, the only lights I saw were those of the city of Ran-

goon—a patch of sot light in the velvet tropical blackness way below us. It 

seemed like the longest light of my life. I was fraught with questions. “What 

on earth could it be? Will we get there in time? I wonder how we’ll ind his 

place? How could this come up so suddenly for Wendy who seemed so healthy 

before I let?” And then I was grateful. What luck that I just happened to 

come back early—and on the light I did! Perhaps it wasn’t just luck. I was 

there with Wendy on a light into darkness.

We arrived at Bangkok’s international airport right on time at 10:30 p.m. 

It was desperately hot in the airport. First we had to get emergency visas at 

the airport then pass through Customs and Immigration. It took a while to 

get through all the formalities while Wendy sat patiently on a bench with Iris; 

the hai oicials were very kind. hen, about midnight, the next task was 

to ind a taxi driver who could read the address of Dr. Tavisak’s clinic and 

take us there. Soon we found one who said, yes, he could ind that address. 

So we piled in and headed of into the night and a strange city with not a 

word of hai between us.

Ater what seemed like ages of circling about on darkened residential 

streets, the driver stopped at high steel gates and said, “Here is doctor’s 

place.” he gate, of course, was locked. I banged on the gate, but there was no 

answer. Growing desperate, I banged some more, and shouted and banged; 

seizing the iron gate, I shook it as hard as I could. But no one came to the 

gate. Iris and Wendy stayed in the taxi; we’d instructed the driver not to leave 

because he would be taking Mrs. Rasmussen to her hotel once we got “the 

young miss” admitted to the clinic.

Finally, there was nothing to do but scale the gate. Straddling the top, I 

could see some lights in what might be a clinic back in the grounds. About 

to jump down, I hesitated. “What if there is a large German shepherd wait-

ing for me, as many compounds have? …What if there are two German 

shepherds? …Well, in that case, they can each grab an arm and I shall speak 

quietly but irmly to them. hen the dogs and I will just walk on up to those 

lights together!”
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I jumped down. here were no dogs. No night-guard either. I walked up 
toward the lights…and indeed it was Dr.Tavisak’s clinic. I roused two sleepy 
nurses who came with me to the gate and opened it. We gathered up Wendy 
and our bags. Iris gave us gentle hugs and said she’d see me in the morning. I 
thanked her for her great kindness in being prepared to accompany Wendy 
alone on this mercy light.

In a treatment room, the nurses had Wendy lie down on a gurney and 
checked her over. Her vital signs were good and they gave her something 
“to make comfortable.” When I asked if Dr. Tavisak would be coming to 
check her over a nurse responded, “No. Doctor not live here. He come irst 
thing in morning.” While this was a disappointment, I was thankful that 
Wendy was now in good hands in Dr.Tavisak’s clinic. As Wendy drited of 
in a drugged sleep, I lay down on the cool terrazzo loor beside the gurney 
and went sound asleep.

Early the next morning Dr. Tavisak arrived. He was a small man, trim, 
and nattily dressed in a dark suit with a bow tie, very professional; and he was 
charming. Later I learned that he was considered one of the top half-dozen 
tropical ophthalmologists in the world. He took Wendy of to a darkened 
room to the ophthalmoscope and other special optical equipment. Ater a 
thorough look inside both Wendy’s eyes, Dr. Tavisak explained the situation 
to us. Fortunately, it was not glaucoma, but it was “acute uveitis” an infection 
of the vitreous humour, the clear luid that ills the inside of the eyeball.

“here is very little circulation to the inside of the eye so it is diicult 
to treat,” he told Wendy. “We will put you on large doses of antibiotics and 
steroids to get on top of the infection and keep the inlammation in check. 
At this point we are trying to save the eye and it will be some time before 
we know whether we are succeeding. We will also be looking for whatever 
other infection you may have picked up that has caused this. Uveitis is 
always a successor to some other infection—like TB or typhoid or cholera. 
In places like Dhaka you breathe a soup of germs. We are taking you in our 
ambulance to the American Seventh Day Adventist Hospital where you 
will have round-the-clock treatment. You will be in the care of very good 
American doctors there and I will be in to see you every morning.”

Wendy took this in like an absolute stoic and we both thanked him for 
the care he was giving her. Shortly, a nurse came to say the ambulance was 
ready. I gathered up our belongings and of we went to the SDA Hospital. 
As the ambulance inched through the crowded streets, I said to Wendy, “I 
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never dreamed I’d be traveling through the streets of Bangkok with my wife 

on a gurney in an ambulance. But here we are, and you are in good hands!”

he hospital was a lovely airy building with jalousie-paned screened 

windows and lots of fresh air moving through—typical of buildings in the 

tropics. Wendy was quickly admitted and soon settled in her own room with 

a high ceiling and an overhead fan. he hospital staf doctor who would be 

in charge of her daily care came in and reviewed her treatment protocols. 

In what seemed like moments, two nurses appeared and began IV drips of 

antibiotics and steroids. It was not yet noon.

I needed to get in touch with Wendy’s family to let them know what had 

happened so they could get “on the celestial net” for her and also talk with 

her on the phone which she would soon have in her room. I also needed 

to ind an inexpensive place to stay, because at this point we did not know 

when Wendy would be out of the woods. I was not leaving until we knew 

she was on the road to recovery.

As luck would have it, my predecessor in Dhaka, Al Konen, had been 

transferred to Bangkok to head up the company’s project oice there. Iris 

Rasmussen had already contacted the Konens who were old friends. hrough 

Al’s oice I was able to call Wendy’s folks back in California, and the Konens 

steered me to a Swiss missionary guesthouse not far from the hospital where 

I could stay for very little cost. It was a delightful place—very simple, very 

clean, run by very kind people…and it had very good food. Mrs. Konen 

and Iris already made arrangements to visit Wendy in hospital. I went to 

the Swiss guesthouse, had a shower…and then fell sound asleep.

he next days passed in a blur. he fate of Wendy’s right eye hung in 

the balance as Dr.Tavisak and the staf at the SDA hospital gave her round-

the-clock care. he rapid progression of the uveitis had been halted, but 

there was a period of about a week when it was unclear if the uveitis would 

spread to her other eye. I was also on the phone to my family in Canada; 

both families prayerfully interceded on Wendy’s behalf.

hen one day Dr.Tavisak said, “Mr. Bill, Mrs. Ellis’s let eye is safe now, 

but I do not know yet what the outcome will be for the afected eye. We will 

continue the round-the-clock treatments. I am hopeful we can save it. We 

have found nothing yet that might have been a precursor to the uveitis, but 

we will keep searching.” here was a ways yet to go through these woods, 

but Wendy and I were grateful for the news. I decided to stay until we knew 

that the condition in her right eye was stable and improving.

I spent my mornings with Wendy reading and chatting, let for the 
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aternoons so she could rest, and then returned in the evening for prayers 
before her bedtime. She was still on IVs and not allowed out of her room, but 
she was permitted to get out of bed, go to the bathroom and move around 
her room—pushing her “Christmas tree” stand of IVs with her. Uncertainty 
hung in the air, but she took it all with great courage and grace and never 
lost hope that she would have “a happy issue out of all her tribulations”—to 
quote my Anglican Book of Common Prayer.

Some aternoons I distracted myself with tourist adventures. he pal-
aces and temples in Bangkok were just stunning and the loating markets 
fascinating, but the place I liked best was being out on one of the “long 
tailed” water-taxis that plied the big river lowing through the center of 
that teeming city. With the Konens, I was introduced to some very good 
downtown restaurants near the Swiss mission house.

Ater two weeks, Doctor Tavisak advised us that the uveitis was retreating 
well and that Wendy would be able to be out of the hospital for brief periods. 
She would have to return at night to be plugged into the IVs. he medical 
staf advised us that tapering of the heavy doses of steroids would take 
several weeks. he steroids, essential to reducing the inlammation in her 
eye, would have caused much of her immune system to shut down; to get 
her system built up again, they would have to “jog” it back into action. he 
doctors didn’t say anything about whether Wendy would regain her sight 
in that eye, because at that point they themselves did not know, but Wendy 
and I both felt it was time for me to return to my job in Dhaka.

I thanked Dr.Tavisak and the American staf doctor for all they were 
doing for her, and let Wendy in the tender family care of the Konens who 
“adopted” her as if she were their own daughter. Little did I know that I 
myself would be back at the same hospital late the next summer asking an 
unusual favour of that same American doctor.

On a beautiful clear morning in the solitude of the SAS light back to 
Dhaka, I had time to relect on the sudden dramatic events that had taken 
Wendy and me into such unexpected territory. I thought, “Had I known 
that Wendy would sufer this by coming here, I would never have taken 
this job. …One does take huge risks coming to places like this to live. …
You’ve grown used to it, Ellis; you have a cast iron constitution and accept 
the risks that come with your chosen calling. Last time you were in Pakistan, 
during the war with India, you came down with typhus and had no way 
of knowing what it was because there was no-one let in Lahore to treat it, 
and you survived all right. …But Wendy didn’t choose this profession that’s 
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brought her here—you did—and it’s your job to make sure she is safe and 

healthy in these god-awful places. …Wendy is taking it so well. …Yet we 

had no idea this was coming. …We don’t know yet what the outcome will 

be. …Life is always uncertain. …We all hang by a thread.”

As we approached Dhaka I looked down on green and peaceful islands 

surrounded by the muddy brown waters of the Mouths of the Ganges. Little 

did I or anyone else expect the natural or man-made disasters that were soon 

to sweep across that teeming land.

• • • • •

Back on the Job

Once back in Dhaka, I dove into the round of work for the Coastal Embank-

ment Project. My staf had been well trained at Karnaphuli in what needed to 

be done next: getting out into the ield to help the peasant farmers who live 

along the coast. But just getting there—traveling down to the islands along 

the Bay of Bengal near the edge of the Sundarbuns, where I hoped I might 

see a Bengal Tiger—still presented problems. he project was very short of 

transportation, namely watercrat to transport our people. A typical “crew 

boat” was a fast 24-foot runabout with an open quarterdeck, a pilothouse, 

and a cuddy up forward with a couple of narrow berths and a small Primus 

stove. We had several, but long ago most had been worn out or holed and 

lying beached on some remote mud bank. he project had been waiting ages 

for some new boats to be delivered through USAID’s procurement process 

in the States.

hen one day we got word that two had been delivered and were lying at 

dockside at the port of Chalna. hey needed to be inspected and checked out 

before being put into service and the immediate question arose: who would 

do that? To my astonishment, I discovered that I was the only engineer there 

with the experience to inspect and ready the utility watercrat for service. 

I had experience with diesel engines and outdrives—skills I had learned at 

University of Saskatchewan and as a Sapper in the Canadian Army. Soon I 

was on my way to Chalna. I traveled on an aternoon and overnight trip on 

one of the “African Queen” passenger ferries that ply between Dhaka and 

the major towns and cities down to the coast.

On arriving at dockside in Chalna, I found the two crat in the water, 
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tied up to a small dock. heir topsides were in good condition, but I was 
horriied at how they lay terribly stern-heavy in the water. I thought, “Oh 
my! hey must have a lot of water in them to weigh down the stern like 
that!” I set about checking them inside and out and found the usual litany 
of small things that needed ixing, but there were no big problems. But it 
was curious that there was no serious amount of water in the bilge. hen 
I got to the engine—a Detroit Diesel “Jimmy 371”—a powerful but very 
heavy supercharged two-cycle diesel that is more commonly used in much 
larger equipment. hat’s why they lay with their sterns so deep in the water. 
Standing in my skivvies in river water up to my chest, I checked out the 
operation of the Volvo Penta out-drive units; they steered well and titled up 
and down okay, but even at maximum “up” they did not come clear of the 
water as they should. Being so out of fore-and-at trim, I doubted the hulls 
would be able to “get up on the step” or plane at cruising speed the way they 
were meant to. USAID had sent us a bill of goods, but there was nothing to 
do but take ‘em out, run them around, and see how they behaved.

I checked out the engines inside and out before attempting to start them. 
Ater much cranking without success (no surprise ater they had sat idle for 
several months) I gave them each a snif of starting luid and they rumbled 
to life and ran smoothly. Slowly I piloted one of the boats out of the harbour, 
warmed it up, and began a run down a long straight channel. Sure enough, 
it didn’t want to plane; perhaps if I were to put three men out on the bow it 
would. hen I smelled burning rubber. Shutting down the engine, I looked 
under the cowling. From the black deposits on the front of the engine, I 
could tell it was devouring the belts that powered its auxiliaries! Very slowly, 
I limped back to the dock and discovered that the inside faces of all the 
pulleys were very corroded; there were no belts in the spares kit. It was pretty 
sketchy whether these boats were safe to use. Nothing to do but go home 
and pronounce the crat unseaworthy until ater the corrosion was cleaned 
up, proper spares taken on board, and several hundred pounds of pig iron 
put in the bow locker so the crat could get up on a plane to cruise properly 
without drinking so much fuel. But on my return to the oice, three of my 
American colleagues were anxious to get down to the coast to inspect the 
work and asked me to go with them in the new boats. I declined citing the 
problems I’d discovered, but they went anyway; I could not dissuade them

• • • • •
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Disaster Strikes

For me, not heading to the coast turned out to be another stroke of luck. he 

autumn cyclone season (hurricanes are called “cyclones” in that part of the 

world) had already begun and a new one was forming far out in the Bay of 

Bengal. he warning system for cyclones in East Pakistan and West Bengal 

was usually very reliable and this one was as yet barely mentioned but, as 

the days passed and the cyclone grew, no intensity number was assigned 

to it. Usually they were given a “One” to start, accompanied by word put 

out by radio and telegraph to be alert to the possibility of it making land-

fall. Everyone along the coast and inland listened to the daily, then hourly 

warnings as the severity of a storm gradually increased and the size and 

position of the approaching storm could be reported. When it reached a 

“Five” people would have already started leaving the coast; a “Ten” denoted 

an event practically of the scale—like Hurricane Katrina, only bigger. he 

whole build-up usually took about a week, but this time nothing much was 

said so nobody paid it any attention.

Suddenly, hours before the cyclone was to come ashore, frantic warnings 

were put out that, “his one is really, really, big! Flee for your lives!” But it 

was too late for the several million subsistence farmers and their families 

who lived along the coast to escape inland. In Dhaka, 150 miles inland, we 

could tell by watching the sky and winds that a big storm was approaching. 

It came ashore the night of November 12th, 1970. With it a tidal wave 200 

miles across and twenty to thirty feet high roared inland for a dozen miles 

or so. he largest tropical cyclone and tidal wave in modern history had 

struck the Mouths of the Ganges, sweeping away all in its path.

he next morning the eye of the storm passed over Dhaka. As it 

approached, I’d never seen such a deluge or heard such an overwhelming 

roar from the wind. I wanted to curl up and disappear into the ground to 

escape it. Rain came at us absolutely horizontally, as if propelled from a 

thousand ire hoses. he air illed with lying debris: thirty feet in the air, 

tops of palm trees tumbled by; siding, boards, litter, whole sheets of corru-

gated steel rooing lew past at 80 MPH. Water poured through the walls of 

our house around the window frames. hen, in the midst of the mayhem, a 

sudden eerie silence enveloped us for about ten minutes and the sun came 

out! hen the whole roaring maelstrom started again from the opposite 

direction. By mid aternoon the wind had subsided to relative quiet, but 
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we were still pounded with heavy rain. Even those of us who had shelter in 
strong houses were exhausted.

On the drive to work the next morning the damage was stunning. he 
city streets were a shambles, yet some Bengalis were already out beginning 
to pick up their lives from the debris. hey are incredibly plucky people who 
are inured to hardship. At the oice, no one knew about what had happened 
outside Dhaka. Without success Bob Barr tried to get through by short-wave 
radio to project oices near the coast. Nobody was answering. All that we 
knew was that Dhaka itself had taken a pretty hard hit. We were particularly 
worried about our colleagues in the new crew boats who had headed out 
for the coast a few days before the storm struck. All we could do was wait 
and pray for their safe return.

In the days that followed, rumours iltered back that the enormous cyclone 
had brought with it a huge tidal wave and that the destruction along the 
coast was beyond imagining. here was nothing but silence from along the 
coast. here was nothing let.

Five days ater the massive cyclone and tidal wave had slammed into the 
country, our six men who had been on the coast—three American engineers 
and three Bengalis— miraculously turned up at the oice! We were overjoyed.

Although they too had had no warning until the last few hours before the 
storm was immanent, they had been watching the sky and the wind. hey 
had decided about six hours before the cyclone hit to make a dash inland. 
In waning light they spotted a two-storey building, the only one for miles 
around, beached the boats as high as they could and anchored them as best 
they could, then made for the safety of the building which turned out to 
be made of brick with a reinforced concrete frame. hey spent the night 
huddled on its roof that was jammed with people hanging on to each other 
and the parapet wall around them. he water rose perilously close. Only 
those who made it to the rootop survived the night. he next day they went 
looking for their four-ton boats. hey found them a day or so later—a mile 
or so inland and pretty well destroyed. hey then made their way inland in 
small boats crowded with survivors until they reached transportation back 
to Dhaka. hey were very lucky to have survived that awful night.

hose six men were our only source of intelligence on the magnitude 
of the destruction that had been visited upon East Pakistan. Ater about a 
week I sent word to Wendy in Bangkok that the staf and I were okay. I got 
back the puzzled reply, “Okay? …From what?” All news of the devastation 
had been bottled up at the source; we found out later that the Government 
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of Pakistan, 1,200 miles away in Islamabad on the other side of India, had 

denied to the world that anything untoward had happened. To them it was 

“just East Pakistan,” far far away, populated by Bengalis who didn’t matter 

anyway. hey were just peasants sitting in the swamps of East Bengal.

But truth will always out. Little by little, then in an increasing lood of 

horror, disbelief and anger, the outside world found out about the devastation. 

West Pakistan was shamed, albeit reluctantly, into acknowledging there had 

been a disaster of historic proportions and began allowing relief aid to come 

in. Soon the air over Dhaka was illed with huge military and civil cargo planes 

from a dozen countries. Chief among these were Britain, France, Germany, 

the Netherlands, Russia and Canada. he US was noticeably absent. President 

Nixon and his White House were in thrall to his friend General Yahya Khan, 

the president of Pakistan, who was still denying anything had happened. 

US troops eventually showed up with swarms of much needed helicopters.

he destruction was almost beyond comprehension. All along the coast 

and for a distance of six miles or so inland there was nothing let; the land 

had been swept bare. No one will ever know the toll in human life. Later, 

in a statement from the capital Islamabad 1,200 miles away, there was an 

acknowledgement that an estimated 600,000 lives had been lost in that one 

terrible night of wind and rain and rampaging water. he estimates of those 

on the ground in East Pakistan were several times that.

A couple of weeks ater the cyclone, Wendy returned from Bangkok in 

good spirits even though she had practically no sight in her right eye. She 

had heard about the disaster and had persuaded her doctors that it was okay 

to return to Dhaka; she would go back for a follow-up in a couple of months. 

It was wonderful to have her back.

Wendy and I soon joined up with a group of younger expats who were 

doing everything they could to help the relief efort. From a group of doctors 

at the SEATO Cholera Research Lab in Dhaka, many of them our friends, a 

grass roots organization called HELP sprang up. Because of our local knowl-

edge, HELP was soon busy trying to get massive amounts of blankets, tents, 

cooking utensils, water treatment kits, clothing, food and medicines to areas 

far from Dhaka which were most in need and which the relief agencies didn’t 

even know about. One of these was Bhola Island that sits very exposed in 

the very crux of the Bay of Bengal.

Bhola Island was remote enough and large enough that it became apparent 

that the only way to quickly convey the amount of relief materiel needed 

on the island was to build a temporary airstrip that could handle C-130s or 
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C-123s. None of the military there had airdrop resources. So HELP began 
making inquiries about organizing the survivors on the island to help foreign 
Marines, Sappers or Seabees build a rough airstrip. his was greeted in the 
local papers with suspicion: clearly, they postulated, this was a CIA plot to 
bring in US forces so they could invade the country! We were soon branded 
“CIA spies!” his wasn’t my irst experience of this phenomenon; it was 
becoming common in the hird World. As it turned out, the rhetoric didn’t 
afect us much because the landing strip idea proved impractical and we 
dropped the idea. But the response in the papers revealed how widespread 
suspicion of the USA had become.

Meanwhile, the doctors from the Cholera Lab were busy with advice 
and help on containing epidemic diseases. he expat wives, Wendy among 
them, had more immediate and practical action in mind. hey spent hours 
out on the airport tarmac with cofee and home-baked cookies—chatting 
up the helicopter pilots and their cargo handling crews, persuading them 
to “Take your load to this particular place, or at least drop of some of it. 
here are survivors way beyond where you’ve been going and so far they’ve 
received nothing.” he women soon discovered that the Russian crews were 
particularly amenable to this level of entreaty.

hose of us who worked on the Coastal Embankment Project had the 
best, and oten the only, maps of the myriad tidal channels along the coast. 
Word soon spread that we could help the various countries’ marines and 
ield engineers deliver relief supplies in small boats. Using blueprint copies 
of our maps, I would sit up late at night together with my most experienced 
Bengali engineer, brieing a French colonel and helping him plan his relief 
operations.

“No, Colonel-Sah’b, you cannot go down that way very far, the depth 
peters out,” said my colleague. “But you go this way…to get down there…
where you want to go.”

“Ahh, Monsieur, you are a great help.”
“Now…if you can get your helicopter pilots to land here,” I said pointing 

to one of our maps, “and I think they can—it’s a good staging area right next 
to the water…here…where you can run your assault crat up to the shore 
for easy loading.”

“You know about zee assaults crats?”
“Yes, I used to teach my men in the Sappers how to handle them.”
“Vous êtes un Sappeur!?”
“Oui, un Sappeur Canadien.”
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“Mon Dieu! Eh, bien! Un Ingénieur Bengalee et un Sappeur Canadien 

ensemble pour aider moi! Trés bon!!”

hat occupied many evenings over the next few weeks as we met with 

the good colonel and others to help guide them in their operations.

Ater several weeks of all-out efort the relief work gradually wound down. 

here is only so much you can do in the period of initial crisis before you 

need to shit over to longer-term solutions to help the country help itself.

• • • • •

Time for a break

Conditions slowly drited back to “normal” which meant the Bengalis, 

although severely traumatized by the disaster that had befallen their country, 

were slowly putting their lives back together. Life was marginal for them 

at the best of times, but the great Muslim feast days of Eid ul Fitr were 

approaching and we would have a week of holidays. It was time for a break.

In making holiday plans I got in touch with Ghulam Nabbi, the won-

derful Kashmiri man who had been my driver in West Pakistan ive years 

earlier. I asked if he would take Wendy and me on a tour of my old stamping 

grounds. To my great good fortune Knobby, as I afectionately called him, 

replied yes, it was possible. As luck would have it, his employer in Lahore, 

a British sahib and his family working on a project to overhaul the West 

Pakistani railways, would be away in Bangkok for the holidays. Knobby 

said he would be delighted to be our driver, so we inalized a plan to ly to 

Lahore, meet Knobby, and then mosey on to the Northwest Frontier Province 

via Rawalpindi and Peshawar, then see where we could get to from there.

On a lovely December morning Wendy and I boarded a domestic PIA 

for the light traversing the width of India from East Pakistan to West Paki-

stan. For a good part of the way, as we lew over the Indo-Gangetic plains, 

we could see the great snowy wall of the Himalayas far of to the north. I 

imagined we could see the hump of the Everest massif itself. We landed at 

Lahore airport, which was little changed since last I had been there…and 

standing at the terminal doorway was a beaming Ghulam Nabbi. Knobby 

greeted me with kisses on both cheeks and layered great garlands of lowers 

around Wendy’s neck and mine. What a wonderful welcome!

Knobby took us ‘round to meet his Sahib and Memsahib, a delightful 
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English couple and their children who lived in the Cantonment not far 
from where I had lived. Graciously they served tea before we went of to 
our hotel—the grand new Intercontinental in downtown Lahore. It was 
wonderful to be back in what a few years earlier had been my home and to 
share it with Wendy. he only change seemed to be a noticeable increase in 
automobile traic and the crowds of people.

Although Lahore is far from a tourist destination, for the next few days 
we did tourist things, visiting the beautiful Mogul-era palaces and Shalimar 
Gardens down near “the old river,” the Old Fort that was still watched over 
by spify Pakistani soldiers, and the lovely British Raj-era public buildings 
that line the central avenue in Lahore. I did notice that the barbershop where 
I used to get a haircut and scalp massage for ten rupees had vanished.

Soon we headed northwest on the Grand Trunk Road to Peshawar where 
we stayed in the ancient Dean’s Hotel where I frequently stayed on my travels. 
he slightly seedy but gracious service hadn’t changed. Although winter snow 
now lay thickly on the mountain ranges around us, the road conditions were 
still ine for us to visit the fabled Vale of Swat whose capital Saidu Sharif lies 
some eighty miles to the north of Peshawar and is ringed by outliers of the 
Hindu Kush mountains.

From Peshawar Knobby drove us north across the Nowshera plains, 
then switchbacked over the Malakand Pass to enter Swat. Along the way we 
met bands of nomadic Kuchi people coming down from the high country 
with their sheep and goats and donkeys and camels and children and dogs, 
all walking along in small groups. I always liked meeting the Kuchi in the 
mountains; though shy, they were friendly, open people. As their camels 
plodded along serenely, with their owner’s worldly goods piled high on their 
backs, these handsome people proudly strode alongside. hey were traveling 
south to their winter grazing grounds in Baluchistan and would return to 
the high country in the spring.

he unveiled Kuchi women, who have a great fondness for bright red, dark 
blue and gold in their garments, were stunning in the dramatic landscape 
of the Swat Valley. It was bathed in glorious late fall colors: golden ields of 
wheat and barley stubble bristled with deep laxen shooks of grain. Poplars 
along the road glowed yellow under an azure sky. We stopped in the capital 
Saidu Sharif and then made our way up the Swat valley to a rest house at 
Madyan some 30 miles north of Saidu. Madyan is at the end of the single 
paved road in Swat. Knobby and I had oten stayed there before; it was 
wonderful to be greeted as long-lost friends.
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Ater a late breakfast, we explored along the road a bit. I wanted to show 

Wendy how they build bridges in the Himalayas—two or three tiers of huge 

logs cantilevered out from dry-stone masonry anchorages on each side of the 

river, then two or three great logs would be placed to span the gap between 

them. Ater crossing to the other side of the river on a similar bridge, we 

headed up the valley on a narrowing gravel road. Knobby knew this country 

like the back of his hand as well as many of the people in it; on one of our 

trips he had even persuaded me to buy some “emeralds” from a friend of his 

in one of the village bazaars. Although I knew Swat was reputed to have an 

emerald mine, I never let on I igured they weren’t real emeralds.

We reached the village of Kalam at the end of the road. It now had a new 

rest house! We drew up in aternoon sunshine—added warmth so welcome 

in the brisk air at 7,000 feet in December—and were once again welcomed 

like long-lost friends. Surrounded by snowy peaks, we gazed up a narrow 

valley to see Mt. Falaksar in the distance, towering to 19,000 feet.

Wendy and I walked the short distance down to the river and across a 

bridge into the village. he villagers—all men—were dressed in karakul or 

topi hats, and wrapped in brown blankets tossed over their shoulders. Even 

in the cold, they wore sandals with tire-tread soles called “chuplies” on their 

bare feet. he men stopped moving or speaking, and stared as we tried to 

engender smiles while we walked past. All eyes silently followed us as we 

wandered about the steep, twisting, muddy paths of the village. I was quite 

used to this behaviour and unfazed by their silent curiosity, but Wendy 

found it a bit unnerving. As a tall blonde foreign woman, she naturally was 

the focus of all eyes. We walked back across the bridge to the rest house for 

a short nap before supper. I would have liked to have inished our trek with 

a beer, but of course there was none in this “dry” frontier outpost.

he air grew frigid the moment the sun went down and we turned in early, 

thankful for our multi-blanket bedrolls to keep us warm. During the night it 

snowed and we awoke the next morning to a white world. he snow wasn’t 

deep, but it precluded any chance of going even part way up a side valley 

toward the tiny village of Ushu. Knobby said, “We’ll just wait, Sah’b. he sun 

will melt the snow on the road. hen we go back to Saidu and Peshawar.”

As we made our way back down the narrow gorge we were soon out of 

the snow and the gorge opened out into the upper Vale of Swat. Leaving 

Madyan was very nostalgic for me; I felt sure this would be the last time I 

would visit this lovely remote place…and, indeed, it has turned out that way. 

I kept looking back longingly as we wound our way back over the Malakand 
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Pass before we began the long drive to the Indus plains to once again mingle 
with the fumes and crowds and dust and dung and misery of the cities.

Now, as I write this forty years later, my heart aches for the people of that 
once tranquil valley. Taliban Muslim extremists slowly insinuated themselves 
into power and took over that lovely valley. It is now under the backward, 
iron rule of the Taliban.

• • • • •

Back in Dhaka

On our return to Dhaka we settled once more into life there. he Christmas 
season saw a round of festive dinners and parties at various friends’ houses. 
We shared a wonderful night of seeing out the Old Year and ushering in 
the New at our Irish neighbours’ across the street as only the Irish can do 
it. “An’ fer sure, the jars are on the McGintys!”

Life at home settled into a comfortable routine. I had bought a little 
two-cylinder Fiat 500 car from a Catholic Sister who was returning home, 
and we used it to get around in the city. We named it “Gigi”—short for 
“Asparagigi” because it was the color of cream of asparagus soup. he little 
car served us well. Our main concern with Gigi was that it might disappear 
altogether if it fell into one of the manholes in the road! Many of them didn’t 
have covers.

Wendy became very proicient at bargaining for goods in the markets. One 
day she returned with a dozen oranges she’d purchased. She asked Joaquim 
how much he would have paid for them and he replied, ”Oh, about ity 
rupees, Memsah’b.” Wendy was horriied—she’d gotten the vendor down 
to thirty-ive! he ubiquitous desperate poverty, especially the condition of 
the children, weighed heavily on her.

To give myself something to do with my hands, I found a Project runabout 
crew boat that had been abandoned on a mudlat not far from Dhaka. Ater 
I had it salvaged and delivered to our backyard, I set about restoring it. he 
hull had been holed and the boat run aground on a mudlat. My irst task was 
to scoop up and lush out several inches of mud from within its bilges and 
compartments before beginning to repair the gash in its hull. he outdrive 
seemed okay, but we hoisted out its Volvo Penta engine and a colleague set 
about overhauling it in his garage. We planned to use it as a “recreational 
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vehicle” to smell around on the rivers that low past Dhaka when we had it 

all back together again.

One Sunday Wendy and I went to visit our servants’ village some twen-

ty-ive miles north of Dhaka. We traveled by train; the carriages were as 

jammed as ever. Some fellow passengers cheerfully suggested we go up on 

the carriage’s roof where we would ind more room; I glanced at Wendy…

and respectfully declined. To reach the village from a nearby station we had 

to cross a wide river. I was all for just walking back across the open ties of the 

long through-truss railway bridge we had just crossed, but I quickly realized 

this was way outside Wendy’s comfort zone. So we went down to the river’s 

edge and found a ferryman who would take us across—much more sensible. 

From the river, it was just a half-mile walk to where Joaquim and Robie and 

their families were waiting to greet us. hey lived in a Christian village—small, 

clean and peaceful, it nestled among great tall trees and banana groves. It was 

wonderful to meet their families—all gentle, well-educated people. Robie’s 

late father had been the school principal. We sat on stools on the hard mud 

loors of their thatched homes and broke bread with them. Too soon it was 

time to go back to the station to catch the late aternoon train to Dhaka.

Years later, watching the movie “Gandhi,” I was transported back to many 

memories of living and traveling in the subcontinent. he movie so moved 

me that I sat rooted to my seat, tears streaming down my face for some time 

ater the lights went up and everyone got up and let the theatre.

As happy as our personal lives were, all the while the backdrop to our 

life in Dhaka was growing more unsettled. In the atermath of the cyclone, 

ater the relief operations were over, the Pakistani Government did nothing 

to get the country back on its feet. It was plain they had no intention of 

doing anything. he Bengalis, long known as a nation of philosophers and 

poets, grew restive with this raw neglect. hey began staging some large but 

peaceful demonstrations. True to their traditions, Bengalis loved to “take out 

a procession” as they called these protests. Driven by righteous indignation at 

the failure of government’s attention to the situation, they would talk about 

the issues for days and then take to the streets. he events were practically 

always peaceful. It was a peace that would soon be shattered.
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CHaptEr tEn

hings Begin to Come Apart

Escalating Tensions Between East and West Pakistan

B 
efore the cyclone, nationwide elections—the irst for Pakistan in its 
twenty-three year history as an independent nation—were scheduled 

for the National Assembly that sat at the seat of government in Islamabad 
in West Pakistan. he vote was to take place on December 7th, 1970. Con-
sidering the still chaotic state of East Pakistan, everyone thought that the 
elections would be postponed, but General Yahya Khan, the military dictator 
of Pakistan, decreed that the elections would go ahead. he “West Siders” of 
the mostly Sindhi, Punjabi and Pashtun peoples there had very little regard for 
their Bengali brethren 1,200 miles away across India. Ater all, the Punjabis 
were known as “the Prussians of the Subcontinent,” and in their elitist view 
the Bengalis just didn’t matter. From their perspective, it was just ine if the 
people of East Pakistan could not get to the polls.

But “General Yahya,” as he was known, had miscalculated badly. he elec-
tions in both wings of the country brought out a huge turnout and were, by all 
accounts, conducted openly and fairly. he Bengalis, fed up with the studied 
neglect by the military government in West Pakistan, voted overwhelmingly 
for their own Awami League, a center-let party led by their charismatic 
and very capable leader Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. he Awami League won 
167 of the 169 seats in East Pakistan. Because East Pakistan had a far larger 
population than West Pakistan, and the constitution required representation 
by population, the Awami League now had a clear majority in the National 
Assembly and would form the next Government. Sheikh Mujibur would be 
the next Prime Minister of Pakistan! his was totally unexpected by Pakistan’s 
military government. Worse, it was totally unacceptable. Yahya’s response 
was to annul the elections, arrest Sheikh Mujibur and pack him of to jail 
in West Pakistan. he Bengalis were furious.

he protests gradually grew larger and larger, and the populace began 
demanding complete independence from West Pakistan, setting aside Sheikh 
Mujibur’s proposal of some autonomy for East Pakistan within a federal 
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state of East and West Pakistan. Uprisings had happened before, and each 

time the “West Side” had brought in its troops and quelled the uprisings 

by force. But this time it was plainly diferent. he Bengalis were united in 

their opposition to their West Side masters and had a charismatic leader in 

Sheikh Mujibur. hough he had been the leader of the opposition party in 

the East Pakistan Assembly, his party had been declared illegal by decree 

from the government half a continent away in Islamabad. Ater winning 

the election fair and square Sheikh Mujibur was in jail. he Bengalis would 

have none of it, even if it meant taking on the vaunted Pakistan Army with 

nothing more than bamboo staves.

As expats, we went about our daily lives. We were guests in the country and 

there was nothing we could do to help assuage the situation; the Pakistanis, 

East and West, had to work it out themselves. But with a Pakistani military 

dictator in power, practically all of us knew which way the situation was 

headed. We watched very carefully and kept in touch with our Bengali and 

Pakistani friends. hey were even more uneasy than we were.

he protests in East Pakistan grew larger and louder. here was noth-

ing more terrifying than the sound of several hundred thousand marchers 

shouting slogans in the distance. Even though the demonstrations remained 

peaceful, the deep guttural roars of the crowds made the hair stand up on 

the back of my neck.

We began to see dangerous signs of escalating tension. he airspace 

around the airport, which wasn’t far from where we lived, illed with Paki-

stani military transports bringing in troops and armour. From my time in 

West Pakistan, and also from serving in a Commonwealth army, I could 

recognize some of the regiments and corps that the West Side was sending 

in. hey were signiicant in size and included some of their very best troops. 

he military government just kept pouring in more and more troops; it went 

on for weeks. It was plain to anyone in Dhaka what Yahya was planning 

to do. It became terrifyingly plain to everyone, the Bengalis in particular, 

what his intentions were when he dismissed the Governor of East Pakistan 

and in his place appointed General Tikka Khan, known as “the Butcher of 

Baluchistan” for his handling of an uprising there. My heart was with the 

Bengalis, but I also felt sorry for the soldiers being lown in; I knew many 

of them would go home in boxes.

Wendy went of for a check-up in Bangkok. When she came back, she 

had a clear bill of health but still very little sight in her right eye, and the 

prospect of regaining any was unpromising. I felt awful; it was hard to let go 
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of hope that her sight would improve. It was time for some reassessment. We 
discussed the prospects for my work there in East Pakistan. I had signed on 
for only a year and it was plain to us that there was no point in staying longer 
than that. he prospects for me, or anyone else, being able to get anything 
constructive done were practically nil. And, besides, I did not want Wendy 
staying any longer in the soup of germs we lived in in Dhaka. We made plans 
for our return to the States at the end of August when my tour would be up.

Meantime, the situation in East Pakistan grew ever more tense. Weeks 
earlier the companies from European and Asian countries had been told by 
their embassies to start drawing down to just a skeleton staf; they had quietly 
packed up and gone home on commercial lights. he Canadian consulate 
recommended that I also leave, but I worked for an American company on 
a USAID project. he US Department of State said there was no need for 
anybody to leave. I wanted to stay to support the Bengalis in the diicult 
times we knew were coming, and Wendy wanted to stay too. So quietly I 
told my boss Bob Barr that, “If the balloon goes up, I will volunteer to stay.” I 
spoke Urdu, the language of the West Siders, knew and understood the ways 
of their army, and from my time in the Canadian Army was not bothered 
by shot and shell. Bob agreed that in the event of an evacuation I would stay 
behind to look out for our Bengali staf and the project’s assets—including 
the contents of our houses.

he United States under President Nixon and Henry Kissinger steadfastly 
supported the West Side. On an earlier visit to General Yahya in Islamabad, 
Mr. Nixon had been very impressed with the General’s military bearing 
and his Presidential Guard. he President was grooming General Yahya to 
be “useful” in his Cold War machinations. Nixon also harboured a visceral 
hatred of India’s President Indira Gandhi.

What we didn’t know, because such things are not done out in the open, 
was there were increasingly critical meetings and diplomatic cables between 
the US government, Indian and Pakistani diplomats in Dhaka, Islamabad, 
Delhi, and the White House. Frantic meetings in Dhaka between politicians 
from East and West Pakistan tried to ind a way to persuade Yahya from the 
path on which he was bent. But the General paid no attention; he had Mr. 
Nixon and Henry Kissinger in his pocket. Where else was this huge inlux 
of US military hardware coming from? Nixon and Kissinger, of course, 
thought it was the other way around. In their arrogance and fear growing 
out of ignorance and misplaced strategic ideology, they thought that in 
that part of the world they could play of the parties against each other and 
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manipulate them to America’s advantage. hey never did learn otherwise. 

he extent to which Nixon and Kissinger enabled this and the genocide that 

followed, was kept secret for over forty years before the records were made 

available to the public.3

he U.S. State Department continued to say there was nothing to worry 

about. We at HELP, or anyone else who listened to the Bengalis, knew oth-

erwise. his time they were not going to back down; there was now only 

one direction it could go. he USA would once again end up on the wrong 

end of history.

hen one day Zulikar Ali Bhutto, formerly the Foreign Minister of 

Pakistan and now the leader of the Pakistan Peoples Party (who would 

later become President of Pakistan for a short while), arrived in Dhaka to 

present a political deal patently to his own and the West Side’s advantage. 

All the while the Pakistan Army, penned up in their garrisons, held a gun to 

the head of East Pakistan. In his arrogance Mr. Bhutto refused to negotiate, 

the Bengalis refused to capitulate, and he went home in a rage. hat tore it.

• • • • •

he Pogrom Begins

A few days ater Mr. Bhutto’s departure, Wendy and I were at our friends 

the Rhodes’ house at night. We were on their roof getting a lesson in celestial 

navigation from Jon Rhode. In the silence of a starlit night in Ghulshan, we 

heard from the direction of the Old City, some four miles away, sudden, 

repeated sets of “coughs” and “booms” soon interspersed with phrases of 

“chung-chung-chung-chung-chung.” We all looked south toward the sounds. 

Wendy and the Rhodes, almost in unison, exclaimed, “What’s that!?”

From my time in the Canadian Army I knew immediately what it was 

and replied, “What we’re hearing are two-inch mortars and heavy machine 

guns operating in the Old City. he crackdown has begun. We’d best go home 

now and all of us should stay indoors for tomorrow at least.” I knew that 

the Pakistani Army had been patrolling our neighbourhood as well as all 

3 For a magisterial and fascinating account of this see: Gary J. Bass, The Blood 

Telegram. Nixon, Kissinger, and a Forgotten Genocide. New York, NY: Alfred 

Knopf, 2013.
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the others in Dhaka for some time. hey were already thoroughly familiar 
with our living patterns.

With heavy hearts the ive of us trooped downstairs and spoke briely to 
one another of the importance of both keeping in touch and keeping out of 
sight. Wendy and I walked the few short blocks back to our house. Before we 
were home the horizon over the Old City glowed with patches of dull red.

Once home, we climbed to our rootop and watched a while as the glows 
on the horizon grew larger and brighter and the gunire became more insis-
tent. Clearly, as well as using mortars and machine guns, the army was setting 
ire to the Old City. Our hearts went out to our friends the Wengers, their 
parishioners, and all the others who lived there; for the moment there was 
nothing we could do. Our hearts were in our boots. I told our servants what 
was happening and said that we would all just stay together until we got a 
clearer picture of the situation and then make plans from there. Wendy and 
I went to bed, but couldn’t sleep. We talked till our eyes grew heavy and we 
drited of into itful sleep. All night long, the shooting and ires continued 
in the Old City.

he next morning a heavy pall of black smoke hung over the Old City 
and downtown Dhaka next to it. Mortar shelling and machine-gun ire could 
be heard from a wider part of the city, but there was none from anywhere 
near our “Golden Ghetto” on the outskirts of Dhaka. hen it grew quiet. 
By aternoon the irst trickle of refugees began to pass our house, safety lay 
across the jheel at the end of our street; the army had no way of crossing 
it. here was no sign of army patrols, so we went to the Rhodes’ and other 
friends’ houses nearby to discuss what little we knew of the situation. Later, 
neighbourhood wardens came round with instructions from the US Consulate 
in Dhaka (the U.S. Embassy was in Islamabad in West Pakistan). We were 
advised to pack a single suitcase each, “secure” our houses, stay indoors, and 
await further instructions. hough the army had imposed a dusk-to-dawn 
curfew, we were free to move about by day. he Consulate strongly suggested 
that we stay close to our homes and in our own neighbourhoods and under 
no circumstances to go downtown or even towards the Old City. I felt that 
was good advice—for now.

hat night the shelling, shooting, and burning resumed as iercely as 
the night before, and then it grew quiet around daybreak. he trickle of 
refugees coming down our street became a steady stream, then a river. It was 
heartbreaking to see whole families from babes in arms to ancient grand-
parents, the sick, the halt and the maimed, children leading blind adults or 
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toddlers by the hand, all walking in silence to the jheel while carrying the 

few belongings they could on their heads or in a free hand. hey hesitated 

long minutes in agitated discussion on the bank of the jheel before wading 

into the water to cross to the far side and then disappear into the tall grass 

and miles of rice paddies which lay beyond. he end of our street was just 

one of many places around the city where refugees hoped they could lee to 

safety from the Pakistani army. Fury welled up inside us at this grotesque 

mistreatment of our fellow human beings. All through the build-up of the 

pogrom a favourite record Wendy and I would play over and over was Simon 

and Garfunkel singing “Like A Bridge Over Troubled Water, I will lay me 

down.” It was a balm to our souls.

Mr. Barr called around to our house and we conirmed my new role as 

“the one who stays behind.” While Bob went to call on Project families who 

lived in other parts of the city, I went around to the families who lived in 

Ghulshan to tell them of my new role and make sure their servants knew 

I would be staying behind to look out for them and their Sahibs’ houses.

Most families were very appreciative and helpful, but I was astonished 

to ind that some, particularly among middle-aged Americans, were quite 

irrational in their behaviour. hey were convinced the revolt was being 

orchestrated by the Communist Chinese and saw a Communist behind every 

tree. hey were terriied; all they could think of was getting themselves and 

their possessions out of there before “the Chinese” got to them. he Vietnam 

war was still raging, and volunteering to stay behind automatically made me 

suspect in their eyes. I was struck by the enormous damage that ignorance, 

fear and lack of self-discipline can do in times of uncertainty and threat to 

a community’s, or a country’s, collective security. For them, I couldn’t be of 

any help, so I simply talked to their Bengali staf, telling them, “Stay here 

with the house and you’ll be safe. I’ll be around regularly to check and make 

sure you are okay.” Once again, I was grateful for the training I had received 

in the Canadian Army; it would stand me in good stead in the months that 

lay ahead.

he next night was the same. In the morning stories of horriic carnage 

began to trickle out. he killing was very methodical and, as is the habit of 

dictators, anyone with an education, the wrong religion or political leanings 

was a prime target. he pogrom was gradually spreading out from central 

Dhaka, and the slaughter at the university had been particularly horriic. I 

wondered about my Bengali engineer colleagues and their families.

About noon of the third day there was a knock at our door. I opened 
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it to a sea of Bengali faces: a couple of dozen adults, children and infants. 
Terror was writ large in their eyes. I recognized only one: the son of the 
owner of our home who had come on occasion to check if everything was 
all right with the house.

In a rush of words, he pleaded with me, “Meester Bill! hese are my 
family. Some are from the university. We need shelter for a few days while 
we make plans to get across the jheel and make our way to our villages. Can 
you take us in?”

I thought for a moment and then said, “Please wait here just a moment. 
I need to talk to my wife.” I went inside and told Wendy who it was at the 
door and what their request was and added, “I feel we have no option but 
to take them in. If we don’t, before the day is out it’s likely that not one of 
them will be alive.”

Wendy’s response was immediate. “Yes, we must take them in. I’ll go and 
tell Joaquim and Robie what we’re doing.” Clement had let earlier for his 
village to make sure their families were sure of our safety.

I went back to the door and said, “Yes, we will take you in. You must 
come in right away. How did you get here?”

“In our cars.“
“Where are they?”
“hey are parked outside.”
“he drivers must immediately take the cars, each in a diferent direction, 

as far from here as you dare and abandon them. Take the registration papers 
and anything else that might identify you. he rest of you come in here into 
our spare bedroom. Close the curtains and keep them closed, and stay away 
from the windows. here are to be no lights in here ater dusk. Send your 
servants with the food you have brought to report to our cook, Joaquim, in 
the kitchen. Do not leave anything of yours outside and none of you, none 
of you, may go outside the house under any circumstances.”

In no time, all were safely inside without a sign of them being there with 
us. I went into the kitchen and arranged with Joaquim for their four servants 
to share their quarters in the garage and use the kitchen. I impressed on 
Joaquim and Robie, who fully appreciated the risk we were all taking and 
quietly supported us, that our whole place must look exactly as it always had 
and it must stay that way as long as our refugees were with us. hey were 
to make sure that none of the servants ever set foot outside. Very solemnly, 
Joaquim and Robie replied, “It is our duty, Sah’b.” I knew I could count on 
them.
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Later that aternoon I was out in the garage sorting through some of my 

stuf which could be used to make them more comfortable and came across 

my old army trench coat. It was damp and mildewed so I took it up to the 

roof of our house where we had clotheslines. Just as I had the coat stretched 

over a clothesline, a Pakistan Army truck, bristling with armed infantry and 

with a light machine gun mounted on the roof of its cab, came ever so slowly 

down our street—looking, looking, looking.

I thought, “Okay ...don’t rush downstairs. Just stay here putting on the 

clothes pins and watch them out of the corner of your eye.”

Slowly the truck came on…and stopped at our gate. My heart was pound-

ing so loudly in my ears I thought they might hear it, but I just kept on, ever 

so slowly, putting clothes pins on the trench coat and thinking, “If they come 

to the gate I’ll go down to meet them, and perhaps I can persuade them 

that everything is just bulkil tiga hinna—everything OK here.” I just kept 

putting clothespins on that trench coat. By the time the truck drove slowly 

of it must have had a dozen clothespins on it.

I waited until I was sure the truck had let the neighbourhood. As I went 

down the stairs to the front hall, I knew that if we’d been found out there 

was a good chance all of us would have been lined up against the garden 

wall and shot. I also knew why I was there and why we had all been spared. 

I didn’t tell anyone in the house what I had witnessed from the rootop. Not 

then and not later.

Our guests and Wendy and our staf and I spent until late in the day 

getting everyone settled in. We arranged for the men to stay in our living 

room and dining room while the women and children stayed in our guest 

bedroom. Joaquim and Robie got our visitors’ staf squared away in their 

quarters and helped them prepare the evening meal.

hat evening Wendy and I sat and talked, listened mostly, with some of 

our guests. One was a tall, distinguished-looking gentleman whose patrician 

visage was grey with shock. He told us only “I am a professor at the university.”

I replied, “hank you for telling us, but please, none of you tell us your 

names or who you are.” hey knew why we did not want to know such details.

he professor and others who had been with him at the university 

described gruesome scenes—hallways in the dorms riddled with bullet 

holes and spattered with blood, blood dripping down the stairwells from 

the bodies shot on the landings, corpses littering the hallways, stairways 

and the quadrangle. hey also described to us the carnage that was going 

on throughout the city and especially in the Hindu part of the Old City. We 
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listened, not only because they needed to tell their stories before they led 
into the relative safety of the countryside, but we knew they were depending 
on us to get word to the outside world of the atrocities being perpetrated 
on their people. We also discussed their plans to remain with us only for a 
few days while they made their plans to escape across the jheel in twos and 
threes and fours, a few groups each night, until they all let. hree mornings 
later they had all escaped.

By day, Wendy and our servants and I went about our normal house-
hold routines, at least we tried to make them look normal. In the following 
days as the burning and killing in Dhaka reached an ominous lull and the 
genocide spread out into the surrounding villages, the stream of refugees 
pouring past our house gradually dwindled until there were none. We kept 
in close touch with our friends in HELP, and plans were being made to mount 
an information campaign back in Washington and the US when they got 
back there. his handful of dedicated, courageous young people would try 
to inluence a change in the US Government’s policies that had resulted in 
supporting genocide in East Pakistan.

We already knew that contact with the outside world had been cut of 
from the moment the pogrom began. We suspected that only “politically 
correct” intelligence would be reaching the White House. One of our friends 
in HELP counted William Rogers, the US Secretary of State at the time, a 
family friend. So he would have a good entrée there. Wendy would be the 
liaison on the West Coast, particularly through her contacts with churches 
there when she was evacuated from East Pakistan to stay with her sister’s 
family in Los Angeles. My job, as the only member of the group remaining 
behind, was to gather whatever information I could and get it to them by 
whatever means I could. It would be an interesting task, and I knew the risk.

he Americans, the only foreigners let in East Pakistan, waited daily 
for the order to gather at the appointed rendezvous places for transport 
to the airport for evacuation lights. he only problem was there weren’t 
any. he Pakistan Air Force and PIA were far too busy ferrying their own 
forces in to airlit any foreigners out—foreigners who would then be such an 
inconvenience when they reached the outside world with news of what was 
happening in East Pakistan. And the government would not let American 
aircrat enter East Pakistan airspace to collect them.

Wendy and I used these intervening days to get our belongings and afairs 
in order, make plans for how we would cope while we were separated without 
any means of communication, and to dare to dream a little about the future. 
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One of our friends, another young doctor at the Cholera Research Lab, and I 

got a Jeep Wagoneer loaded with food and medical supplies for the Wengers 

and their people in the Old City and talked our way past the check points 

into the Old City. he Wengers and most of their lock were safe. hey were 

overjoyed to see us. he destruction in the Old City was appalling. Many 

buildings, especially apartment buildings and larger homes, were burned-out 

hulks. he Hindu communities had been practically wiped out. We made 

several of these runs before the evacuation orders were inally given.

Eventually, the West Pakistan government relented enough to allow the 

Americans to go out on the back-haul of the PIA airliners that were ferrying 

troops and supplies into East Pakistan. hey made several lights, lying 

around India because now India would not allow overlights of Pakistani 

aircrat. But they took the last of the Americans out. Wendy and our friends 

from HELP went out on the very last light. We did not know when we’d see 

each other again.

I saw Wendy of. My lovely young wife ducked through a low baggage 

door into the cargo area because, for some reason, the airport oicials would 

not let the passengers go out the usual way, through the boarding gates and 

standing upright. Wendy later told me that they sat on their bags for ages 

in the darkness on the tarmac while they waited for a PIA 707 to land. It 

disgorged a planeload of Pakistani soldiers and then boarded the waiting 

Americans. It was awful for them to have to use the same aircrat that had 

just brought in another plane load of West Pakistani troops to be let loose 

on the Bengalis.

• • • • •

Life In the Midst of a Genocide

I drove slowly home on deserted streets in the tropical darkness. At our house, 

Robie and Joaquim were ighting back tears at the departure of their beloved 

Memsahib and apologized. “hat’s quite all right,” I said, “he Memsahib 

leaves a very big empty space here for all of us and we will miss her. We are 

all in this together and we will get through it.”

“We will be brave, Sah’b,” they replied, and I knew they would.

I went of to bed and soon fell asleep without thinking about anything. 

As a child I had long ago learned that it is best not to let oneself dwell on 
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anything at times like these. “he challenges of the ‘morrow will be less in 
the morning, and you can take care of them then,” my mother would say 
to Bengie and me.

Although Joaquim, Robie and Clement insisted they stay with me, I was 
adamant that they return to their village to be with their families during 
these very uncertain times, but they would have none of it. he arrangement 
we came to was that two would go out and one would come back every so 
oten to relieve the other who had stayed behind. his strategy involved 
traveling through the no-man’s-land between the city and the countryside 
and having to avoid being caught each time they traveled back and forth. 
he irst two to leave, Robie and Clement, grew a week’s beard, put on dirty, 
tattered clothing, and set of one night looking like a pair of tramps. I sent 
them of with a “God speed!”

A week or so later Robie came back and reported that getting to and 
from their village was, “No problem, Sah’b.” I didn’t believe him. Joaquim 
set out looking similarly grubby. Ater only a short while the arrangement 
had changed so that Joaquim and Robie stayed with me in Dhaka and only 
Clement stayed in the village. “We must be here with you, Sah’b. It is our 
duty,” they told me repeatedly. Such ine men.

My routine was to try to give the impression of normalcy, of being about 
the normal routine of the oice while keeping tabs on our houses and their 
stafs. he oice was mostly empty because most of the staf had led the city 
and gone to their villages for safety. Yet some brave souls stayed on. I was 
particularly concerned about our young graduate engineers. Being young 
university graduates would make them marked men for “the authorities” 
to ind and eliminate. So each morning I would ask about any missing men 
who had been there the day before. Most of the time the reply would be “Oh, 
he has gone to his village to see how his family is doing.” But once my query 
prompted devastated downcast looks and an almost whispered, “Itikar was 
picked up by the police last night.”

his was the very reason why I was there, so I asked, “Do you know 
where he is being held?”

“Yes, at a police station in the Old City.”
“Do you know where that is?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. … I want two of you to accompany me to show me where that 

place is. When we get there, I’ll go in alone. I want the two of you to just 
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melt into an alley and watch and wait for me to come out. I shall speak to 

the police myself.”

We walked down to the police station; I wanted the Bengalis to see that 

a Westerner was there walking among them and that he was going to the 

police station—and for the police to know that people in the street would 

know I had gone there.

he police station had the usual grubby, falling down, barely functioning 

outer oice with leaning stacks of yellowing iles piled almost to the ceiling 

along the walls and a sleepy constable or two dozing in the corners. I roused 

one and asked to see “the Duty Oicer.” Eventually he appeared and I told 

him I needed to talk with him privately. We went into his oice, which was 

not much better than the outer oice, and I engaged him in small talk and 

eventually tea arrived. his was a good sign. It meant we could continue 

talking over endless cups of hot, sweet tea—I liked visiting that way—fol-

lowing the cultural pattern of easing into the topic at hand. And so we 

talked, in broken English and even more broken Bengali, about his work 

and his family and how he was getting along in Dhaka with this “uprising” 

all around him. And we talked about my work, a topic that always held great 

interest—protection from the sea and land to grow food on were critically 

important to all Bengalis.

Eventually I found an opening where I could bring up the matter of one 

Itikar Mohammed who was one of my engineers and was currently a guest 

of his at the station. I explained how hard it was to keep the work going 

forward on the dikes when most of my men had led into the countryside. 

I spoke of the need to keep the appearance of normalcy in Dhaka, of what 

a ine brave young man Itikar was to stay by my side and keep coming to 

work, and what a dreadful thing it would be if I, a foreigner who had come 

here to work for the betterment of his country, should have one of my staf 

“disappear.” …So if he would just hand the young man over to me, I would 

make sure that he behaved himself and did not engage in any “dacoities” 

or gangland armed robberies. To my astonishment, he handed over Itikar! 

He was probably only too glad to do so, ater all, the police oicer was a 

Bengali himself.

At irst, getting to and from the oice was diicult. here were armed 

patrols everywhere, mostly on foot—the proper way to do it—but also some 

mechanized units and the occasional tank or two covering major street 

intersections. Never mind that there was no traic and hardly anyone on 

the streets, they had to maintain a presence everywhere. Sometimes, when 
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passing a hulking US M-24 tank sitting idling at an intersection, I would 
have an almost irresistible urge to stop, jump out, rush up to the tank and 
start pounding my ists on its immovable steel hull while shouting. “STOP! 
STOP! STOP!” But one feels very small when facing a tank on foot. So I 
didn’t try it.

here were several army checkpoints to pass on my way to and from the 
oice. hey were not about to let me pass and would point a loaded weapon 
at me through the open side of the Jeep. But I spoke Urdu, the language of 
the soldiers from the “West Side.” So I would say to the soldier, “Corporal,” 
or “Trooper,” if he was one, showing I knew his rank and corps, “Trail your 
rile!” He would be so astonished that he would, and then I would say,

“hank you, Corporal. Now I can talk to you. Where is your Captain?”
“Over there.”
“Ask him to come over here. …Good morning Captain.”
“Good morning, Sir,” the reply would come in good English.
“Now, Captain, I work here, down in Motijheel. I’ll be coming by here 

every day on my way to and from work in this same Jeep. I will not be accosted 
like this. It’s not at all civilized. So would you be so kind as to have your men 
allow me to just drive slowly past your checkpoint when I come and go?”

“Yes, of course, Sir.”
And so it developed at the two checkpoints that I regularly passed.
Walking from where I parked the Jeep to the door of our oice building 

was a diferent kind of gauntlet. For me “walking the ields and kicking the 
clods” with peasant farmers had always been the best way to get to know 
“how it is” with the people I was working with. On the edge of the Old City, 
in the heart of the dilapidated commercial district, this meant, in normal 
times, walking along the battered, broken and partly torn up sidewalks—as 
sidewalks are in most of the less developed world—in the company of a press 
of Bengalis going about their separate business. Now the streets were deserted 
and about the only Bengalis in sight were bodies let lying where they had 
been shot the night before. Stepping over or around them was disquieting 
at irst, but what really alarmed me was the ease with which I got used to it, 
hardly noticing them ater just a few short weeks.

his gave me pause. How could I so easily accept the horrors of a geno-
cide? How could I so quickly get used to sights and sounds and smells that 
would turn most people’s stomachs? Had I no feelings at all for the people 
among whom I lived? In time I began to realize this was simply an instinctive 
response of self-preservation, or at least preservation of one’s sanity. I began 
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to feel some understanding for the people in Germany who lived near the 

gas chambers and denied their existence.

I had to keep reminding myself, “Okay, it’s quite normal to become 

numbed by this, but keep your eyes wide open, take it all in and remember 

it. You will be called upon someday to bear witness to what happened here.”

As it became clear that the Bengalis were not about to throw in the towel 

and they were leeing ever further into the countryside, the burning and 

shooting spread further and further out into the villages around Dhaka and 

beyond. We could see the glows in the skies at night of burning villages and 

rumours iltered back that the burning and shooting was widespread. But 

nobody really knew how widespread because there was a dusk-to-dawn 

curfew; all communication was cut of and no one was allowed into or out 

of Dhaka.

Interestingly, there was a rumour that a battalion of the Baluch Regiment, 

one of the West Side’s best infantry regiments recruited from the tough proud 

people of Baluchistan and with a sterling military record, had very nearly 

mutinied. Apparently they were told before being lown to East Pakistan 

that they were being sent to put down a rebellion of hill tribe inidels. When 

they discovered that they were being ordered to shoot fellow Muslims they 

very nearly rebelled against their oicers. he story held up for me because 

I had known the regiment’s reputation from living on the West Side. I had 

seen oicers and men from that regiment during the build-up in Dhaka…

then later I saw none. his didn’t surprise me; they were professionals. What 

I didn’t know was that they’d already seen more than enough of military 

crackdowns on their own people in Baluchistan under the same General 

Tikka Khan.

For me, knowing that the carnage of yet another 20th century genocide 

was raging around me unchecked by outside intervention and that it was 

clearly being aided and abetted by America, where my home was, was almost 

unbearable. he US, my adopted country, was the supplier of arms that 

Pakistan was using against its own people and was blatantly turning a blind 

eye to a gruesome tyrant in Islamabad. It would have been nice to mutiny, 

but I couldn’t. Who would I mutiny to? I was there totally on my own and 

by my own choice, and there was nothing I could do to lessen the carnage. 

Or so it seemed at the time. Later, I would get my chance.

Most of us in Dhaka igured that, from even before the beginning of the 

pogrom, the American Consulate in Dhaka had been warning Washington 

of an impending disaster. Anyone with their eyes open in Dhaka could see 
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the enormous buildup of armour and troops; it was clear that there was only 
one way things were going to go. We knew, too, that the Consul General in 
Dhaka, Archer Blood, a highly regarded State Department career diplomat, 
would be trying desperately to get Washington to persuade General Yahya 
to call of his dogs. But, all too obviously, Mr. Blood was having no efect. 
We knew too, that if he persisted in telling the truth to the White House, 
sooner or later he would be dismissed. Some weeks into the genocide we 
heard rumours that Mr. Blood had been dismissed. Again, my heart was in 
my boots. I was ashamed of my adopted country.

In the midst of this ongoing slaughter, with destruction and carnage all 
around me, a ray of hope came to me early one morning as I stood in my 
pyjamas looking out our bedroom windows to the dawn ater a night of rain. 
he darkness of night slowly dissolved into a new day. he tropical skies 
were full of towering cumulus clouds that turned beautiful pastel colors. 
he whole world was washed clean by the night’s rain; birds rejoiced in 
the new day. he rice crop was lush green and lourishing…and I realized 
there was an underlying Grace in this planet Earth. he rain falls, the sun 
comes up, the dew hangs heavy in the mists of a new day on the ields of the 
oppressed and the oppressor alike. Mother Earth makes no judgment. She 
cannot. And therein lies a Blessing. Else, where might I be, might we all be, 
if it were otherwise? So it is up to men and women of good will to hang on to 
the faith of their fathers, to have courage, and do their part to bring healing 
to this battered old world. here is no other way, really, for it to happen.

• • • • •

A Small Diversion from Chaos

As the weeks dragged into months, the civil war gradually became a stand-
of between the West Pakistan army and the Mukhti Bahini, the guerrilla 
freedom ighters of East Pakistan—which they were already referring to as 
Bangladesh—“he Land of the Bengalis.” he further out the Pakistan Army 
spread its campaign of terror, the more hundreds of thousands of Bengali 
refugees streamed into the bordering states of India, and the harder it became 
for the army to operate in a land that was largely disappearing under water 
with the arrival of the monsoons. he harder it became to hold the territory 
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they had already swept through, the easier it became for unarmed and totally 

untrained Bengali peasants to hinder the army’s movement.

In the places where they had stood and fought, the freedom ighters had 

been slaughtered, so limiting the army’s mobility and interfering with trans-

portation, communication and power transmission routes were the Mukhti 

Bahini’s only recourse. It was a classic struggle of unarmed guerrillas vs. a 

powerful land army. It was a scenario known to military historians from the 

time of Alexander the Great, but not to the American military until ater 

the Vietnam War when US Army manuals inally recognized it and gave it 

a fancy new name, “Asymmetric Warfare.”

As anecdotes of the Mukhti Bahini’s exploits iltered back to Dhaka, it was 

clear to me that, not surprisingly, they really didn’t know how to conduct 

disruptive tactics. hey were very good at getting around by night because 

they knew the countryside like the backs of their hands, but they were making 

a hash of damaging infrastructure.

he previous summer I had gotten to know Wim, a Netherlander who 

was the manager of the Bata shoe factory located just north of the city. 

Wim’s house was a few blocks from our house in Ghulshan. While racing 

dinghies with him in our little Ghulshan sailing club the previous year, I 

had discovered that Wim was a former Dutch Royal Marine. Later I heard 

from club members that Wim was doing a superb job of running the Bata 

factory and was much beloved of his employees there. Wim also had stayed 

behind to look ater the safety of his men and the plant.

One aternoon while walking about our neighbourhood checking on 

houses, I met Wim. As we walked along talking about this and that, Wim 

said to me, “You were a Sapper in the Canadian Army, weren’t you, Bill?”

“Yes, I was.”

“So you were trained in mine warfare and demolitions?”

“Yes, I was,” I said cautiously, wondering where this was going.

“Well, a number of the men from the factory have joined the Mukhti 

Bahini and a few of them are coming to my house at night to get coaching 

in guerrilla tactics. But I don’t know much about demolitions….”

“Are you asking me whether I’m interested in coming over and giving 

them some instruction on how a Sapper butters his bread?”

“Yes.”

“Yes. I can help out there.”

I knew the risks I was about to take would increase substantially. Years 
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later I was reminded of Brother David Steindl-Rast, quoted in the book 
Mastery..4 :

What part does risk-taking play on the road to mastery? Risk-taking is 

essential on that road. he ‘aliveness’ in life rests in trust. he religious word 

is ‘faith’, and that means courageous trust, trust in life, cosmic courage. And 

that implies taking risks. To live is to take risks; it’s absolutely essential. 

Courage and risk are essential to aliveness. And aliveness is the thing that 

we all long for and strive for, yet sometimes barricade ourselves against out 

of fear. Yet, if we are not taking risks it’s for the same reason that people do 

take risks—we want to be alive. he ones who take risks because they want 

to live choose the way of life, while those who simply want to stay alive and 

don’t want to take risks choose the way that leads to a dead end. But we all 

want the same thing.

And so it was that from time to time and with no regular pattern, ater 
receiving a chitty asking if I would come over for supper that evening, I 
would go over to Wim’s house. hree or four Mukhti Bahini would show 
up ater dark. Wim would coach them in guerrilla tactics and I would show 
them the niceties of blowing up bridges and power lines, disabling telephone 
centers, checking for and setting booby traps, and other charming things 
that Sappers do.

Our sessions were based on my sketches and simple instructions that 
included the logic of an operation as well as the anticipated outcome. hey 
went something like this:

“No, no. Don’t even attempt to cut the beams under the roadway that hold 
up a bridge. What you do is put your charges here,”—as I pointed to a sketch 
of the “rockers” under the ends of the main support beams. “Put the charges 
next to the rockers on one side only and on opposite sides on opposite ends 
of the beam…like this.” I sketched it out on a pad of foolscap. “And use lots 
of solid ‘packing’ between the charges and the concrete bridge abutments 
behind them, like this, so that the charges will blow the rockers and their 
bases out sideways. his twists the beams and the deck so the bridge can’t 
be used and it’s the devil to ix. If the deck isn’t too badly twisted they may 
try to send a tank over it; then the bridge will collapse and they’ll have lost a 
tank in the wreckage … all on their own! It takes a fraction of the explosives 
and a fraction of the time to set.”

4 In: Joan Evelyn Ames. Mastery: Interviews with 30 Remarkable People. Portland, 

Oregon: Rudra Press. 1997.
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Another session went like this.

“No, no. Don’t put the charges under all four legs of a transmission tower. 

If you do that all you get is a shorter tower! Instead, place the charges on both 

legs on the same side and as far up as you can reach from the ground…and 

do this on at least two towers in a row, all on the same side. hen set them 

to go of together or in quick succession. And, Bang, Bang, Bang, you’ll have 

a stretch of power line lying on its side on the ground! Now, you know how 

to place the charges? Place them in pairs on opposite sides of the leg, like 

this, so that they act like scissors and cut the leg. Otherwise all you may get 

is a bent leg. Fun, eh? Easy, too!”

And another…

“Now, if you want to cut a railway line don’t ‘mine’ it underneath the 

track bed. hat’s really time consuming and you won’t have the time. Besides, 

you’ll have the rails and sleepers thrown up in a big hump that everyone 

can see. Instead, do the scissors thing on just one of the rails. You’ll need 

to use lots of PE-3A, that’s the hi-test stuf, and good solid packing behind 

it so that it will shear the rail. hen wait and “push the button” just as the 

locomotive reaches it. Or, better still, take the rail splice-plates of a stretch 

of rail. Do this on the outside rail on the outside of a curve, and the sharper 

the curve the better. If you’re lucky you’ll have a big derailment…with the 

track all torn up and the locomotive lying on its side in the ditch! And you 

don’t even have to stick around and wait. Fun, eh? But don’t come back to 

have a look; they could be waiting for you. If you want to be really sure and 

you don’t have any PE-3A, set a pair of charges to do the scissors thing at 

one of the places you’ve taken the splice-plates of.”

With big smiles and shaking their heads in a rocking motion, which 

means “Yes” in Bengali, they would say, “Verry good, Sah’b! We unnerstands. 

We will do that!”

I would not stay the night at Wim’s house because it would be bad for 

both of us if I were found at his place ater dark. I would make my way 

back to my house in the dark. As it happened, in the fall before the troubles 

began, the city had begun excavating deep trenches for sewers to serve our 

neighbourhood and there were trenches running in some of the roadways 

with piles of spoil next to the excavations. So where I could, I would just 

drop down into a trench and walk along until I would come to a blank part. 

here I would cautiously stick my head up, look around, then stealthily go 

to the beginning of the next trench which was usually not very far away. 

hen I’d drop out of sight again.
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One night, to my surprise there was an unexpected obstacle in my walk 
home. In the trench that ran down our street a small and skinny cow had 
gotten into the trench and was stuck there! I was almost home and didn’t 
want to attract any attention so I spoke quietly to her, “Now, Bossie, I’m going 
to have to climb over you and I don’t want you setting up a great ruckus, so 
just keep quiet. ... Atta Bossie ... Atta Bossie.” he next day eight Bengalis 
with ropes got her out. She seemed none the worse for her night in a sewer 
trench. I was very grateful for her patience.

I continued coaching the Mukhti Bahini who showed up from time to 
time at Wim’s house, accepting the risk of traveling to and from his home 
and possibly being intercepted. In time, I began to hear tales that this bridge 
or that transmission line had been disabled and I had the quiet satisfaction 
of knowing that “my boys” had learned well. One particular time, however, 
the news gave me pause. I heard they’d blown up a ield telephone shack, 
killing an operator inside. My irst thought was, “Ellis, if you had not taught 
those men the niceties of satchel charges, that young soldier would be alive 
today. You have blood on your hands.”

When you ind yourself in the midst of a civil war and genocide it’s every 
man for himself just to stay alive and there are no easy choices. And if you 
do nothing that, too, has a high price attached—a moral one. I asked myself, 
“What am I doing here? Am I meant to keep doing this?” he answer wasn’t 
an easy one but it came without delay: “Yes, you are. You can choose to sit 
on the sidelines and not join the struggle for life of the people around you, 
but remember, you’re here on earth along with all your fellow mortals and 
we’re all in this place together. We’re all terminal cases; nobody gets out of 
life alive. You can’t just stop the world and get of.”

“But now I have blood on my hands…”
“Yes, the struggle is bloody and if you’re in it you’ll get bloodied. You can 

sit on the sidelines and save your sweet ass, or you can join in the fray. It’s 
your choice and it has a high price either way. And, by the way, you long ago 
made your choice.” hen I remembered a saying that my mother occasionally 
said to Bengie, “When you put your hand to the plough, don’t look back.” I 
could not stand idly by on the sidelines. I chose to help the Mukhti Bahini 
because I believed their cause was just and, for me, there was no turning 
away once the genocide started and I was reminded of a basic tenet in my 
army training: “In the Army there are no exceptions.” he Bengalis had no 
option, so neither did I. I wanted to help bring the killing to a halt as quickly 
as possible and with the minimum loss of lives. By helping the Mukhti Bahini 
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limit the freedom of movement of the Pak Army, I hoped I’d lessen the toll 

on the Bengalis and West Side soldiers alike.
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CHaptEr ElEvEn

A Chance for Hard Intelligence

Undercover in Plain Sight

W 
hile I remained conined to Dhaka I compiled information on 
what was going on in the city as best I could, but other than 

rumours, I knew nothing about what was happening in the countryside—
although the rumours were awful. I also knew that the new US Consul 
General, who replaced Archer Blood in Dhaka, would still have an oicial 
intelligence role similar to my “unoicial” one and would probably be similarly 
constrained. But I knew nothing about what he was doing with it.

Ater the genocide had continued for a couple of months, I talked to him 
about the diiculties of getting “hard” intelligence and of the need to get out 
into the countryside to know what was really going on. We, like everyone 
in Dhaka, were forbidden to leave the city that the Pakistani Army now 
controlled; their checkpoints saw to it that no one got out. But as the sole 
engineer temporarily responsible for the Coastal Embankment Project, I had 
a special need to get out into the countryside and all the way down to the 
coast to check on the state of the levees. I had to learn what could be done 
to maintain and protect them before the semi-annual high tides arrived in 
September or October. As the situation seemed to be settling into stalemate, 
I began badgering the authorities for permission to go down to Chalna 
and beyond to check on the condition of the levees. he Consul General 
commiserated with me; he knew that I was using every argument I could 
think of, but I was getting nowhere.

hen one morning at the oice I received a note to come down to the 
Military Administration oices to discuss the “situation of the levees.” I was 
delighted to get this opportunity to present my case for getting down to the 
coast. To my astonishment, I obtained their agreement without too much 
diiculty. Trying to keep a straight face, I walked out of there with a very 
oicial looking “Carnet de Passage” authorizing me to travel from Dhaka to 
Khulna and then on down to Chalna and on as far as Barguna. his would 
take me nearly all the way down to the Bay of Bengal, if I could get that far.
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A week or so later, about mid-day, I was once again making my way to the 

ferry docks at the river port of Sadarghat where the Old City’s brick ramparts 

slope down to the muddy waters of the River Meghna—a large river of the 

Ganges delta which lows past Dhaka. he ancient port, in normal times 

teeming with throngs of traders, travelers, porters and longshoremen, and 

crammed with stacks of cargo everywhere, was almost deserted. Although 

the harbour was crowded with every imaginable kind and size of rowing 

or sailing crat, most of them were idle—rated up together in a huge crazy 

jigsaw of watercrat. Only a few of the Bengalis’ gondola-like water taxis 

were still plying the waters of the harbour. hey had very few passengers.

I boarded one of the government-run “African Queen” passenger fer-

ries that plied between Dhaka and the major towns downstream in the 

Ganges Delta. Everything came on board or let via gangplanks that were 

literally planks. he ferry, being very shallow drat, could sidle right up to 

the riverbanks.

It had private accommodations for about a dozen irst class passengers—

six steamy little cabins, three to port and three to starboard each with a pair 

of bunk berths, but they had a lockable door and a porthole to the outside. 

hese “staterooms” were on the upper deck just behind the wheelhouse, a 

nice place from which to watch the countryside slide slowly by. he rest of 

the passengers, just a couple of dozen this time rather than the usual couple 

of hundred, camped where they found a space on the main deck. Cargo was 

usually piled crazily on the deck, fore and at, but there wasn’t much now. he 

“heads” were at the stern of the vessel: two rickety out-houses cantilevered 

of the transom so that excrement dropped into the boat’s wake—a pretty 

good system. Well, not very “pretty” as these were the loos for the entire 

complement of the boat; you had to be careful not to slip.

his would be my home for the next twenty hours. A bare light bulb on a 

length of electric cord swung from the ceiling of my stateroom. I wondered 

if it worked; it didn’t much matter as I had a lashlight with me and didn’t 

plan on reading at night anyway. I rolled out my sleeping mat and cotton 

sheet on the lower berth; that was all I would need. My meals would be 

brought to my stateroom from the galley on the main deck; I had brought 

my own drinking water.

Before leaving, I had dropped in to see the Consul General in Dhaka to tell 

him of the great good luck I had in securing permission to travel, my depar-

ture date, and that I expected to be gone about a week. We talked obliquely 

about the purpose of my mission. We understood each other implicitly. I told 
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him I would gather as much information on the levees as I could and would 
brief him on my return. I suspected that his cables to the State Department 
in Washington were being vetted by the US Embassy in Islamabad and that, 
in all likelihood, none were making it to Washington unredacted.

I knew I would have a lot of information to take in and assimilate on 
the ly as the ferry made its way by day and by night through the Ganges 
delta. I could not be seen taking notes—that would be too obvious. So I took 
with me an Uher-3000 portable reel-to-reel tape recorder I had brought 
with me to Dhaka. I had had it with me in West Pakistan ive years earlier 
and it had proven useful during the Indo-Pakistan war of September 1965 
when I stayed behind in Lahore. In Dhaka, Wendy and I used it at home for 
playing music and for making tapes to send to our families at home in the 
USA and Canada. As well as some of the little 3-inch reels that I could put 
in mailers, I took with me some 6-inch reels with music on them. I would 
leave these on the machine unless I was dictating very quietly at night. I 
hoped that if any suspicious persons heard me muttering away in my cabin 
they would simply think I was very devout. In a way I was. I was devoted to 
those little reels and what was on them. I kept them carefully hidden away 
when I wasn’t recording.

In due course the rickety, galloping gangplank was drawn aboard, and 
the vessel’s ancient diesel engine coughed and hiccupped to life in a cloud 
of black smoke, clunked into gear and chugged slowly—thunkata-thunk-
ata-thunkata—out of Sadarghat Harbour. We moved southward down the 
wide Meghna River. For the irst while the river looked much as it had on 
all my other trips down its broad, muddy expanse. We followed the thalweg, 
the deepest part of the channel made naturally by the river itself; the river 
pilots know its contours almost instinctively. It tends to follow the outside 
of bends and at these places we would cruise quite close to the riverbank.

And there I began to see them…the bloated bodies of human corpses 
loating in twos and threes and sometimes more, caught in the reeds and water 
hyacinths that clung to the shore. I knew the boat’s speed was about six knots 
and so I could calculate the time to traverse a mile; I began counting. On 
the main river in the daylight the numbers were fairly low—a dozen bodies 
here, a couple of dozen there. But ater we got into the narrower channels, 
which carried less low, the numbers increased markedly. My observations 
were interrupted when supper was delivered, but I could not eat much of it.

Later in the evening, we pulled up to the jetty of a town on our route and 
a detachment of policemen came aboard and started questioning everyone, 
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poking around in the cargo, looking in lockers. Eventually they got up to 

the First Class cabins and began searching each one. I thought, “Okay. …

How to play this one? …Best just leave everything out in broad daylight and 

play it really cool.” When they arrived at my cabin I handed them my travel 

papers that they duly perused.

When they saw my tape recorder they demanded, “What’s that?”

And I replied enthusiastically, “It’s my music boom-box. Would you like 

to hear it play?”

Yes, they would. I turned it on and out poured the lilting strains of Bee-

thoven’s Symphony No.1 in C major. hey were fascinated, convinced that 

this was the latest thing in westerners’ boom boxes. I was much relieved 

when they went on their way.

Ater dark, the old vessel crept along even more slowly as its powerful 

search-light swung from one bank to the other so that the pilot could better 

judge where he wanted to be in the winding channel. I sat up on the roof of 

my upper-deck cabin, right behind the wheelhouse with my eyes glued on 

the sweep of the ferry’s searchlight. he bloated bodies loating in the water 

took on a strange, muddy, grey-white appearance in the searchlight’s beam 

and were, if anything, easier to see than in the daylight. In these smaller 

channels the corpses were everywhere—loating in bunches of four, eight, 

twelve. I couldn’t count them in the bigger aggregations. In some stretches 

there were hundreds per mile. I sat there in focused solitude—counting, 

keeping track of the time, and from that trying to igure about where we were.

All the while, in the velvety darkness beyond the riverbanks, the dull 

glows of villages burning could be seen in several directions. Eventually my 

eyes grew tired and my mind numb from the hours of watching, counting 

and calculating and I slid silently of the roof and went into my cabin. here 

in the dark I quietly dictated into my recorder what I had seen. I was glad 

I still had it with me.

In the morning we tied up at the ferry dock in Khulna, the main city in 

the southwestern part of the delta, and I went of to ind people I knew there. 

heir stories of what was going on in the countryside correlated with each 

other and with what I observed on my trip down the river. he genocide had 

spread all through the countryside. Close to the Indian border the Mukhti 

Bahini were slipping into India for refuge then returning to the fray when 

re-supplied. In the aternoon I took another ferry down-river to Chalna. I 

was getting close to the Bay of Bengal where our project’s works were, not 

far from the edge of the Sundarbuns.
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Months earlier, in the atermath of the cyclone and the relief efort and 
before the genocide had begun, I had been able to charter a Cessna 180 
bush plane and pilot to take me on a reconnaissance of the Project area. 
For a couple of hours we lew “low and slow” over the project. he pilot 
discovered I was a pilot, too, and quite used to doing this kind of lying. He 
was delighted to have the chance to do some low lying while I directed him 
where to go and marked up maps on my lap. On the way back, I spelled him 
because he was very fatigued; low lying is quite tiring.

he devastation was beyond imagining. he land along the coast was 
swept clean of everything that had once stood there. Trees, villages, crops, 
people...gone. In some places there was nothing let of our levees but long 
grey smudges of clay running inland from where they had once stood. Else-
where, large concrete drainage structures, some weighing a hundred tons 
or more, were uprooted, tumbled end-over-end and let as jumbled masses 
of steel and concrete.

On a later visit in January by water and land, I viewed the eroded remains 
of some of the levees that had not been altogether swept away. Walking 
along the crest, I noticed in the distance white things about the size of large 
puballs scattered on what remained of the dikes. I asked my guide what 
they were. “Oh, those are skulls,” he replied.

As we jostled our way along the narrow, muddy road in a nearby village, 
one which had been spared total destruction and was swollen with refugees, 
I could not avoid the vacant, blank stares or terriied eyes of so many of the 
people we encountered. So I already knew “what it was like down there” 
where the Project lay in ruins. I also knew it would take years to recover 
from the disaster and rebuild the levees.

But now I needed to ind out how it was with the people there and what 
was happening to them at the hands of their West Side masters. Although 
I had not visited it earlier, I had heard of a Catholic mission down towards 
Barguna. he faithful Fathers and Brothers had been carrying on their work 
there for many decades, and I knew they would know all about their lock 
and their extended families in the area. I hired a taxi in Chalna and made 
my way to their mission.

he mission compound was like all such places that had been established 
long ago. A cluster of low buildings, some of brick, with corrugated iron roofs 
set in a quiet grove of gardens and huge ancient trees. here was the usual 
clinic, a school, a small church, and residence cum oice building. It was 
very peaceful. One of the Brothers took me to the Superior and I explained 
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who I was and why I was there. He was astonished to see a foreigner, let 

alone one who had come all the way from Dhaka. hey had not had any 

visitors from “outside” in several months. He understood more readily when 

I told him of my concern for the levees. I felt that he also picked up on my 

desire to know about how it was going for the people in that remote area 

on the edge of the tidal wave’s destruction and in regard to “relations” with 

the police and the Pakistani Army.

We had a long and fruitful visit in his small, spartan but comfortable 

oice; the aternoon light was waning before we knew it. he Father turned 

and looked out the window and said, “It’s gotten quite late and it’s quite a 

long journey back to Chalna at this late hour. Won’t you just stay the night 

with us and go back in the morning? We can put up your driver for the 

night.” I was delighted; it was an outcome that I had only dreamed of, yet 

with hope for just such an invitation, I had kept my kit bag with me in the 

taxi. I hadn’t bothered to ind a room in Chalna before I let.

Sharing a simple supper with a handful of Brothers and Fathers in the 

refectory and then attending vespers with them in a small chapel in the 

church before repairing to their lounge to continue our conversations late 

into the night is an experience I’ll treasure all my life. Such gentle, caring 

men, yet incredibly resilient to survive and thrive even in that diicult and 

lonely outpost of their church. Our conversations ranged all over Pakistan, 

East and West, then on to India and Europe and North America. When they 

discovered I was a Canadian they said, “Your Prime Minister stayed with us 

here.” I was astonished! hey explained that as a young man hitch-hiking his 

way around India, Pierre Trudeau had stayed with them for the better part 

of a week. hat night I was aware of being in very good company.

he trauma of that dreadful night of the tidal wave was still very pres-

ent to the survivors. he population had been decimated, as had the land 

beginning just a little further south. he relief efort had been a godsend 

and all were very grateful for it, but now that was over and the Bengalis, 

“a nation of poets and philosophers” and extraordinarily resilient people, 

were working slowly toward recovery. But it would take a long, long time.

With regard to the Pakistani Army’s activities, there had not been much 

around their village. A few people had “disappeared” at the hands of the police 

but the area was just too remote to be accessible to outside forces. hey did 

mention, however, that Hindu villages had been selected for “extermination”; 

they said the killing had been “terrifyingly methodical” and were appalled 

and angry that word was not getting out about the genocide. his was not a 
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surprise to me. What was reassuring was to ind such a caring outpost of my 
own culture in such a remote place and so far from home. hey had been 
there such a long time. he next morning, I hated to leave.

Over the next two and a half days I made my way back to Chalna and on 
to Khulna and Dhaka, retracing the passage which took me down there. On 
the way back I did not make any efort to chart numbers and locations for 
evidence of the genocide. I had quite enough in my head and on my recorder 
to blow the lid of the intelligence blackout that had been imposed on East 
Pakistan—provided I could get the word out. I did not want to jeopardize 
the information that I had already obtained.

• • • • •

Getting Word Out

Upon my return to Dhaka, I arranged to see the Consul General and briefed 
him on what I had seen and heard. He was appreciative, but at the same time 
and with a resigned air he said he would “secure cable” this information to the 
US Embassy in Islamabad. I knew what that meant. We changed the subject 
to my need to get tapes of my observations to my friends with HELP who 
were now back in Washington trying to efect a change in our government’s 
policy toward Pakistan. He ofered to put them in the diplomatic pouch that 
would go out shortly to Washington. I was to package them, with US stamps 
for delivery by US Mail to whatever address I wanted to use.

I went home, made a summary narrative and transcript of the tapes, 
packaged them all up and then took the package to the Consul for inclusion 
in the next pouch. My job was done, although neither of us could know 
whether the tapes would see the light of day or, if they did, what response they 
would bring. In Dhaka, we remained cut of from communication with the 
outside world. If the tapes arrived at their destination, I trusted my friends 
from HELP to get the word out where it mattered. I knew they would be 
doing daily rounds in Washington’s corridors of power while Wendy would 
be addressing church congregations on the West Coast. Little did I expect 
the impact the tapes would have.

By mid-August my contract was nearing its end. he situation in and 
around Dhaka had “stabilized” enough that PIA was now lying once a week 
to Bangkok. here was talk of some key expatriates returning, and I was 
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anxious to leave. I had a week’s local leave coming to me so I asked the USAID 

Country Director, who had remained behind in Dhaka, if I might turn that 

leave into time to be taken on my way home, or perhaps just not take it at 

all. His reply was negative: USAID regulations would not permit that. Local 

leave was local leave and I would have to return to Dhaka ater the leave, if 

only to gather up my belongings, and I would not be allowed to waive taking 

the leave. Silly though that was, I had no option. So I arranged to ly down 

to Bangkok on PIA a week before my contract ended, spend a week there, 

and then ly back to wind up my afairs in Dhaka.

Departing for my leave, I let Joaquim and Robie busy packing up the 

house. I took with me Miki-hai, our very round, very loving, seal-point 

Siamese cat that had been given to Wendy as a kitten by friends in Dhaka. I 

thought that sending him home ahead of me as an emissary with word that 

I was alive and well would be a fun thing to do. He traveled, as happily as a 

cat can, in a small bamboo crate at my feet on the light down to Bangkok.

It was a strange feeling to once again be on a PIA light, and to Bangkok, 

ater nearly ive months of being cut of from the outside world. It was prac-

tically empty. When I arrived in Bangkok I felt like I’d been dumped into 

the midst of Los Angeles. It was all so modern and crowded and noisy and 

fast-paced and smoggy and, well, just frantic. I made my way to the Swiss 

mission guesthouse where, even though it was right downtown on Patpong 

Street, I knew I would ind an oasis of tranquility. I dropped of Miki-hai 

and my bags there and went directly to the DeLeuw oices to report in and 

make calls home.

As I walked into Al Konen’s oice, his face lit up in total surprise and he 

greeted me saying, “Well, Bill!! Imagine that you’re here! A telex came in 

from Wendy just this morning. I think you should read it!” and he handed 

me the piece of paper.

he telex was a brief, desperate message from Wendy to Al saying she had 

received an urgent phone call from our friends at HELP in Washington telling 

her that some tapes from Dhaka had created a real stir in Washington. At a 

World Bank meeting that day, specially called to consider the conditions in 

East Pakistan, my tapes had been played and my name had been connected 

with them. Some of our friends from HELP had been there and had noticed 

that some Pakistani “observers” sitting near the back had taken note of my 

name. Our friends had called Wendy to tell her I should leave the country 

immediately. Her message begged Al to somehow get this word to me.

And there it was—from friends in Washington, to Wendy, to a telex in 
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Al’s hand, and into my hands within hours. I was just stunned, not so much 
by the events at the Bank, although that puzzled me a bit, but by the fact 
that, once again and by no active efort on my own part, I had been spared 
certain imprisonment or worse. It was quite beyond me how my celestial 
guardians, whether in heaven or on earth, kept this up. I felt deeply grateful. 
I looked at Al and said, “hank you; may I keep this?” hen I asked if there 
was a vacant oice from which I could call home.

Aterwards, I returned to the quiet solitude of my room at the mission 
hostel. here, stretched out on a cot with Miki-hai curled up beside me, I 
pondered this latest turn of events. “How is it that I keep surviving these close 
calls? And why? What on earth got me here? Am I meant to keep doing this? 
And is the price eventually going to be my life?” A partial response wasn’t 
long in coming: “his ‘comes with the territory’ of the life you have chosen. 
In your childhood you learned about why we are here and you acknowledged 
your particular calling when you made that choice while you were in the 
Army in West Germany in 1961. Yes, you are meant to keep doing it; it is 
your duty. And no-one knows what the price will be.”

I really didn’t know. I had no answers. All I could do was accept it and 
be grateful I was still here—alive. Years later I again came across Robert 
Finley’s Elegy on Dead Reckoning:

here is something interesting that happens in the moment of sudden real-

ization that things are not what you had thought them to be.

In a way it is though you had been posed a diicult riddle, a ‘who am I’ 

riddle, where you yourself are the subject, and you ind yourself entirely 

caught up in arriving at its solution. his moment can be at once terrifying 

and strangely liberating. Before a solution is found, this moment opens the 

world to outlandish possibilities: since you are not where you thought you 

would be, you might for a moment be anywhere at all.

And I thought, “Yes, there it is, good old Dead Reckoning again!” and rec-
ognized that’s how I have navigated my way through life.

When considering our options at critical junctures in our lives fear does 
play a role and we oten don’t recognize it. But I don’t think that is all of 
it. I believe that at existential moments in our lives there is another even 
more powerful, stabilizing, and deeply necessary driving force and source 
of courage in our lives. And that is love. Deep, soul-rooted, agapé love. Or, 
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to quote Susan Vreeland, “Maybe that’s what love is—walking willingly into 

the unknown for the sake of another.”5

here was not a lot of time to ruminate about coincidence and destiny; 

there were other things to attend to. he irst was Miki-hai; I needed to get 

him on Pan-Am 002 for the light back to Los Angeles. hat was Pam-Am’s 

eastbound round the world light that came through Bangkok several times 

a week. I arranged space for him on the next light, and on the appointed 

morning we took a taxi together to the airport. A vet at the Cholera Lab in 

Dhaka had given me the proper dose of tranquilizer to give him before this 

little cat began his long journey across the Paciic. Getting the dose into him 

at my room was a struggle; he fought like a demon when I tried to squeeze 

his jaws open to push a capsule down his throat. I had already discovered 

he was too smart to be duped into swallowing the capsule hidden in a treat; 

cats aren’t into treats. Eventually I thought of a solution—a pillowcase!

So Monsieur Miki-hai was unceremoniously picked up by the scruf 

of his neck and carefully lowered into a pillowcase that was then wrapped 

snugly around his neck while I administered the capsule. hat worked well 

enough, even though I needed to get a new pillowcase for the guesthouse! At 

the airport I gave the cargo supervisor a handsome tip and he promised to 

take special care of one M.hai while he was being loaded and to notify the 

Cargo Super at Tokyo that one Very Special Cat from Siam was on board and 

would like some fresh water. hen I notiied Wendy of Miki-hai’s estimated 

arrival time at Los Angeles. He duly arrived safe and sound.

With the word from Wendy of what had happened at the World Bank 

meeting, I knew I could not go back to Dhaka. If I were to return I would 

likely be met by Pakistani security agents at the bottom of the air-stair and 

led away. But I needed to maintain my cover with my employer and USAID; 

the latter, especially, would be furious if they learned what I’d been up to. I 

knew I could trust Al Konen and the Consul General in Dhaka—and they 

were the only two who knew even a fraction of it.

What to do? Somehow, I had to miss the return light in a week’s time. 

hen my contract would be up, I would have done my time, and USAID 

would have no diiculty with my direct return home. But I needed a bul-

letproof reason why I could not be at the airport in a week’s time. hen I 

remembered the American doctor at the SDA hospital in Bangkok who had 

5 Susan Vreeland, he Forest Lover. New York, NY:Viking Penguin. 2004. 

Penguin Group reprint, 2004.
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cared for Wendy. Perhaps he would provide the cover I needed. I made an 
appointment for a “brief consultation” with him in his oice at the hospital.

He greeted me with professional courtesy as I sat down across from his 
desk. We talked about Wendy’s stay there, how she was doing, and that she 
was now staying with her sister’s family back in California. When I men-
tioned how I looked forward to returning to the States ater ive months of 
isolation in Dhaka, I could see the surprise and puzzlement on his face. So 
I told him, somewhat obtusely, of the jam I was in and asked if he could see 
his way to admitting me to hospital for “observation” for a period of days 
that would span the departure of the next light to Dhaka. He thought for 
a moment then looked up with a wry smile. “Yes, I can do that for you,” he 
said. We then arranged for me to be admitted on the day before my return 
light to Dhaka a few days hence.

By great good fortune—or was it those celestial guardians still busy on 
my behalf—Al Konen told me my boss, the Project Engineer Jim Rasmussen, 
was on his way back to Dhaka and was in Bangkok for a few days. his was 
a godsend; Jim was a prince among men and we already had an unspoken 
understanding of why I would stay behind in Dhaka when he and Iris were 
evacuated along with the last remaining Americans. I knew I could trust 
him to maintain my cover and that he would be able to take care of winding 
up my afairs in Dhaka on my behalf.

We met in Jim’s hotel room and I briefed him on conditions in East 
Pakistan and the state of the Project. hen I revealed the situation I found 
myself in; he entirely understood and said he would take care of winding 
up my afairs in Dhaka. I gave him my chequebook and a letter to my bank 
authorizing him to write cheques on my account and then close it out. Jim 
would take care of telling Joaquim, Robie and Clement the sad news of my 
not returning and would pay them of with handsome bonuses when their 
duties were completed at my house. It was diicult to accept that I would 
not be able to say goodbye to these faithful and courageous men who had 
stood with Wendy and me through thick and thin, and that I couldn’t do 
anything to ensure they would ind new jobs. I am forever grateful to Jim 
for his willingness to maintain my cover and to take care of my household 
help in my absence.

Between taking care of these essential matters, I spent parts of several days 
exploring Bangkok. What a lovely city. At that time, in 1971, the evidence 
of its gracious colonial past, although it never was anybody’s colony, was 
everywhere and the crush of 20th century materialism had not yet inundated 
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it. I did the tourist things of visiting the loating markets, the klongs (canals), 

the gorgeously rich and storied palaces and temples. Even then, for all the 

rush of downtown traic, it was still sufused with an element of Buddhist 

serenity so well expressed in the mutual greetings of Sawatdi…Sawatdi-kha 

said over palms pressed together with ingers pointing to heaven as you 

slightly bow to the stranger before you.

• • • • •

And the doctor gets even.

hen it was time to enter hospital. I was graciously admitted and assigned a 

room very much like the one Wendy had had. I settled in for a few days of 

R&R; the light for Dhaka would leave the next morning without me. he 

American doctor came to visit me and said with a wry smile, “Well, Bill, 

since you’re here, we’re going to do a few tests just to make sure you are 

in good health. A nurse will be in in the morning to prep you for those.” I 

replied that I thought this would be a good idea. Little did I know what I’d 

unwittingly agreed to.

In the morning I wasn’t given breakfast and later a very sweet hai nurse 

came in and gave me an enema! I began to suspect what I was in for. Sure 

enough, I was later wheeled of to an examining room where the good doctor 

stood ready with, you guessed it, a mighty sygmoidoscope in hand! All the 

while I was sufering the indignities of that procedure I kept telling myself, 

“his is a hell of lot better than being on an airplane back to Dhaka!”

he next day I was discharged. I went in to see the doctor and get the 

results before I let. He gave me a clean bill of health. I thanked him for taking 

me into his conidence and admitting me, adding with a chuckle, “And you 

did make me pay for my request!” He just smiled his wry smile. I kept the 

receipt from the hospital for my stay in case I should need it. I never did.

• • • • •
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On My Way Home

A few days later, while cruising along at 30,000 feet on a light from Bangkok 
to Hong Kong, I looked out the window and realized from our lying time 
that I was looking down on Vietnam. From six miles up the green tropical 
canopy below looked so peaceful it was hard to imagine the awful violence 
of war and the wretchedness of “collateral damage” that was ravaging the 
country and its people far below. I was struck with how close one can be to 
such devastation and yet not see it, and of how in our own lives we must 
continually make the efort to be aware of how things really are down at 
ground level—which is, ater all, where we all live.

hat, of course, had brought me to Dhaka in the irst place and led me 
to stay on when I could have let. I had been extraordinarily lucky to have 
gotten out of it scot-free, but some of those close to me, Wendy especially, had 
paid an enormous price. Now I was headed back to California and Wendy 
and my old company WRE who had arranged with me to return via Hong 
Kong, Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, Copenhagen and Rome where 
they had business prospects that needed attention. I was very grateful to be 
returning home, however roundabout.

• • • • •

Relection

Some time ater arriving home in the US, I learned that when my tapes 
arrived in Washington, my friends at HELP took them around to their to 
contacts in Congress and the State Department and used those recordings 
in their eforts to get the US Government to change its stance toward West 
Pakistan and the genocide in East Pakistan. Being the irst, and at that point 
the only non-sanitized, public, detailed, on-the-ground reports of what was 
going on there, the tapes created a bit of a stir. My reports were briely men-
tioned in the press and radio broadcasts—which only increased the stir. So 
it was only natural that the World Bank would call a meeting to discuss the 
situation in East Pakistan in order to begin planning reconstruction there 
when conditions on the ground would permit. hat, ater all, was the original 
brief of the World Bank, oicially the “IBRD”: the International Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development.
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At that meeting a Bank stafer, a good friend of mine who knew me well, 

recognized my voice on the tapes and said in a loud voice, “I know who that 

is! hat’s Bill Ellis!” What he didn’t know was that Pakistani Intelligence was 

sitting in the back row. Fortunately for me, some friends from HELP were 

there, too, and recognized them.

his handful of young professionals—my friends from HELP—were per-

sistent and efective in reaching the highest levels of the State Department 

who listened with an open ear. But, as has now become public 42 years 

later through publication of he Blood Telegram. Nixon, Kissinger, and a 

Forgotten Genocide by Gary J. Bass, referenced earlier, no one was able to 

budge President Nixon and Henry Kissinger’s knee-jerk support for General 

Yahya Khan and his policy of genocide in East Pakistan.

In East Pakistan, the standof between the Pakistan army and the Bengali 

Mukhti Bahini degenerated into a grinding struggle of attrition with hundreds 

of thousands of Bengalis killed and over seven million Bengali refugees 

leeing across the borders into India. A few months ater I let, India, which 

shares a long border with East Pakistan and a common heritage through 

its own Bengali people in West Bengal, was literally staggering under the 

burden of the immense inlux of seven million refugees. On December 3rd 

1971, Pakistan, hoping to draw US Army support into its failing operation 

in East Pakistan, attacked India on both its borders. India sent its troops into 

East Pakistan the next day. In fourteen days they forced the Pakistan Army 

in East Pakistan to capitulate and go home. he Indian Army turned the 

country over to Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and his opposition party which had 

won the election and led the rebellion. hen the Indian Army went home.

he new state of Bangladesh was born, Sheikh Mujibur was its irst Prime 

Minister. In its early stages of its history, like that of many newly independent 

states, Bangladesh was mostly a series of tragedies. In time, the new country 

of Bangladesh found its feet as a more-or-less democratic country - and 

without the interference of the two Cold War antagonists.

Flying home from Rome to Wendy in Los Angeles, I had the feeling of 

being about to start a new relationship all over again. I felt as if I was on my 

way to meet a stranger who would be going home with me. We would need 

to get to know each other all over again. Once in the US this veiled feeling 

of uncertainty remained in the background. Ater what we had each been 

through, together and apart, during the twelve months one or both of us had 

been in Bangladesh, we were both aware of the need to proceed carefully. I 

had had enough of coming home with only a suitcase and briefcase in my 
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hands and no place to stay; I needed a home to come home to. I was keen 
to get back to working with Water Resources Engineers (WRE) and to get 
on with inding a house and making a home of our own.

To diferent degrees, we were both dealing with the gulf that develops 
between an expatriate and the mainstream society at home when one has for 
some time been living and working in a place that is unimaginable to that 
society - and taking risks that are also unimaginable to that society. I began to 
realize, too, that Wendy had been to some degree traumatized by the experi-
ence, particularly by the plight of the children in hird World countries. From 
my African beginnings and through my time in West Pakistan I had grown 
to accept, tragic though it is, it is part of the human condition here on planet 
Earth. But it seemed that Wendy carried a great weight of guilt for their plight . 
As the efects of this became apparent over the next few years, I was reminded 
time and again of the price we pay for the horrors of 20th century history 
 
 
CHaptEr tWElvE

Return to california and 
Development consulting

Changes

A 
t WRE, things had changed in the three years I had been away. 
he company had grown considerably; it now had sixty employees 

with oices in Lafayette, California where we started, and in Austin, Texas, 
Washington, DC, and Warsaw, Poland. Our capacity to develop and reine 
new models and our expertise in applying them had become known in 
hydrological and planning circles around the world and we had grown like 
Topsy. Fred Hotes, the University of California, Berkeley, professor who 
originally hired me for overseas work, had let to become the World Bank’s 
senior irrigation advisor but WRE was still headed by its founder, Jerry Orlob.

Keen to contribute to the water resources planning work for major new 
hydroelectric projects being planned in northern Canada, WRE wanted to 
break into that market. I was their only “tame Canadian” and Jerry asked 
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Wendy and me if we would go to Montréal to represent them while they put 

together proposals for the federal and provincial government projects that I 

would ferret out. Jerry and I agreed that, inside of a year at most, that efort 

would either succeed or fail. So Wendy and I said, yes, we would go. hat 

meant that we had to put of for now our plans to establish a home either in 

Lafayette or the neighbouring towns of Orinda or Moraga.

Montréal had changed from the time I was at university fourteen years 

earlier, but it was still the fascinating, sophisticated French Canadian city I 

had known. We rented a place in a large apartment building just a couple of 

blocks west of the McGill campus and decorated its walls with travel posters 

from the French national travel bureau. Wendy would go into its of laughter 

when the building’s doorman would call up on the intercom and I would 

instinctively break into a twangy French Canadian patois in response. We 

loved being close to the campus; Wendy would go to the university library 

while I was at work at a small consulting irm several blocks west on Sher-

brooke Street. We loved it in Montréal that winter, though we longed to get 

back to California.

he work making contacts and preparing for submissions from Home 

Oice in California required many trips to Ottawa and Québec City. I could 

speak English in Ottawa, but it was all in French in Québec City. hose were 

exhausting sessions, but I managed to keep up with the conversations. I had 

the support of a small but long-established engineering irm in Montréal 

whose president Dr. Orlob had worked with in Denmark.

All our eforts proved to be heavy sledding; we kept coming in second 

on the selection panels. Time and again the panels were kind enough to say 

that we had the best proposal, but they wanted the work to go to a Canadian 

company. Countering my argument that the Canadian engineers working 

with our combined Montréal-California team would soon enough learn to 

use our models and that was part of why we were there in the irst place, 

their reply was, “Yes, but we prefer to do it ourselves.” Fair enough, it would 

take longer and cost more, and that was their choice. Ater eight months in 

Montréal, Wendy and I returned to California.

• • • • •



220 By Dead Reckoning

A House of Our Own

Back in California, we rented a small apartment within walking distance 
of WRE’s oices and Wendy went back to teaching English in San Francis-
co’s Chinatown. When we set about looking for a house to buy our realtor 
reminded us, “Remember, don’t settle for something that isn’t quite right; 
you can always buy a lot and build on it yourselves. We know what you’re 
looking for—a mountain cabin on top of a hill with a stream running by!”

I replied, “Yes, but we’ll take a pass on the stream running by; that would 
be a bit hard to arrange.”

In any event, they did us proud; they showed us a half-acre “lag” lot high 
on a ridge in Orinda with a 180-degree view and which we could aford. I 
was amazed the lot was still available and asked our realtor why it hadn’t 
sold. He said, “Nobody has igured out how to get up to it!”

When we went to see the lot, I could see it would be a close thing. With 
Wendy’s help as “rod man” we surveyed the lot ourselves. It would just be a 
“go” and still meet the municipal grading, utility and setback requirements if 
we built on it. We bought the lot, and with my Uncle Ben Abbot’s help with 
a bridging loan, we tied in a construction loan for the house.

hrough a friend I found a wonderful builder, Willem “Bill” Kruiswijk, 
who was the last old- world Dutch builder in the area. Twenty years my senior, 
Bill was a perfectionist. He was immediately taken with my plans for an open 
beam mountain cabin style house with a two-storey loor-to-roof glass front 
looking north over the East Bay hills. We worked out a time-and-materials 
contract in which I would help him with whatever I could; what I saved Bill 
in time would save us both. Bill allowed as how he only did work for people 
who he igured would become his friends. I liked that.

A little less than a year ater starting construction, we moved into our 
own house built to our own design. We had done it at signiicantly less than 
the cost of a similar-sized house. here was another building lot available 
further up the ridge. Bill Kruiswijk and I had so enjoyed building my house 
that we talked about doing it all over again on the lot just up the hill that I 
would put out on lease for a few years and eventually sell. Wendy’s response 
was, “If you do that, you’ll be doing it without me!” so I dropped the idea.

I was thrilled to be living in our own home, it was a dream come true, but 
Wendy had not enjoyed the process and I began to realize that she did not 
share my delight in the result. It had a lot to do with going into debt to build a 
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house instead of giving money to the church to feed starving children. here 

was little I could do to assuage her feelings; those were Wendy’s priorities

• • • • •

More Changes

Meantime, at WRE we had grown too fast and were in a severe cash low 

bind; we needed to join a group with deeper pockets. We were wooed by 

a number of large US engineering companies, but we wanted to keep our 

independence. So we accepted the ofer of a “white knight” vulture capitalist 

in the new and burgeoning ield of digital data management.

Too late, we discovered his game was to buy promising small irms, 

bleed them of their assets, and cast them aside. Ater a while he forced out 

Dr. Orlob and installed a bean-counter president who promptly cut our 

research and development budget to zero. hat was our lifeblood; there 

had always been jackals snapping at our heels trying to steal our lead in the 

ield. Without our founder, Jerry Orlob, and a continuing strong R&D efort, 

we knew we would not last very long. One by one we sought employment 

elsewhere. While trying to help hold the group together, I was looking too. 

I knew I needed to follow my passion and get back to water-for-agriculture 

in the hird World, and I wanted to do it with an established company with 

inancial and employment stability.

At an international development conference I attended in San Francisco 

one of the speakers was Orville Freeman who had been the US Secretary of 

Agriculture in President Kennedy’s cabinet and had continued in that role 

under President Johnson. Ater his presentation I happened to meet him 

in a hallway of the hotel and buttonholed him about my search for a way to 

get back to applying my expertise in hird World development. He listened 

carefully and replied, “When I get back to New York I’ll make some inquiries. 

A friend of mine here in the Bay Area might be interested in talking with 

you. I’ll get back to you.” Inside of a week Mr. Freeman phoned me back. 

“Hank Wright, who heads the International Division of FMC Corporation 

in San Jose, would like to talk to you. Here’s what they do and how you can 

contact him.”

he Food Machinery Corporation, FMC, was a highly regarded Bay Area 

multinational, one of the Top 100 corporations in the US at the time, with 
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operations all around the world. It had been established as a family company 
in San Jose, California, some seventy-ive years earlier—making things that 
its name implies. Within the International Division of FMC there was a small 
group called the Agro-Industrial Development Operation (ADO) that planned, 
designed, built, started up, then handed over large-scale food growing and 
processing operations in less developed countries. hat’s where Mr. Wright 
had the need. I hardly dared imagine where this lead might take me. I had 
had a lot of job changes already—not at all unusual in my engineering pro-
fession, especially in the foreign aid game I was part of. I would be fortunate 
to ind steady employment with a large, long-established company. I hoped 
that I would be with FMC for the rest of my career.

At the International Division I discovered it was basically a sales organi-
zation that took care of international sales for several of the smaller divisions 
of FMC which could not aford having their own international sales staf. he 
“FMI” men and women comprised people who could present and support a 
range of FMC products for their customers all over the world.

Within the International Division, the ADO was a small close-knit group 
of agronomists, economists, food technologists, mechanical and electrical 
engineers and project managers that ofered consulting services for the devel-
opment of large-scale food growing and processing projects. Eschewing work 
from the multilateral and bilateral lending agencies, it ofered services directly 
to foreign governments and the private sector. Its motto was “From seed 
in the ground to product on the shelf.” It was the mid-1970s and they had 
projects in the Soviet Union, the Middle East, South Asia, South America, 
West Africa and North Africa.

I had a very cordial interview with Mr. Wright and the director of ADO. 
Quite recently ADO had lost three of its members in a bush plane crash in 
the outback of northern Australia; they felt the loss deeply and were very 
shorthanded. hey handed me over to Phil Olsen, the Division’s Personnel 
Manager, for a job interview. Over a long leisurely lunch, “breaking bread 
together” as Mr. Olsen put it, we hit it of right from the start. We had com-
mon values, spoke each other’s language and quickly understood each other’s 
needs and capabilities. Although ADO had the mechanical and electrical 
engineers they needed, they lacked the civil/agricultural engineering and 
hydrology capability to do the water resources and infrastructure planning 
and design work for large agricultural development projects. hey were 
considering buying a small civil engineering company but were not certain 
that was what they needed. I explained that they would be better of with 
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just a single civil-agricultural engineer/hydrologist—i.e. me—who could 

do a lot of it himself and who would contract out and supervise the heavy 

liting for speciic projects to engineering irms that he knew and respected. 

It didn’t take any persuading for FMI to agree.

Driving home ater that day of interviews, I was smiling from ear to 

ear as I realized I’d written my own ticket! I started with ADO two weeks 

later and soon discovered I had fallen in with a group of men of the same 

calibre as I’d been with at WRE! I could hardly believe my good fortune. I 

am forever grateful to Orville Freeman for taking the time to listen and to 

call Hank Wright.

Family Transitions

In my irst year of work for FMC International I had been away from Wendy 

nearly half the time. We had been in counselling for nearly three years and 

we had come to recognize we would each be far happier and better able to 

pursue our own vocations outside of our marriage. Self-knowledge in hand, 

Wendy and I amicably divorced; we have remained good friends.

My family recognized that I would likely be staying in the international 

development game while keeping my home in California for the foreseeable 

future. My mother had retired to St. homas, Ontario. My sister Bengie lived 

with her family at Malahide Farm just iteen miles away and was the executor 

of our mother’s estate. Years earlier Mum had instructed us that she wanted 

her ashes scattered in Africa. None of us had been back since we let forty 

years earlier. Bengie and I dreamed of going back to Africa together when 

the time came to scatter our mother’s ashes and honour our father’s grave.

Once again single, having taken care of my familial obligations with my 

Ontario family and leased out my California house, I was eager and ready 

to follow my heart and my vocation in the hird World.
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CHaptEr tHirtEEn

Hands-on Development in Nigeria and Saudi Arabia

Into the Field in Nigeria

T
 
o prove its bona ides, and at the request of the Nigerian govern-

ment, FMI had taken on a review of a planned large-scale agricultural 

development project along the Hadejia River in far northeastern Nigeria for 
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the Kano State Department of Agriculture. It was 1975 and Nigeria had oil 
money running out its ears, yet the project had been languishing in neglect 
and barely started for several years. FMI was willing to help the government 
plough some of its oil revenues back into the country’s agriculture. he 
Hadejia project had not been well thought out and was giving both Kano 
State and ADO agriculturalists a diicult time trying to make sense of it. 
he company had agreed to take a look at this project in hopes of landing 
a new project from Kano State: the Gari River project up near the Niger 
border in north-central Nigeria. Either project would cost tens of millions 
of dollars to implement.

Upon starting at ADO I was given copies of the Hadejia plans and briefed 
on them by my new colleagues. hey were not at all comfortable with the 
basic premise of the project and mentioned that the Hadejia river appeared to 
be quite inadequate to serve the project, and moreover, a topographic survey 
was in doubt with the Nigerian engineers in the ield. I soon agreed with 
them; the meagre data available indicated there was nowhere near enough 
water in the Hadejia river to support large-scale agriculture in that desert 
climate. Ater a few days’ sleuthing I discovered that a ten-foot error had 
been made part way along in the topographic control survey. he water just 
could not get to where the plans said it would—even if there were any water 
in the river, it wouldn’t low uphill! Our indings were sent to our client the 
Kano State Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources (MANR), and we 
were relieved to hear back that the project was being shelved.

In a few weeks we were asked to turn our attention to a feasibility study 
of the Gari River Project. here was already an ADO manager, Pat Lannon, 
resident in Kano. Pat was laying the groundwork so that the feasibility study 
for the Gari River project could go ahead once we got the green light and had 
a team over there. From the ADO home oice “bush telegraph” including the 
secretary who looked ater me, I picked up Pat’s reputation as a hard-nosed 
manager who expected a lot from his team members. Apparently he had sent 
more than one consultant home from planning big agricultural projects he 
had managed in Brazil! hey wondered how I would get along with him. I 
replied, “Well, I expect we’ll get along just ine.”

Two weeks later I was on my way to Nigeria. he light to Kano, Nigeria is 
long—from San Francisco east across nine time zones to Europe then south 
across thirty degrees of latitude. he irst leg, a nine-hour “polar route” light 
on Pan Am from San Francisco to London, took me over familiar Canadian 
territory as we lew over Alberta, Saskatchewan and northern Manitoba before 
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it grew dark. It was good to look down and remember happy times with my 

prairie friends. FMI’s travel agents in Santa Clara had already set me up as a 

Frequent Traveler with Pan Am, so I was comfortably ensconced in “the FT 

Section” of economy that would in later years become business-class. With 

three seats to myself I could stretch out and sleep for the long trans-Atlantic 

leg. For years to come, seat 18-A eastbound or 18-K westbound on Pan Am’s 

747s would be my favourite berth for crossing the Atlantic.

Ater free drinks and a full dinner, I fell asleep soon ater dark. Morning 

came early and I was awakened for a hot breakfast before landing. Arriving 

at Heathrow, it was a long walk to a small space between terminals to wait on 

the tarmac for the big helicopter that ferried passengers to Gatwick airport 

twenty-ive miles away. As we clattered and thumped over the lush English 

countryside, I soaked in the cool green landscape, knowing I’d be in the 

heat and dust of the Sahel for the next two or three months. At Gatwick 

there was a three-hour wait for the British Caledonian light to Kano; it let 

mid-aternoon and arrived in Kano about 9 p.m. On “B.Cal,” as it was fondly 

called by London-Kano regulars, there was a pleasant surprise—stewardesses 

in kilt-style tartan skirts and jaunty tartan caps; the service was unobtrusive 

and excellent.

Flying south from London over western Europe, I spied familiar land-

marks—the Seine snaking through Paris, Mont Blanc’s huge bulk rising out 

of the tumble of the Alps of to the east, and Marseille on the Mediterranean 

coast. Two hours out, we crossed the coast of North Africa near Algiers; from 

there it was a four-hour light to Kano. Crossing the Sahara, the immensity 

of Africa is staggering. We cruised on hour ater hour over empty desert, 

the near-featureless terrain six miles below always subtly changing its beige, 

yellow and pink colours and textures. In places, I could make out the outlines 

of ancient riverbeds that once carried water tens of thousands of years ago. 

We crossed the barren, craggy Ahagaar Mountains near Tamanrasset, yet 

we were only half way across the Sahara!

It was dark well before we reached Kano. Tiny glows from scattered vil-

lages pinpointed by cooking ires began to appear as we began a long, slow 

descent. As we descended closer to Kano, the little glows became more and 

more apparent. We had crossed one of Earth’s most inhospitable regions, 

yet there was life below us…and we were still only about a third of the way 

down the length of the African continent!

As I stepped out of the airplane at the top of the air-stair into the velvety 

darkness of a subtropical night I was greeted once again by the sot, earthy 
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smell of Africa. I hadn’t been in Africa since I was a three-year-old—thir-
ty-seven years earlier—but the scent was unmistakeable. Primordial memories 
are built into all of us; I sensed I was home again. Waiting for immigration 
and customs clearance in the melee of a small, jam-packed, steamy-hot 
international arrivals hall was nothing new to me. I just stood aside and 
waited. here was a tap on my shoulder and I turned around. “You must be 
Bill Ellis. Welcome! I’m Pat Lannon.” I knew that Pat was the resident FMI/
ADO manager and I thought, “hat’s considerate. He clearly goes out of his 
way to welcome new arrivals and shepherd them through Customs and 
Immigration ater a long light. We’ll get along well.” I was soon reunited 
with my bags and ushered through the formalities. Plainly, Pat “knew how.”

As we drove into town on deserted streets, Pat asked if I would join 
him at the French Club for a beer on our way to the FMC compound—two 
identical bungalows next to each other on the eastern outskirts of Kano—and 
I replied, “Hey, that would be great!” At the French Club, one of two social 
clubs in Kano, the other was the Lebanese Club, we walked through the 
nearly dark clubhouse into a sotly lit garden terrace café under huge acacia 
trees. It was 10:30 p.m. but there were members and guests still dining and 
visiting. hey were mostly French or other Europeans and there were some 
Nigerians as well. It was plain that Pat was well known and liked here. here 
were feral cats prowling about looking for scraps that had been dropped, 
probably intentionally. I liked that. While Kano was a frontier city in the 
Sahel and not far from the Niger border, the club was an oasis of French 
élan and civilization. Over beers till midnight our conversation ranged over 
a whole gamut of subjects, not all of them related to work. Pat commented 
that few arrivals straight of the plane from London stopped at the Club, 
let alone lasted past the irst beer. I knew already that I was going to like 
working with Pat, a guy that evidently worked hard and played hard. I didn’t 
let on that I don’t get jet lag.

• • • • •

To Work on the Gari River Project

A few years earlier, to augment and assure the water supply for the city of 
Kano, a good-sized dam had been built on the Kano River by an Italian 
consortium. he Nigerian engineers on the project had learned well about 
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building dams. A Kano State agency called the Water Resources and Engi-

neering Construction Authority, with the unfortunate acronym of “WRECA,” 

had been established to make use of this newfound capability.

he Gari River in north-central Kano State had been identiied as another 

good place to build a dam. An earth-ill dam on the river some iteen miles 

northwest of the district town of Danbatta was nearing completion. Only 

then did someone raise the question of what the impounded water would 

be used for. Apparently nobody had thought of that! It was decided that the 

water should be used for large-scale agricultural development. But nobody 

knew how to do that. Somehow, Kano Sate Ministry of Agriculture and 

Natural Resources (MANR) heard about FMC International. We were asked 

to plan a large agricultural development scheme downstream of the dam.

For the ADO’s project, we were asked to look at about 24,000 hectares, 

or 24 square kilometres, along the Gari river downstream of the dam for our 

project. From air reconnaissance augmented with on-the-ground checking, 

we irst identiied a side valley of about 4,000 hectares close downstream of 

the dam as the most promising area. But local political considerations kept 

that parcel of the table, so we settled on an area about two kilometres by 

four kilometres or 8,000 hectares located some ive kilometres downstream 

of the dam for our detailed feasibility study.

Very few maps of that part of Nigeria existed; there was only a road map 

showing a main road, i.e. a single lane road with battered paving and potholed 

shoulders, running north from Kano to the border with Niger. In Niger, that 

road continued north to Zinder and ended at Agadez far out in the Sahara 

desert. It would be the eastern, or downstream, limit of our study area.

here were a few scattered 1:50,000 topographical maps, but they con-

tained practically no contour lines. We needed 1:5,000 scale maps with 

half-meter contours on which to base our feasibility study for a large-scale 

irrigated agricultural project. hat was a determining factor; we had to do 

our own exploration and mapping to determine what was really there.

In March of 1975 MANR arranged for our chosen area to be “lown” to our 

standards to produce the mapping from aerial photographs. By May we had 

the air photos in hand and could use them to navigate around the roadless 

project area to begin the detailed ieldwork. Jim Dilliard, our agricultural 

soil scientist from Fresno State University in California, along with a gang of 

young Nigerians he had recruited to do soil survey work, and Ken Schmidt, 

a hydrogeologist, also from Fresno, and me, the civil engineer-hydrologist, 

together with our drivers were soon out traversing the project area in Land 
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Cruisers and Land Rovers. We navigated with stacks of 8-inch x 8-inch air 
photos on our laps, carefully sequenced so we could keep track of where 
we were and mark them up with grease pencils. We made detailed sketches 
on hand-drawn maps-in-the-making as we went. Keeping the air photos in 
sequence was a tiresome but essential task as we bumped over the terrain; drop 
them on the loor and it would take a quarter of an hour to sort them out.

he “main road” back to Kano was an awful hour and a half drive and 
it made no sense to be driving it every day. Just of the main road, near the 
divisional town of Danbatta, Pat had set up a bush camp with a cook tent, 
a mess tent and sleeping tents for us and our Nigerian helpers. Initially, Pat 
had set up camp in a copse of trees dominated by an unusually large baobab 
tree on the open savanna, but a day or so later a delegation of elders came 
over from a nearby village to say that the Big Tree was sacred and a place of 
meditation for a particularly venerated old man. So Pat relocated our ield 
camp to another copse of trees about a quarter mile away; it was entirely 
comfortable.

In the heat of the late dry season most of us slept out in the open. And 
we had Baba, the old cook from “de Managah’s house” back in Kano, with 
us. hough getting on in years, Baba insisted that he come out to be the ield 
cook; he took great care of us. For eight weeks we would stay out there “au 
brusse” during the week and come back to Kano on Saturdays for showers 
and to pick up supplies to take back the next day. Our Nigerian staf stayed at 
camp and went into Danbatta on market days to bargain for extra stuf. he 
town’s main attraction was the “Danbatta Dibisionsal Hotel”—a more-or-less 
respectable lea pad, close to the eastern edge of the project area. he weekly 
market there was renowned throughout the region and folk would come 
from miles around to trade and visit. On market days it was a wonderfully 
colourful, busy, dusty place. Our work was going well, we were settling into 
the local culture, and we were getting a lot done.

While in camp we were fascinated to watch and begin to understand the 
customs of the Hausa villagers. We would oten see groups of women, all 
carrying enormous calabashes of grain or vegetables or whatever on their 
heads and with an m’toto—a child in a sling—on their backs, walking in single 
ile on dusty paths that crisscrossed the dry savanna. hey chatted and sang 
as they went along. We tried waving to them in greeting, but this welcome 
was unknown to them and they were very shy, so we just watched and smiled. 
he men usually traveled alone, but on meeting another approaching man, 
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a pattern of greeting long established in their Hausa culture would low 

between them.

“I see you there approaching. I am a friend. Are you?”

“I see you approaching, too. I am a friend.”

“Are you well? And do you have work?”

“I am well and I am grateful for my work. And you?”

“I am well and I am grateful for my work.”

“And how is your family? How is your eldest son?”

“He is well. And how is yours?”

“He is well, too. And how is your senior wife?”

“She is well. And how are your parents?”

“hey are all well. And your grandparents?”

“hey are well, and yours?”

On and on it would go in a quiet patter of questions and responses as 

the two of them would pass each other and continue on their separate ways, 

continuing to ask and answer polite inquiries until each was out of earshot. 

It was as reassuring to us to think of those questions for ourselves as it was 

for them to ask and answer them. In time we would pick up some of the 

greetings and responses in Hausa:

Sanu!—“Hello.”

Laia? and Laia lo—“How are you?” and “I am well, and you?”

Inna ikie? and Ikie nagodia—“Do you have work?” and “I am grateful 

for my work.”

And there was one greeting I especially liked—Ronkadiddi: “Long Life to 

you”—addressed to an elder while raising your ist near your temple, bowing 

your head and slightly bending your knee. I never learned the response 

because I was the one giving the Ronkadiddi to the elder who was invariably 

astonished and immensely pleased.

Ken and I, together or independently, traveled out into the countryside 

in Land Rovers to assess the morphology and hydrology of the project area. 

his involved driving all over the project following cattle trails while being 

careful to stay out of small patches of cultivated land. We were interpreting 

the geomorphic signatures in the savanna, in the Gari’s riverbed and its dried 

up tributaries. We followed cattle to their water holes and measured those 

sites as well as the hand-dug native wells. We paid attention to the stories 

the dry savanna grasses and scattered trees told us, as we looked for subtle 

changes in the lat topography and occasional outcrops of rock.

here were fourteen villages in the project area and a couple of dozen 
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wells; they were a godsend to us as we looked at the shallow lithography, 
measured the depth to the water table and took water samples. hese features 
were key to understanding what efects irrigating the area would have on 
the hydrologic regime. At the same time, Jim and his men were out doing 
similar surveys from a soils perspective, taking hundreds of shallow soil 
samples for analysis back in the US, and digging six-foot deep test pits to 
visually assess and log the soil proiles to prepare a soils map of the project. 
he test pits were particularly interesting; they revealed a story of the land 
over past thousands of years. One evening in camp Jim said, “Bill, you’ve got 
to come out and see a test pit we dug today, it tells the story of the Sahara 
advancing and receding over the recent past.” By recent past he meant the 
geological recent past.

Next morning we went out together and jumped down into the pit he 
wanted to show me. here, for about four vertical feet starting just below the 
naturally disturbed surface was layer upon layer, probably thirty to forty in 
all and all very regular, of pale tofee-coloured sand separated by very thin 
layers of dark almost black material. Jim explained. “hose dark layers are 
humus from periods when it was moist enough here for lush grass to grow; 
the sandy layers are from dry periods when the Sahara advanced and there 
was only sand on the surface.” he advancing Sahara was a topic of keen 
speculation at that time…and here I was: looking at a record of it happening, 
over and over, for a long period of time right up to the present.

• • • • •

Some Interactions with the Villagers

One morning early on in our surveys, my driver Joe and I were entering a 
village ever so slowly—whereupon all the women and children rushed into 
their thatch-and-mud huts to hide.

“Joe,” I asked, “What’s frightening them?”
“Oh, Meester Bill,” Joe replied, “hey have never seen a ‘motorr’ before.”
Here we were not ive miles from a main road regularly traveled by 

motor vehicles, and the women and children had never been that far from 
their village! Jim and Ken had the same experience in some other villages.

Later, when Ken and I would enter a village to measure their well, which 
was usually located near the center of the village, villagers of all ages would 
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gather around watching the two batouries—“white men” in Hausa. hey 

would talk and point and laugh as the batouries, on hands and knees and 

bending over the lip of the well with their behinds in the air, would hold 

small, round, shiny things to make the sunlight go down the well! hen 

they’d watch as we slowly, slowly lowered a long string down the well. hey 

saw that a little box at our feet would buzz, and we’d stop, look carefully at 

the string, and murmur to each other as we scribbled in our little brown 

notebooks! hen the two batouries would stand up, gather up their magical 

instruments, and through their Nigerian driver, Joe, thank them all for their 

kindness. Truly, these batouries must be crazy!

he wells were hand-dug and lined with concrete rings for only the upper 

sandy levels; ater that the walls were semi-consolidated strata. he wells 

were ive feet in diameter and some were 80 feet deep—terribly diicult, 

dangerous work done by courageous, very skilled and highly valued members 

of their community. Peering into a well, I wondered how the lives of these 

tough, kind, gentle people would change from the day when Ken and I came 

into their village and how we could possibly explain those changes to them.

In our contract with MANR, we insisted on a clause for doing demographic 

work to estimate how many people lived in the villages in the project area, 

how they held the land that they cultivated around their villages, what they 

cultivated, where they grazed their cattle, and where they allowed the nomadic 

Fulani herdsmen to bring large herds of zebu cattle through on their annual 

migrations with the rains. MANR kept trying to delete this clause, maintaining 

it was of no importance. But Pat held out for it. We engaged a young man 

from Kano for this work. Andy was a surveyor who had grown up in the 

North and spoke luent Hausa as well as the Fulanis’ language, Pul. He was 

a gem who did a huge job with very little help. We were outsiders who only 

spoke a smattering of Hausa and knew very little of the culture, and Andy 

provided essential data we otherwise would never have been able to gather.

Working from our air photos, Andy was able to map and relate every 

piece of ground around the village to its user in a couple of selected villages. 

he data was speciic to each user; for example, a landowner might report, 

“My piece of land goes from that tree, to that bush, then along that path, 

to that bush, to that sandy patch.” Most farmers had several pieces of land 

scattered around the village, and some were held in common with others. 

Andy was able to extrapolate that pattern to the other villages so that we 

had a good handle on the population, the percentage engaged in farming, 

and their needs for their own land to remain as islands in the project lands.
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Before Andy’s work was completed we had palavers with the elders from 
the villages to tell them about what we were planning and ask how we could 
make it it them with the least disruption. Of course, they were thrilled with 
the idea of the project; it meant progress and jobs for their young men who 
would then not be lured to the cities to become destitute beggars! It would 
be the greatest thing since the Flood! I had the uneasy feeling that there was 
no way these gentle people could fully grasp the abstract notions of what 
was coming; they had very little concept of what we were talking about. 
hat uncertainty is part of the paradox of any “development” endeavour. 
We did our best to be responsible to the people who lived in the project’s 
landscape; yet we knew that they likely had no idea of the scope of what we 
were talking about. Surely, it is a conundrum, yet we knew we must take 
care of their needs.

• • • • •

A Sudden Crisis

Ken had inished his hydrogeologic ieldwork and gone back to California 
to await the detailed topographical maps to complete his analyses. I did the 
same in Kano while chasing down useful information from MANR and other 
sources. Jim was out in the ield with his crew completing the soil survey work.

Pat went out to the bush camp early one morning and let me to hold 
the fort at the FMC compound in Kano. Suddenly there was an urgent call 
on the radiophone, “Bill, it’s Pat. I’ve just arrived at camp and there’s been 
a ire in the kitchen tent. Baba is seriously burned, Jim is somewhere out in 
the bush. I need your help to bring Baba in. I have only the sedan and Baba 
is too burned to move him in that. Bring the station wagon and meet me at 
the clinic in Danbatta. hat’s where we are now.”

“Okay, Pat. I’ll meet you there in the clinic in an hour or so. I’ll need a 
few minutes to ix up the wagon for transporting Baba.”

he wagon was a Peugeot 505 station wagon, one of two road cars we 
had in Kano. I put the back seat down lat, moved a mattress from one of 
the beds in our staf quarters along with a pillow and some clean sheets, and 
made up a “bed” for Baba in the vehicle. I had no idea what his condition 
was, but we had to get him to hospital in Kano and this was all we had; there 
were no ambulances.
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When I arrived at the Danbatta clinic, Pat took me to Baba’s bedside. 

He was in the care of two nurses who had done all they could to make him 

comfortable; they had given him some morphine and had made some hoops 

to keep the sheet of the front of his legs and body. He wasn’t on IVs because 

they had none. Pat illed me in on what had transpired. Apparently Baba 

had been refuelling the kerosene refrigerator and there was an explosion. 

He was badly burned on his legs, face and arms. here were pieces of melted 

rayon from his trousers stuck to his legs and abdomen.

Baba appeared semi-conscious. I igured he would be in deep shock, 

but I said to him, “Baba-Jan, it’s Mister Bill. I have come to take you back to 

Kano. But irst, I want to see how you’re doing.” All the while I was trying 

to igure where I could check his pulse; all the usual places were burned. 

hen I thought of his armpits—there were some big arteries there and they 

appeared to have been spared.

Baba’s breathing was regular. I felt the back of his neck and to my amaze-

ment it wasn’t clammy. hen I checked his pulse; it was a steady thump… 

thump …thump! I thought, “Baba, you dear courageous old man, you’re one 

tough guy! Let’s get you in the wagon and on your way to hospital.”

With the nurses’ help, Pat and I lited him by the sheets he was lying on 

and slid him into the back of the station wagon. Pat had to stay at the bush 

camp to take care of the atermath of the ire, so he briefed me on where to 

take him—the best civil hospital in Kano, usually reserved for government 

oicials, al-Hajjis who had made the sacred Islamic pilgrimage to Mecca, and 

batouries or “white men”—and to be prepared for a battle to get him admitted 

there. For us, that was non-negotiable. We resolved to get him admitted there 

one way or another. On the drive back I drove gently and kept glancing in 

the mirror at the recumbent form in the back. Baba appeared to be sleeping.

At the hospital, all run by Nigerians, the admissions receptionist was 

unequivocal. “Sir, we do not accept these people here.” I appreciated his 

frankness; without bureaucratic obfuscation to deal with, my task would 

be much easier. I used the same approach I would in negotiations with the 

authorities—whether to get a young engineer out of the slammer or an aged 

cook into the hospital, I appealed to his own sense of decency and dignity 

by couching my request in my expectation that he would willingly respond 

in the same manner I asked.

“Yes, all your patients here are important people,” I began. “hat is who 

your patients are. Baba here is a much-revered old man. He is our cook, 

and we value him just as we value all the other people we work with here 
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in Nigeria. Baba is seriously burned and needs the care only your hospital 
can give him. We will take care of the money. I know you would really like 
to admit him…but you need to check with your boss.”

he receptionist considered my plea for a few moments, then he picked 
up the phone. From my smattering of Hausa, I could tell the conversation 
was going in the right direction. Ater a few minutes the receptionist hung 
up and announced, “Yes, we can admit your Baba.” I could have hugged him.

Baba was at the civil hospital for a couple of weeks recovering slowly before 
we discovered that his right Achilles tendon had become badly infected and 
the hospital staf were not attending to it. But the military hospital in Kano 
had a burn unit; so Pat, who could be very persuasive, got Baba admitted 
there. He was treated there for several months. I went back home shortly 
ater he was admitted, and when I next returned some months later, Baba 
was recuperating at home. Pat mentioned that Baba’s right leg was quite 
crippled and he hobbled around using a crutch. When it became plain that 
Baba would not be able to ind work again, Pat, as resident manager who 
had complete discretion for such matters, set up an annuity account from 
which Baba could draw some cash each month. When I next returned I 
visited Baba and his family; their efusive gratitude was almost overwhelming.

From several months working with Pat in Kano I recognized that what 
he did for Baba was typical. he son of an Irish New York City policeman, 
Pat went to Harvard where he obtained a BA in Economics and an MBA. 
He then went of to Sweden where he gained a Master’s degree in Political 
Science at the University of Uppsala. Pat was a practical, down-to-earth 
leader who gave you all the support you needed but didn’t tolerate whiners 
or blow-hards. When I shared my concern about the number of Harvard 
MBAs that were showing up at FMC International, he replied, “Yes, it concerns 
me, too. Did I ever tell you how you can tell a Harvard MBA? …You can’t tell 
‘em anything!” We had a good laugh over that. Pat expected the best from 
his people and helped them attain it. And if you couldn’t cut the mustard he 
sent you home—as simple as that. Pat and I got along famously.

• • • • •
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he Reception of our Gari River Report

Six months later our feasibility study of the Gari River project was complete. 

It had been extended to the preliminary design stage and comprised six 

hardbound volumes and 76 sheets of large-scale engineering drawings. It 

fell to Pat and me to take four well-strapped, hard ibre suitcases containing 

copies of the report to Nigeria and make presentations to Federal and State 

oicials there. he reports had to travel with us, as excess baggage, and our 

Division’s travel agents realized it would be cheaper for the two of us to travel 

irst class with its much larger free baggage allowance. When our Division 

Comptroller, a dyed-in-the-wool bean counter, saw we were about to travel 

First Class, he hit the roof! Pat and I took great pleasure in telling him to go 

igure the cost of us going Economy. We thoroughly enjoyed the rare treat 

of traveling in such luxury—on Air France!

Our report was received with great enthusiasm…and then let to languish. 

he “authorities” in Lagos, the federal capital, had other priorities—like 

building luxury hotels. I sent a copy of our report to my mentor from Cal-

ifornia, Fred Hotes, who had originally hired me at Uniconsult. Fred was 

the Chief Irrigation Advisor with the World Bank and I wanted him to 

have a look at what his protégé was doing. He wrote back saying it was the 

most thorough feasibility report he had ever seen and wanted to use it as a 

template for such work at the Bank.

Some years later I heard that the World Bank had funded a very similar 

project in the 4000-hectare side valley that we had been prevented from 

using. So, with the Bank’s clout and on a smaller scale, our Gari River Project 

was built. hat didn’t happen very oten.

• • • • •

Driving in Nigeria

Driving on Nigerian roads takes some learning. When we went “boosh” we 

would go with Joe, our mechanic/driver, or another driver skilled in of-road 

driving in one of our desertized Land Cruisers or Land Rovers. For regular 

business trips oten requiring a day’s driving, we would drive ourselves in 

one of the Peugeot 505s. hey were solid, comfortable vehicles assembled in 

Nigeria from parts brought in from France. he roads connecting the main 
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cities were paved, two-lane, though the paving was in rough shape and the 
shoulders were a sea of potholes. he bridges were mostly single lane. he 
other main roads had a single lane of paving, usually in very poor shape 
and with shoulders that were similarly potholed and deeply eroded at the 
jagged edge of the paving. If traveling too fast, a sudden evasion onto the 
shoulder could easily lip the vehicle. It wasn’t unusual to see a totalled car 
some distance from the road, lying on its crushed-in roof, wheels in the air. 
Occasionally this would happen to a jam-packed bus, with concomitant 
horriic loss of life. he drivers of large lorries were given to playing chicken 
with smaller vehicles; you learned quickly to bail of the paving or you didn’t 
survive for long.

Although we were advised not to drive at night—“It’s just too danger-
ous!”—occasionally ater a meeting had dragged on into twilight and home 
was only an hour’s drive away we would risk it. here was no driver training 
in Nigeria then and very few drivers bothered with a license anyway. So some 
unusual driving habits were in vogue—such as turning of the headlights 
at night when approaching an oncoming vehicle! At irst this was pretty 
unnerving but you soon learned to watch for the faint relection of your 
lights in the approaching headlamps or, if the driver was close enough, the 
whites of his eyes. You had to develop this strategy because you didn’t know 
which side of the road he would go to when he turned his lights of!

he Nigerians had a wonderful story about what happened some years 
back when the country changed from driving on the let to driving on the 
right. Whether apocryphal or not, the story went like this: “On the day of 
change-over the government announced only trucks and busses will change 
over!” Perhaps they thought that would eliminate drivers who wouldn’t 
follow directions. Another safety precaution, when meeting another vehicle 
careening along a gravel road, was to turn on the windshield wipers and put 
the palm of your hand lat against the windshield directly in your line of 
sight to spare yourself if a rock was lung up and hit the windshield. “Risk 
management” was a distant if not unknown concept. Besides, where would 
you start?

At the end of the day, we all knew that the most likely, and not altogether 
remote, occurrence that would kill us in Nigeria was a car accident. We might 
survive the crash, but if we were seriously injured we probably wouldn’t 
make it to a hospital. he Company provided medevac coverage but that 
would only be of help if a biz-jet air ambulance from Switzerland could ly 
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in to get you in time. One just accepted this and tried to be as careful as one 

could in the circumstances.

• • • • •

Dealing with Militiamen

Although there were always some ethnic/religious tensions between diferent 

parts of the country, Nigeria was relatively stable at the time. he Biafran 

War was still quite recent in memory. he oil-rich Niger Delta, which was 

largely Ibo and the best educated ethnic group in the country, had tried 

to secede. But that war had been put behind them. Among our own small 

staf in Kano we had Hausa Muslims and Christians from the north, our 

oice manager and bookkeeper was a Christian Ibo from the Delta, and our 

occasional temporary help were mostly Yoruba animists from the southwest. 

hey all got along together and were a happy crew who shared work that 

was at times demanding. he Hausa Muslim culture of northern Nigeria 

is generally quite mellow, the Ibo Christians from the Delta, being the best 

educated, had the best jobs and were envied by the rest, while the Yoruba 

from Lagos and the southwest tended to hold a grudge against all the others 

because they had been let behind.

All the compounds had high brick walls that were topped with broken 

glass set in mortar and patrolled by a couple of Bouzou night guards. he 

Bouzous came from Niger and were cousins of the ierce Tuaregs from deep 

in the Sahara; they were armed with large and very sharp swords and equally 

sharp daggers. Much feared by the local people, they kept pretty much to 

themselves. I felt a bit sorry for them; they were lonely men.

But, as in most countries, there were religious leaders who would whip 

up fear and hatred of other sects and religions among their followers in 

order to gain power for themselves. hen there would be sudden lare-ups 

of internal violence in part of the city or among some villagers. he poorly 

trained and poorly paid local police would be reluctant to intervene; the 

warring factions would turn to their own untrained militias for protection 

from those attacking them. Fortunately, the warring sides were armed only 

with machetes, picks, shovels, hoes, or whatever else they could lay their 

hands on. Only a few of the militiamen had irearms and generally these 

were the ones to man “checkpoints”—barriers designed mostly to prevent 
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outside enemies from entering the fray. Being totally untrained and with 
no way of telling friend from foe, the militiamen tended to be a bit jumpy.

hose not directly involved in “the trouble” would simply stay away from 
the area of conlict. If the conlict drew close to where you lived, you just 
stayed home until the ighting moved somewhere else. his was also the 
pattern that followed in the irst few days ater a coup in the country. here 
was a coup during my time as FMC’s resident representative in Nigeria. he 
army was sent to enforce a curfew that was usually imposed at such times. 
Nobody minded because that was what most anyone would do in those 
circumstances anyway—stay home.

here would usually be indications of trouble brewing. We would keep 
our ears to the ground and in close touch with our Nigerian staf and friends 
who could read the “bush telegraph” about impending clashes. Sometimes, 
though, trouble happened suddenly and unexpectedly. On one such occasion 
tensions had been rising in and around Kano for some weeks, but it seemed 
remote and I decided to drive some 120 miles south to Kaduna on business.

Driving home late on a hot aternoon, I spied a group of men straggled 
across the highway and carrying automatic riles pointing skyward across 
their chests. here had been very little traic and there were no cars stopped 
at this loosely organized checkpoint. hat was good. here was no point 
turning back because there was no other road I could take and, anyway, I 
was only twenty miles from Kano. here was no one else around except this 
group of militiamen at their checkpoint. here had been no sign of them 
that morning when I’d let Kano.

Slowly I approached and pulled up beside the man who stepped in my 
path. He stood next to the car and pointed his AK-47 at me.

I greet him, “Sanu!”… “Laia!” (Surprise registered on his face.)
“Laia lo.”
“Inna ikie?” (More surprise on his face.)
“Ikie nagodia.”
“Hinna, ikie? I said, pointing around —“his here; your work?”
Now he looked really puzzled, but he nodded and I replied with a tilt of 

my head, “Ya-waah!”—Yes! Right on!
He stiled a laugh and lowered his rile a bit. I thought to myself, “I’m on 

the right track” so I continued, “You been here all day?”
He nodded again.
“It’s hot, eh? An’ you got no shade.” Now some of the others drited closer 

to listen to this conversation in broken English and even more broken Hausa.
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“Got any beer?” I asked.

My friend pulled a sad face and shook his head. “No, Suh.”

I feigned surprise and said in a loud voice, “You haven’t got any beer!!!” 

hen I turned and called out to the others, “Got any beer??”

hey all broke into laughter. By this time, my friend had cradled his rile 

in his arms.

Without having to feign it, I pulled an embarrassed “silly me” face and said,

“I haven’t got any beer either!!” his brought more laughter. “Now it’s 

rolling,” I thought to myself.

“We could all sit down by the road…and eat agouti!” I ofered, pushing 

the jest a little further. (Agouties are large grass-eating rats. BBQ’d agouti 

was a delicacy in northern Nigeria.)

“Oh, Suh, we have none!” …More laughter.

“Well, I live in Kano. Out on the east side near the football pitch. I’ll 

go home and have a Star for you guys! ... Ronkadiddi!” and I started to roll 

forward.

“Ya-waah!” they all sang out as my friend waved me on with a big smile 

and a resigned shrug.

hat’s what negotiating is all about—getting to “Yes.” Africans have an 

irrepressible sense of humour; it doesn’t abandon them even in the face of 

serious or even ghastly situations.

• • • • •

Getting Around in Lagos

Soon ater completing the Gari River report I was transferred to Kano to take 

Pat Lannon’s place as “our man in Nigeria” and by extension West Africa as 

the resident ”Managah” looking ater inding and running the planning for 

agri-development projects in West Africa.

Pat had done his stint in what some of our colleagues considered purga-

tory and now it was my turn. Pat and I didn’t consider it “purgatory” at all. 

In the eighteen months I was visiting or based in Kano, we did feasibility 

studies on large-scale grain production, growing and processing tomatoes, 

and some smaller scale vegetable growing and processing near the middle 

of the country. he grain-farming venture went into production, but the 

vegetable projects never got of the ground.
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I was grateful Pat had shown me the ropes of getting around in Nigeria. 
My role required me to travel every month or two to Lagos, the capital of 
Nigeria, at the time and known as “an armpit of the world”—to track the 
progress of proposals or iron out contracts with federal government oicials. 
One learned to be very patient while making one’s way through the chaos 
of that teeming city.

Getting down there was easy: hop on a domestic light in Kano and arrive 
in Lagos’ Ikeja International Airport about an hour and a half later. he 
eight-mile taxi ride into downtown Lagos usually took about an hour and 
a half, but I learned to take along a book to read while propped up across 
the back seat in the stiling heat. At the hotel I knew not to dismiss my taxi 
driver right away because I might need his taxi to sleep in that night.

At hotel Reception, I presented the faxed conirmation of my room res-
ervation, only to get the response, “Sorry, Suh, we have no record of this. We 
have no room for you, Suh.” But Pat had introduced me to “he Managah” 
who resided in a small oice behind the reception area. I went in there, 
slipped him some “dash”—Nigeria runs on dash—and miraculously I had 
a room ater all! Sometimes this didn’t work, hence the taxi. Getting around 
in downtown Lagos took so long that the best I could make was about two 
meetings a day, but in a couple of days I usually completed my tasks and 
was ready to return to Kano before I lost my sanity.

But I had to get through Ikeja Airport irst. he story was always the same.
At Domestic Departures there was a great melee of passengers all strug-

gling to get to a single check-in wicket. Amid much shouting and pushing 
and shoving, the harried agent from time to time threw up his hands and 
disappeared. Some passengers tried to apprehend him, but were turned back. 
he throng quieted down a bit, but grew steadily larger. I quickly realized 
that a batouri didn’t have a chance at this game because I didn’t know how 
to play it. But Pat had taught me well. here were some benches along the 
wall at the back of the check-in area, and that’s where I went and sat down 
with my bags. And waited.

Shortly a youngster appeared and ofered to check in my bags and obtain 
my boarding pass. I handed him ten-dollars dash and he disappeared from 
Departures with my ticket and bags. Pat taught me that you just had to trust 
that he wasn’t logging your suitcases and ticket out on the street; that took 
some nerve the irst time I tried it. Ater a while the youngster came back 
beaming from ear to ear and handed me my ticket, baggage tag, and boarding 
pass: a tough, coloured plastic wand. hat day, my light’s colour was yellow.
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he next step was to go to the cavernous boarding lounge where passengers 

for the next hour’s departures all waited together. I listened for departure 

announcements, made in Yoruba and Hausa and sometimes Ibo, while trying 

to catch my light number that was in English. At the same time, I would 

cast about to see if the colour of my boarding pass had been changed; it 

sometimes happened.

My light was announced and simultaneously there was a rush for the 

door; being slender I had an advantage as I was swept through the doorway 

with the crush. Out on the tarmac, several aircrat awaited their passengers; 

not certain which one was mine, I made a guess and sprinted for it. At the 

bottom of the air-stair I shouted, “Kano?” and received a nod. Handing 

over my boarding pass, I rapidly climbed the stairs and found a seat. But it 

wasn’t over yet.

he lights were generally overbooked, and oten, one of the last persons 

to appear at the front of the cabin would be a large and very rotund “al 

Hajji”—an important businessman who has made the Hajj pilgrimage to 

Mecca. If this happened, he could not be denied a seat. I would scrunch 

down in my seat and try not to catch the lead steward’s attention. Ater much 

huing someone would be turfed of. I never relaxed until the passenger 

door closed. Neither Pat nor I looked forward to our visits to Lagos.

Pat and I took great glee in entering a line for Dash on our travel expense 

forms. Our bean-counter comptroller, Carl, was furious when we nonchalantly 

told him what Dash meant and he refused to accept it. In those days Pan Am 

had a “milk run” service out of New York to West Africa which stopped at 

most of the capitals along the way including Lagos. Carl was forever pressing 

us to “ly American,” but it took a good eighteen hours longer to get to Kano 

that way and we never took it. Instead, we dreamed of inviting Carl out to 

Nigeria to inspect our books there…and making sure that he was routed on 

the Pan Am “milk run” that would arrive at Ikeja in the middle of the night 

with no one there to meet him. hen he’d have to wait out the night in that 

steaming-hot place and make the connection to Kano in the morning all by 

himself. We igured we might never see him again!

• • • • •
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On to Saudi Arabia

Ater I’d been in Kano about eight months my boss called me one day from 
Santa Clara to ask, “Bill, how soon could you be out of Nigeria?”

“Pete, you wouldn’t believe how soon I could be out of Nigeria!”
“How would you like to go to Saudi Arabia?”
“Oh. … What for?”
“To plan and build a commercial outdoor vegetable farm in the Al Hasa 

oasis near the town of Hofuf in the Eastern Province. It will be the irst in 
the Kingdom.”

“Well…when?”
“As soon as you can get things wound up there in Kano to hand over to 

Dick Pryor.”
“Okay. Can Dick be over here in, say, a couple of weeks? hen we’ll need 

a week or two together here for hand over.”
“Okay, Bill. We can manage that.”
Dick was a colleague in ADO with whom I had worked in Egypt. I knew 

it would be an easy handover. Dick was an Agricultural Economist and a 
real “Aggie” who had grown up in a farming family in the Horse Heaven 
Hills region of eastern Washington State. He would hit the ground running. 
Ater handing over to Dick in Kano and a short visit at Home Oice back 
in Santa Clara, I was transferred to Saudi Arabia.

In “Saudi” I was in charge of the planning, design, and construction of a 
400-acre irrigated vegetable farm on a piece of desert that had been “given” 
to us to develop. It had formerly been a salt marsh but had been drained 
some decades earlier. It had never been cultivated. In places I could pick up 
platter-sized pieces of the surface soil and break them over my knee, there 
was that much salt in it. I was pretty sceptical; but our soil scientists, agron-
omists and ag-economists said it could be done. “Well, Bill, imported lettuce 
is twelve dollars a head, this thing will ly,” they assured me. Well … okay.

My irst task was to ind water in an aquifer 1,200 feet down that had 
not been tapped before. A much shallower aquifer had long been feeding 
Hofuf and the Al Hasa oasis and was, quite rightly, of limits for the new Al 
Hasa Farm. If the deep aquifer proved out, we had a lot to do.

Our plan was irst to put in wells to supply a buried water distribution 
system with risers feeding portable irrigation pipes that would apply the water 
to the crops; then assemble all the farm machinery which would arrive in 
crates at the port of Dammam; build the assembly shops, then the catering 
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and living quarters for the future farm managers and two dozen skilled farm 

workers we would hire from the Philippines. he last, and largest buildings, 

would be a fresh vegetable packing plant for washing, quick cooling and 

packaging, and a refrigerated storage facility for the product. And there 

would be a generating plant to supply electricity to the whole operation. 

he farm would supply domestic supermarkets and construction camps of 

foreign workers in the Eastern Province of the Kingdom.

Before we could start farming, we needed to level the land to very precise 

gradients, put in sub-drains under the whole farm, then leach out the salts 

from the salt marsh it had once been. he irst leachate from the drains was 

as salty as seawater; it was pumped into the drainage ditch which went by 

the farm and discharged to the nearby Persian Gulf. I had a crew of three 

American farm operations managers and a dozen Philippino farmers to do 

the on-site farm preparations as well as the back up of the good people in 

Home Oice in Santa Clara, California. It was a great team; the irst crops 

went in eighteen months ater start-up. It was the irst large-scale outdoor 

irrigated vegetable farm in the Kingdom. It was very rewarding to see it built 

and growing fresh vegetables.

It seldom happens in an engineer’s career to be able to manage a project 

in the ield from the initial presentations and contract negotiations, through 

planning, fast-track design-build, to start-up and hand-over in budget and 

on time to the people who will take over its operation. In later visits to 

Saudi I heard that the project was running well and producing quantities 

of much-valued fresh produce “at home” in the Kingdom. Professionally, 

that was very rewarding, but Saudi is a diicult place to live and work; there 

wasn’t much in the way of recreation in the Kingdom. Basically, unauthorized 

spontaneous enjoyment was illegal in Saudi Arabia. ‘Probably still is.

My thoughts drit back to an incident while I was there with FMC man-

aging the building of the Al Hasa farm project:

Our client, Aramco, sent me a young Saudi, Ahmed a “young comer” 

who was being sent around to difererent departments to to broaden his 

experience. I said I would be delighted to have Ahmed come work with us 

on the farm; at the same time I was thinking “his will be a bit of a shock 

for young Ahmed but he’ll do OK.” Ahmed was a bright young man, he had 

inished high school but had dropped out of university and joined Aramco 

as a trainee.

On his arrival on the farm, I welcomed him and told him he would be 

working alongside us in the ield doing the same work we did - running the 
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big diesels that powered the well pumps as well as the small gas engines that 
powered the drainage-water pumps, daily moving and setting irrigation pipe 
in the ields, maintaining equipment, assembling farm machinery, and doing 
odd jobs. I watched him blanche at the prospect of doing manual labor, it is 
beneath a Saudi citizen. But he was a good sport and grudgingly pitched in. 
He knew he had no option; that was the ield work we did. Later we taught 
him to drive one of our big farm tractors, he really liked that. Time went 
along and Ahmed became part of the crew. While I could see he was aloof 
with our Philpino farm help and sometimes did his work with gritted teeth, 
he was itting in well enough.

One morning when I was preparing to go to Dahran to take care of some 
project business there, I asked Ahmed if he would like to come along with 
me on the 80-mile drive into town and visit with his Aramco friends there 
while I was sorting out some contract issues with our Client Contact, Samir 
Labban. He replied that yes, he would like that. On our way to Dahran on 
the busy two-lane highway that humped endlessly over the dunes, Ahmed 
turned to me and said in his Saudi-Arab accented English,

“Meester Beel! Meester Beel!”
“Yes Ahmed.”
“Boolsheh country!”
I didn’t know which country he was talking about, his or mine, so I just 

said “Mmmm.”
hen he said, “Boolsheh government!” and I replied “Mmmm” while 

thinking that could apply to either his country or my mine.
hen “Boolsheh religion!” and I repled “Mmmm.”
hen “Boolsheh Royal Family!” and I realized “My God! He’s talking 

about his own country!”
I simply said, “Ahmed, thank you for trusting me with this. It will not go 

beyond this moment in this car. And do not speak of this to anyone, ever.” 
We drove on in silence for a long while.

I thought how Ahmed would not have had any exposure to western 
news, movies, TV, music, partying, and wondered how he had come by his 
discontent with Saudi Arabian society. When Osama bin Laden came on the 
scene a couple of decades later I hoped young Ahmed would have matured 
enough to have no truck with bin Laden, but I never knew.
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Some Changes in Employment

Ater ‘Saudi’ I returned to Home Oice at the International Division in Santa 

Clara and traveled from there to look ater the civil engineering aspects of 

prospects and projects scattered around the globe. It was great fun, but clouds 

were gathering for the Agricultural Development Operation. At ADO we 

had always had an uphill struggle with Corporate headquarters in Chicago; 

consulting services didn’t have nearly the proit margins of selling machinery. 

Our colleagues in other divisions were saddened by this and told us, “You 

guys open so many doors for us. All we have to say is, ‘We’re from FMC’ and 

people will remark, ‘Oh! You’re the guys that built that wonderful farm or 

dairy or food processing plant for us!’” But this global appreciation didn’t 

matter much to “Corporate.” We used to joke that it was the proits made 

on selling ordnance to the US military that kept us aloat.

Clearly, the writing was on the wall. I igured that within a year I would 

have to make another leap into the unknown. For some time I had been 

dreaming of doing this kind of work by my own lights. If I was ever going to 

go out on my own, this was the time to do it. So I gave my notice. My boss, 

Peter Lampman, the Director of the ADO, quite understood and said, “Look, 

Bill, it’s going to take some time to wind ADO down. How would it be if we 

put you on a retainer for the next year? hat way we’ll have you when we 

need you and you’ll have a steady income as you get yourself established.” I 

was delighted. As things turned out, I was working about half time for ADO 

for most of the next year.

It always takes longer than one expects to start a new endeavour, but I 

had good contacts. One of those, Arden Kashishian, an “aggie consultant” 

from Fresno whom we called on for help from time to time, put me in 

touch with an organization called Volunteers for Overseas Co-operative 

Assistance or “VOCA” which was started years earlier through the US farm 

co-op movement. It provided opportunities for American farmers and their 

wives to help farmers and their families in the hird World improve their 

farming, marketing, cooperative and home-economy practices. Arden said, 

“hey’ve been going a long time and are highly regarded. I have gone on a 

number of assignments with them, including to my native Armenia. I like 

the way they work and they could use someone like you on their roster of 

consultants.”

So I applied to VOCA and was promptly signed up on their roster of 

“experts.” During the next twenty-ive years I worked on a number of VOCA 
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assignments while pursuing my own development consulting work. All the 
while, I still dreamed of someday going back to Zimbabwe with Bengie to 
ind my father’s grave. Life moved along.
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CHaptEr FOurtEEn

Changes and Coincidences

Changes on the Home Front

I 
 was away in Nigeria when my mother died in the spring of 1982. Due 
to a nation-wide air traic controllers’ strike in the country, I had no 

way to leave. I was out in the bush in the middle of Nigeria, down near the 
Benue River south of the Jos Plateau, running a drilling program exploring 
for groundwater for a large agricultural project when Joe my driver brought 
me a message from Kano to call my boss in California.

Joe drove me to the crowded, sufocatingly hot little telephone oice in the 
nearby town of Kafanchan. here I illed out my request “chitty,” and waited 
on a bench the requisite hour or so for my turn to make an international 
phone call. I very much appreciated my boss’s consideration in waiting to tell 
me the news himself—that’s a tough phone call to make any time, especially 
when you have to get it through to Nigeria. As I didn’t need the car on the 
drill site, I sent Joe back to Kano where our FMC company compound was 
located. Joe was needed there as he was also our general “keep it running” 
mechanic, and I had a ways to go yet in the exploration drilling.

When the drilling was done I hired a local taxi to take me the 200 miles 
back to Kano. Before we had gone thirty miles from Jos, the driver managed 
to collide with the blunt end of a concrete bridge. he driver said it was better 
than hitting a truck coming the other way on the one-lane bridge. hat was 
an ever-present risk on Nigerian roads and I took him at his word.

Africans are as tough as nails, my driver wasn’t much hurt and needed 
no treatment although the front end of the car was “All shikina, Suh!” i.e. 
quite done in. I had been asleep sitting crossways on the back seat when the 
accident happened and ended up in a heap on the loor between the seats. 
As the inside of the taxi stopped going ‘round and ‘round I gathered my 
wits there on the loor, and for a brief moment I saw my parents far of on 
the horizon—hand in hand, striding along in seven-league boots over the 
African veldt. I thought, “Hurrah! hey are happily back together again in 
their beloved Africa! And they know I’m OK.”
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Probable events preventing me from a speedy return to Canada had long 

been allowed for by my family. Bengie was the executor of our mother’s 

estate and everything had been taken care of when I eventually got back 

from that job in Africa. Our mother had instructed us that she wanted her 

ashes scattered at World’s View in the Matopos Hills south of Bulowayo in 

Zimbabwe. he Matopos are huge granite outcroppings of African basement 

complex overlooking a vast solitude of ruggedly beautiful terrain. It was a 

place where our mother and father courted and was now part of a national 

park. It was also where Cecil Rhodes chose to be buried. Bengie and I had 

dreamed of going to Zimbabwe together when that time came, and also to 

visit our father’s grave. Nobody had been back since my family let Rhodesia 

in 1937.

Our mother’s twin sister “Audie” could not bear the thought of her sister’s 

ashes being carried of to Africa and begged Bengie to have them interred in 

the family plot in Hamilton. Bengie wisely acquiesced, but had instructed the 

funeral directors to keep aside a small quotient “for taking back to Africa.” 

When Bengie and I went to the mortuary to pick up the remainder of our 

mother’s ashes, the attendant brought out the ashes in a Fleishman’s Yeast 

can. Bengie and I looked at each other and burst into laughter—they could 

not have picked a more appropriate container!

By then, Bengie had been battling cancer for nearly four years. She gave 

me the can of ashes and said, “Take care of these, Willy, until you can get 

back to Zimbabwe.” Bengie died a year later and that small can of ashes sat 

on the top shelf of my clothes closet for nearly a decade.

My quest to ind where my Dad had been buried kept running into dead 

ends. I could not put it out of mind; someday I would ind him. Every time I 

looked on the shelf and at that can containing Mother’s ashes, I felt a longing 

for fulilling her wishes—and Bengie’s and mine—to return to Zimbabwe 

and unite them once again.

• • • • •

A New Paradigm, an Independent Consultant

When I went on my own in 1981 I was given a good start, I had a year and 

a half of nearly full time work with FMC as the ADO was wound down.

hen, in 1983, I picked up a nice six-month job during the period when 
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Saudi Arabia was implementing a very extravagant and short-sighted policy 
of building wheat farms in order to become self-suicient in wheat. I got 
a call from the president of a irm in Fresno, California, who had worked 
with us occasionally while I was at FMC International. He had landed a huge 
contract in Saudi Arabia. he Tabuk Agricultural Development Company 
(TADCO) was setting up to build a $50-million, 2500-acre (4 square mile) 
irrigated wheat farm ‘way up in the northwest corner of the Kingdom some 
iteen miles north of Tabuk. He needed some extra horsepower on-site 
and could I help him out for a few months? I said yes and he agreed to hire 
a colleague of mine from WRE days, Dwight Russell, to help me. Dwight 
had all the practical ield experience needed and had been one of the Peace 
Corps’ earliest volunteers, in Gabon in the 1960s. We had enjoyed working 
together at WRE and I knew he would adjust easily to the Saudi culture and 
desert environment.

We worked together supervising Saudi contractors in getting the well 
drilling underway, setting up portable housing and installing utilities for the 
construction camp, building shops and equipment sheds, and assembling farm 
machinery. Valley Irrigation from Nebraska had the contract for supplying 
and assembling a dozen large center-pivot irrigation machines and looked 
ater that work themselves. Dwight and I had six months there together 
before I returned to the States. Dwight stayed on until the irst wheat was 
planted six months later. He told me it was something to see the irst green 
shoots of wheat coming up. But it had been done at awful cost. Money was no 
object, and in a few years the wildcat growth of wheat farms began drawing 
the aquifers down. I had warned them of that from the beginning but the 
owners, Saudi princes, paid no heed. Eventually the Saudi government shut 
the whole program down.

hen, in 1984, I was contacted by a senior vice-president in the Bechtel 
Group, the international project engineering, planning, design and construc-
tion management company headquartered in San Francisco. I had met him 
during discussions with FMC when we were talking of sharing resources in 
the agro-industrial development ield and later, in Saudi Arabia, where he was 
in charge of the Jubayl project and came down to see the Al Hasa vegetable 
farm we were building near Hofuf. he result of those contacts was that I 
joined Bechtel as an outside consultant working four days a week helping 
them enter the international agribusiness development ield. A year later, 
I had found a promising prospect in the Kingdom of Brunei in southeast 
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Asia but it took a long time to get it onboard and Bechtel “shot the horse” 

before I got it across the river.

While I was with FMC, in 1980, we were trying to ind a new paradigm 

for the ADO in order to keep it aloat and I worked with a strategic planning 

and structured innovation consulting group from Bridgeport Connecticut 

who were engaged to work with us. Later the Bridgeport consultants asked 

me if I could join them from time to time as a coach in the areas of agricul-

ture, water resources and social impacts on planning and brain-storming 

retreats with large US corporations. I attended planning retreats with them 

in 1981, 1983 and 1985; I found these retreats stimulating and rewarding, 

and they were great fun.

One of the consulting irms specializing in hird World development that 

I approached was Development Alternatives Inc. (DAI) in Washington DC. 

We had the same values and standards and “spoke the same language.” On 

my irst assignment with them, to help plan a USAID project on stabilizing 

hillside agriculture in Jamaica, I discovered what principled people they were. 

he Chief of Party, Tony Babb, had earlier gained recognition while a senior 

USAID oicial when he put his career on the line over a disagreement with 

President Reagan on USAID policy in Africa. He joined DAI soon ater that.

While in Jamaica with DAI, I received word from home that my sister 

Bengie’s cancer had unexpectedly reached a critical stage. Tony very kindly 

rearranged my time on the assignment so I could be back home in Canada 

with Bengie for the last two weeks of her life. he evening Bengie died I 

happened to be home for supper at Malahide Farm and was there to comfort 

my nieces Kate, Sally and Alex when the call came from the hospital that 

their mother was gone. I stayed with them for the next two weeks to shepherd 

them through the early stages of loss and grieving. hey have become like 

daughters to me; I am very fortunate. hat was in 1983.

In 1985 I went to Togo and Benin with DAI to do planning and design 

work for USAID village water supply projects in those West African coun-

tries. In 1986 I backed up my friend Jim Wolf at DAI’s oice in Sacramento 

when he was away on assignments. Jim and I had similar qualiications and 

experience and were “interchangeable.”

Also in 1985, under the auspices of the US Trade Development Program, 

I went to Côte d’Ivoire as part of a group exploring agribusiness development 

opportunities in West Africa attractive to the US private sector. In 1987 I 

was back again to facilitate investment discussions between West African 

entrepreneurs and American investors.
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During this period, in the spring terms of 1985 and ’86, I taught a graduate 
course in Planning and Management of irrigation projects in developing 
countries at the University of California, Davis’ Graduate School of Inter-
national Agriculture. I enjoyed my hursday aternoons in Davis with a 
dozen grad students from around the world, but by 1987 the graduate studies 
department at U. C. Davis had turned its attention away from international 
agriculture and my course was no longer ofered.

In 1987 the World Bank asked me to join a four-man team to evalu-
ate the planning and operating capacities of the International River Basin 
Commissions in West Africa: in Mali, Niger, Nigeria and Chad. he Team 
Leader was a Malian from the Bank, and there was an economist from the 
Bank and two engineers: a VP of Electricité de France from Strasbourg and 
myself. It took some patience, but we sussed out what we needed to know 
to make meaningful recommendations. We were able to identify areas of 
cooperation where the Bank could be of use and some longed-for projects 
with mutual beneits for the countries that bore further appraisal.

For me, this assignment had a couple of interesting sidelights. While 
talking with some young engineers at the Hydraulic Research Center in 
Niamey, Niger I discovered they were using a very powerful computer pro-
gram for modeling Niger river lows that we had originally developed at 
my old company, WRE, for the US Corps of Engineers! A colleague of mine 
at WRE, Don Smith, had come out to help them set it up and show them 
how to run it! hey were pleased with the program and were making good 
use of it. hey were very appreciative of Don’s help. he other interesting 
happenstance was when we arrived in N’Djamena, the capital of Chad, we 
found it practically deserted. he civil war that had been raging there for 
years had apparently surged very close to the capital and everyone had led, 
but now the combatants had let. he hotel was deserted and the bar had 
been stripped, but we were each assigned a room in a shipping container. But 
it had a window! We were able to ind some courageous oicials who had 
stayed at their posts and discussed some of Chad’s water needs with them.

In 1988 I went to Yemen with Robert Nathan and Associates on a two-
month USAID contract to help that mediaeval country draw up its irst Five-
Year Agricultural Development Plan. As part of a multi-discipline team, I was 
responsible for its water resources aspects. It was a challenging assignment. 
In that desert country there is very little surface water, little is known of its 
groundwater resources, and there is very little infrastructure. I had come to 
know Yemenis when I was working in Saudi Arabia. hey were the Saudi’s 
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traditional source of labourers for almost as long as Saudi Arabia has existed. 

hey are incredibly tough, bandy-legged little men who wear a short, kilt-

like skirt called a futa and carry a large wickedly curved ceremonial knife 

tucked into an ornate belt and called a jambiya. You don’t mess with them.

Also in 1988 I was contacted by my old lying buddy at RCSME, Jay Kurtz. 

Jay, too, had let the Army and had joined IBM where he became sales manager 

for Ontario and Quebec. Later he established his own small management 

consulting business, Kappa Consultants, in Costa Mesa, California. We were 

put in touch by our old CO at RCSME, Col. Dave Veitch, who had retired 

from the Army and was now with CIDA in Ottawa. I had bumped into Col. 

Veitch on a trans-Atlantic light when I was coming home from one of my 

overseas trips; we had a grand visit and “catch up” on that long light. Kappa’s 

clients were large high-tech corporations in research, communications, and 

military equipment. Jay had need for a Canadian on an as-needed basis to 

look ater some of his Canadian clients. From time to time over two years I 

visited Atlantic Bell in Halifax, Ontario Research Council in Toronto, Alberta 

Research Council in Edmonton, and B.C. Telephone in Vancouver to par-

ticipate in corporate strategic planning and training workshops. I enjoyed 

travelling in Canada. While some of the training sessions sorely tried my 

patience, this connection with Kappa helped to stabilize my income during 

a long dry spell in my overseas work.

Scattered through these overseas assignments, when I would be home for 

a few months while searching for my next assignment, from time to time I 

would help my mountain climbing friend and neighbor, Norm Pease, with 

laying out and building small water conservation dams and water diversions 

to expand his irrigation works on his ranch in a remote valley north of Lake 

Berryessa in central California. It was a thirty-minute hop from Concord 

airport where we each had a bush plane. Sometimes I would go with Norm 

in his plane and sometimes we would ly up in my Maule M-5. he “landing 

strip” on the ranch was simply a relatively straight piece of farm track. It 

was great fun lying to work each day and helping Norm lay out earthworks; 

sometimes I would even get to help ‘move dirt’ for him.

When home in California, I would resume looking for new work; as 

usual it was slim pickings. hrough a friend I met Jackie Wilson. She worked 

for many years in San Francisco as the secretary to the president of a small 

forensic architecture irm. Jackie lived in Orinda where she had her own 

house on a lovely acre with a large natural open space among pines and tall 

eucalyptus trees. I was introduced by a friend as a handyman who could do 
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some work on her house. She hired me to do some inish carpentry work and 
painting of built-in bookshelves. One thing led to another and we became 
friends. I kept myself busy with repairs and renovations to her house, and 
soon we were dating. Our relationship soon became exclusive, and during 
our courtship I spent most of my time at Jackie’s place. Eventually, consult-
ing again took me away for extended times in the hird World, but I kept 
returning to Orinda. I still had my house out on lease, so I lived with Jackie 
in her house when I was home.

• • • • •

A Rare Coincidence

One day in 1988 while I was home from overseas and was walking through 
the parking lot outside the Post Oice in Orinda, I bumped into my good 
friend and climbing buddy Norm Pease. One of Norm’s pastimes was to 
organize travel adventures with his friends. We had climbed the Grand Teton, 
Half Dome, Mt. Ritter, Mt. McLaughlin and Mt. Lassen together, white-water 
rated the Rogue River in Oregon, and skied together in the Sierras.

Norm greeted me and promptly said, “Bill, how would you like to climb 
Kilimanjaro?”

“When?”
“his summer.”
“Yes, count me in!”
his was typically succinct Norm. He planned big and planned fast. A 

decade later would ind us trekking up the Khumbu Valley in Nepal and 
then the Rongbuk Glacier in Tibet to stand in awe before the two faces of 
Mt. Everest. But that’s another story.

Norm’s invitation got me thinking. I had been hoping for nearly a decade 
that my work would take me to East Africa or Southern Africa so I would 
have the opportunity to go to Zimbabwe to scatter my mother’s ashes and 
look for my father’s grave. But my work in Africa had been in the central, 
western and northern parts of the continent and it was plain I would not be 
getting work in Zimbabwe. Until that moment I had pretty well given up on 
the idea. But from Kenya it would be just a hop and a skip down to Zimba-
bwe! Ater I had climbed Kilimanjaro I could go on my own to Zimbabwe 
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to visit my father’s grave, scatter my mother’s ashes, and possibly to Zambia 

to visit a couple of the copper mines that my father had helped establish.

But there was a problem. I still had no idea where my father was buried 

and now all my family who would know or at least have a good sense of 

the location—my mother, sister, and my father’s brother and sister—were 

deceased. I was on my own in this quest, even if I could get to Zimbabwe.

From my experience working in Africa I knew it was a long shot, but I 

had written to the Registrar of Births and Deaths in Bulowayo asking for 

information on where David H. Ellis, who died in Bulowayo about November 

1935, was buried. here was no reply. So I tried telephoning, but could get 

no response from anything even resembling such an oice. No one had any 

idea of who else might know. Visions of my father’s grave on an African 

hillside all overgrown with elephant grass began to haunt me. But I would 

go and search anyway; I owed it to my father and my family.

hen some rare coincidences began to come together.

In the spring semesters of 1986 and 1987 I taught a course in irrigation 

project planning and management at the Graduate School of International 

Agriculture at the University of California at Davis, afectionately known 

as “the Cal Aggie School.” At the same time I was doing nearly full-time 

consulting work for the Bechtel Engineering Company in San Francisco.

I enjoyed my hursday aternoons at Davis with a small class of graduate 

students from around the world. One of my students, Kalaa Mpinga from 

Zaire, was a McGill graduate in agricultural economics and an exceptionally 

bright, articulate and mature young man. Ater Kalaa graduated with an M.Sc. 

from UC Davis, I found him a place in Bechtel and we worked together on 

several agricultural business development projects in Africa.

One day I happened to mention to Kalaa the diiculties I was having in 

getting any information about where my father was buried. Kalaa immediately 

said, “Your father worked for Anglo-American, didn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“Well they’re still in business there and they keep very good records. 

If they don’t have that information themselves I’m sure they can ind out. 

he head oice for their copper mining operations is in Lusaka in Zambia.”

Armed with this new information and barely able to hope, I went to 

my oice, called information in Lusaka and asked for the number for the 

Anglo-American Corporation. Right away they gave it to me! I called 

Anglo-American’s number, told the receptionist I was calling from San 

Francisco, and asked to speak to the Managing Director. In a few moments 
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the clipped English voice of a Mr. Webber came on the line. I told him who 
I was, that he would not know me from Adam, and why I was calling.

here was a long pause…and when Mr. Webber spoke again I could sense 
the reservation in his voice. We talked a bit and Mr. Webber mentioned 
that he had grown up on the Copper Belt and had worked in several of the 
mines. I asked which ones, and one of the mines that he mentioned was 
Nchanga mine.

“But that was the one that looded and went out of production,” I said.
“Yes.”
“And you were able to bring in pumps big enough to get it back into 

production?”
“Yes.”
his was just the introduction I needed; I knew I had proven my bona 

ides. he conversation lowed over the miles. We started talking about when 
the mines irst began while my father was there. In a few minutes Mr. Webber 
said, “Look, Mr. Ellis, I’ll give this information to my secretary and we’ll 
make inquiries. If we can’t ind out in a week or two, we’ll not ever ind out. 
What’s your telex number?”

I thanked him for his kind ofer and we hung up. I sat there hardly able 
to believe it. “Now I really will be able to ind my father’s grave!”

A week or so later I received a telex from Mr. Webber telling me that they 
had determined that David Hepburn Ellis was buried in the Bulowayo munic-
ipal cemetery on November 10th 1935 and the plot number was recorded 
in the cemetery register at the caretaker’s oice. I was elated and telexed 
him my thanks and added that I would be in touch as my plans developed.

Meantime, plans were coming along for the trip to Tanzania that Norm 
was organizing. Our “Gang of Eight”—Norm and his wife Janet, Jackie and 
me, and four of our friends from Orinda —would comprise part of a tour 
being ofered by Wilderness Travel to climb Kilimanjaro and visit some 
game parks in Tanzania. Janet wanted to climb Kili to celebrate her 50th 
birthday; the rest of he Gang of Eight were in their early ities. Some of 
us had climbing experience and some didn’t. Along on the trip there would 
also be a couple from Seattle and two young stock traders from New York; 
that would make twelve, quite enough in one group.

We would begin and end our trip together in the gracious old Norfolk 
Hotel in Nairobi. It still maintained its traditions from colonial times when 
Ernest Hemingway and his pals hung out there. We would make our own 
arrangements for getting to and from Nairobi.
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I asked Jackie if she could join me on the trip. We’d been dating for nearly 

a year and igured we’d be engaged before the year was out and I thought 

Jackie would enjoy the adventure. Jackie said yes, she’d love to come along 

… and also accompany me to Zimbabwe. hat seemed especially thoughtful. 

Some friends asked me if I really knew what I was doing, adding, “You know, 

Bill, this could make or break the relationship.”

To which I replied, “What better way to ind out?”

Jackie and I decided that ater the Wilderness Travel part of the trip 

we wanted to spend some time on the Masai Mara game reserve in Kenya 

before going on down to Zimbabwe. We didn’t know if we’d ever be back 

there again and wanted to make the most of our African trip.

I called up a friend and colleague, Bernie Watts, from my days with FMC 

International. Bernie’s wife Moira grew up in Kenya. Bernie and Moira went 

back to Kenya regularly to visit her family there and knew that part of the 

country like the backs of their hands. I asked him about a safari guide who 

might take us to the Mara. Bernie replied, “Bill, there’s only one safari guide 

for you, that’s Patrick Pape from Gilgil near where Moira’s family live!” He 

gave me Patrick’s contact numbers and I soon had a safari lined up with 

Patrick for the week following the Kilimanjaro and Tanzania adventure. 

Soon our voyage back to Rhodesia was also planned.

Our plans quickly came together. Ater our visit to the Masai Mara we 

would ly down to Bulowayo and stay there for a few days while we visited 

my father’s grave and went out to the Matopos Hills to scatter my mother’s 

ashes. hen we would ly back to Harare and on up to Ndola in Zambia with 

a change of planes in Lusaka, to visit a couple of the mines—Nchanga and 

Nkana—that my father had helped establish nearly sixty years earlier. hen 

we would ly home the way we had come - via Nairobi and London. My travel 

agent in California had even lined up hotels and car rentals in Bulowayo 

and Ndola. It all seemed remarkably easy, especially in comparison to the 

western and central parts of Africa that I was used to working in.

We seemed to have all our plans in order, so I telexed Mr. Webber to tell 

him we would have a few hours between lights in Lusaka. I asked if Mr. 

Webber could come out to the airport and said I would like to stand him to 

drinks there. Mr. Webber telexed back saying, “Lusaka is not a large place 

and the airport is nearby. I’ll have a man there to meet you and bring you 

to my oice in town. We can have a good visit here before you have to go 

back to the airport. here’s plenty of time.”
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I replied, “How wonderful, and how kind of you! We’ll look forward to 
meeting you in Lusaka.”

For the long non-stop lights from San Francisco to London and then 
London to Nairobi, Jackie gave me a copy of Laurens van der Post’s novel 
A Story Like he Wind to read along the way. It’s about a young Afrikaaner 
boy’s coming-of-age adventures with the Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert 
in the fraught political setting of the mid-20th century. My habit on long 
international lights is to look out the window to watch in fascination as 
the terrain slides by far below and so stay aware of where the light is on its 
great circle route between continents or to sleep so that I’m not aware of the 
length of the light. his time, with van der Post’s story in my hands, I was 
transported back to place names, peoples and settings I knew from stories 
of Africa my Mother had told Bengie and me when we were little. I read on, 
deeper and deeper into the Kalahari and its people, and recognized more 
and more of my parents’ home in Africa, my earliest home.

As a geologist, my Dad had an intense interest in the archaeology and 
anthropology of the ancient peoples of Africa, especially the Bushmen of 
the Kalahari Desert. In his time, they were little more than the mythical 
“Hottentots” and he had wanted very much to go and visit them himself. 
Matabeleland was part of Rhodesia then and beyond it lay the Kalahari 
Desert. My Dad had longed to go to the mythical Great Rit Valley and the 
Mountains of the Moon—the Ruwenzories of what is now Rwanda and 
Uganda—and perhaps even as far as Kilimanjaro in what was then Tang-
anyika. He dreamed of organizing a small party of adventurers from among 
his friends on the mines, but his life was cut short before he could attempt 
any of these journeys.

Now it was my turn to make good on this for my father. I would ind my 
father’s grave and honour him there. I would climb to the very roof of the 
continent, mythical Kilimanjaro, and visit the Masai people who live along 
the Rit Valley in the Masai Mara in Kenya.

I looked out the window from time to time and could see that we had 
crossed the Sahara and were now over the sub-Saharan Africa I knew and 
loved. he long hours of the light just seemed to loat by; this journey was 
about completing something I’d dreamed of all my life.
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CHaptEr FiFtEEn

To Climb a Mountain

Nairobi

W 
e arrived in Nairobi and went to the gracious Norfolk Hotel. As 
we followed the porter past the al fresco restaurant we saw my 

friends from Orinda having aternoon tea on the spacious veranda! hey 
had arrived earlier that day. Jackie and I checked in and, leaving our bags 
at the front, joined our friends for tea…complete with shortbread cookies! 
How wonderful it was to have friends there to welcome us; it was going to 
be a great trip!

At the hotel we met our guide, Andy, from Wilderness Travel, a young and 
capable “Africa hand” who had guided many groups on the trip to Kilimanjaro 
and to game parks in northern Tanzania. hat evening all twelve of us in 
the group met in a small conference room and were briefed by Andy about 
the climb. “Kili” would be no push-over; renowned high-altitude climbers 
described it as “nothing technical, but it’s a long tough grind.”

All of us had been required to pass a rigorous medical check-up before 
signing on for the trip and most of us had been training for a month or so. 
Every other day I had been carrying a pack with some rocks in it up a steep 
800-foot hill nearby where I lived in California. Jackie had not trained at 
all, but she had done just ine on a climb of 14,000-foot Mt. Whitney in the 
High Sierras that we had made a couple of months earlier as a trial run. I 
had discovered then that Jackie was like an Arabian horse: small and lean, 
but all heart and lungs on the inside. And, like an Arabian horse, she didn’t 
in the least enjoy carrying a pack to our base camp on Whitney, a packhorse 
she wasn’t. We knew in advance that on Kili there would be porters to pack 
our camp gear. Neither of us was anxious about the climb.

We had a couple of days in Nairobi to rest and explore the sights: public 
parks, art galleries, curio shops, and elephant and girafe rehabilitation centers. 
I was delighted with a visit to Karen Blixen’s home on her farm just outside 
Nairobi where scenes of the ilm Out of Africa came looding back; I could 
practically feel the presence of Blixen and Denys Finch-Hatton. here too, 
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I began to sense that East Africa was a much older, richer and more deeply 

valued place than the Africa I knew in my work. Like a still, dark pool just 

under the surface there is in Africa a deep ache from the long history of 

heart-breaking setbacks the continent and its people have experienced. I 

felt that it was there to draw on when I needed to. I remembered how, years 

earlier, my mother, Bengie and I had watched the ilm King Solomon’s Mines 

over and over again, because it so reminded us of our African home. Had 

they been alive to see Out of Africa, we would have been truly transported 

there, for that ilm is laden with the myths and stories and lives Hep and 

Kay experienced there, and that Bengie and I grew up with. hey were with 

me still.

When the time came to begin our journey into Tanzania to climb Kiliman-

jaro and then visit some game parks, the members of our expedition piled 

into a couple of mini-vans. We had reduced our kit to only our mountain 

gear and safari clothes, the rest was let safely with the head porter at the 

Norfolk. As we headed south from Nairobi toward the border, all of us were 

wondering when Kili would appear of to the southeast. hat morning there 

was a mid-level overcast at about 10,000 feet or about half way up Kili. 

Everyone was looking and looking. Finally, someone asked Andy when it 

would appear and he replied, “You’re looking at it.” Suddenly, we realized 

that the whole vista to the southeast, for miles and miles, was the lower 

slopes of Mt. Kilimanjaro! Great whooshes of breath were exhaled with 

exclamations of “My God, it’s big!” Kilimanjaro is a shield volcano and rises 

to nearly 20,000 feet from an enormously wide base.

Crossing the border into Tanzania, with the endless palaver that entails, 

we waited to get our passports back from the oicials “on their seats.” I said 

to Andy, “I’m so grateful, Andy, that you’re the one responsible for taking 

care of all this; it’s usually part of my job.” Andy smiled and winked.

Because we would be taking the standard tourist route up Kilimanjaro, 

we drove south from the border crossing and then east, stopping for lunch 

at a new hotel on the outskirts of Arusha. Our group made a “tourist stop” 

for trinkets at the town of Moshi where international jet-setters can ly in 

directly from Europe. We then let the paved road to begin a gentle twenty-

ive-mile climb along a pot-holed gravel road to the Hotel Marangu which 

was to be the jumping-of point for the climb. he hotel, situated at the end 

of the road at an elevation of about 6,000 feet, has been there for over sixty 

years. he proprietress was a middle aged German woman; her grandfather 

had come from Germany and homesteaded there in 1893. he hotel was 
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comfortable, clean and simple. It was steeped in the lore of the famous 
characters who stayed there on their way to climb Kilimanjaro, the proof of 
which was their autographed faded black and white photographs that lined 
the hotel’s hallways. here were some grainy pictures of Hemingway’s “Snow 
Leopard”—the unfortunate animal that strayed way too high on Kili and 
froze to death, all scraggly and shrunken and propped up stif as a board 
against a great hump of ice and snow. Hemingway and the leopard are both 
long gone, but we sensed we were in august company.

Late in the aternoon Andy led us on a walk to the park warden’s cabin 
at the entry gate to Kilimanjaro National Park where we all signed in for 
the climb. he Parks Service carefully controlled entry so that there were 
not too many climbers on the mountain at once; climbers must book their 
climb far in advance. he park warden told Andy that there had been some 
mix-up and our group would not be able to take a lay-over day and spend 
two nights as planned at Horombo hut to acclimatize at 12,000 feet on the 
way up. here would not be room at the hut for us the second night. he 
warden apologized profusely. Although this was a bit of a setback, no one 
was worried because most of the group would be taking Diamox to counter 
mountain sickness. Diamox helps adjust blood oxygen levels faster, even 
while a person is at rest. he idea is to try to stay ahead of your rate of ascent 
and thus avoid the agonies of severe mountain sickness.

Severe mountain sickness is a real risk on Kilimanjaro. Although it is not 
a terribly long hike—ity miles round trip—the ascent from 6,000 feet to 
20,000 feet in three and a half days is far too fast for a body to acclimatize. 
Prior conditioning at lower altitudes doesn’t make a diference. On average, 
only one person in six who starts out makes it to the top. We all wondered 
to ourselves who would make it. he “Gang of Eight” from Orinda and the 
couple from Seattle started on Diamox before we went to bed that night. 
he two young Turks from New York igured they would do without it, 
knowing that a side efect was getting up to pee about every two hours 
through the night!

At dinner that night we were seated at a long table for a plain but nicely 
prepared dinner. We were the only group “on the way up.” At two other 
tables were smaller groups who had come down that day. We newcomers 
were all ears to hear how the climb had gone for them. One party was in 
good spirits, although they were very tired. “It’s a tough climb, the toughest 
we’ve ever made. But you can do it; just take it very slow,” they advised. he 
other party looked totally wasted. hey weren’t eating much dinner and 
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they were very quiet. Plainly, they didn’t want to talk about their climb and 

no one pressed them for details. (Later, on our return to the hotel ater the 

climb on Kilimanjaro, we learned that one member of the quiet group had 

collapsed at Kibo hut and had been brought down twenty miles back to the 

hotel on a litter.) While we were all wondering how we would “go” on the 

mountain, each of us was quietly conident our experience would be like 

the irst group’s.

Some of us already knew that a successful climb of a high mountain 

usually doesn’t lead to great jubilation—you’re too tired and just grateful to 

be back alive. When you begin climbing mountains you quickly discover 

it’s not a contest between you and the mountain, but a struggle between you 

and your own self-discipline in handling your mental and physical limits.

Ater dinner Norm and Dave and I sat and talked a while over a nightcap 

before going of to bed. We had climbed some big mountains together. Among 

his climbing friends Norm was known as “he Gazelle” or “Stormin’ Norman.” 

He practically ran up mountains and oten literally ran down them, while 

Dave and I went at a more sedate pace. Dave was a doctor with a specialty 

in high altitude medicine; it was good to have him along. We reminisced 

a while about mountains we’d climbed together. Dave and I had been rope 

mates on the climb of the Grand Teton via the direct “Exum” route; it was 

the best climb I’d ever made.

he next morning we set out. Each of us carried a day-pack with water, a 

sandwich, an orange and some trail bars, rain gear, and some extra clothing 

“just in case”, and we each had a hiking pole or ice-axe in hand. At irst the 

trail was a vehicle track through grassy meadows and open forest just like at 

home, but that soon ended and we entered a dark, mysterious rainforest where 

the trees were festooned with dripping Spanish moss. Troops of monkeys 

screeched and chattered in the trees high above, but the forest canopy was 

too dense to more than catch glimpses of them. he trail soon became an 

endless series of steep “stair steps” over huge tree roots interspersed with 

somewhat less steep stretches where the path was mostly mud puddles from 

the rain showers the night before. here was no way of skirting them because 

the undergrowth was impenetrable, so we did our best to walk along the 

narrow edges of the path or just slop along in the muddy water.

On and on we walked, clambering in groups of two or three or four; 

we changed places from time to time to visit with other friends along the 

way. Our Chagga guides walked with us; they soon igured out who needed 

encouragement and walked with them. By noontime the forest was thinning 



268 By Dead Reckoning

out a bit. It was hot and humid and we rested for lunch. With many cries of 
Jambo Bwana, Jambo Mama and M’zuri Saana passed back and forth, our 
merry band of porters, each carrying an enormous load on his head, passed 
us on their way to the Marango hut. Located at 9,000 feet, it was where 
we would stay the night. hey said it was not far. Sure enough, ater our 
lunch break we soon came upon a clearing in the forest that had a narrow, 
two-story A-frame structure with a steeply pitched roof: the Marango hut.

his hut and the next one just like it on the trail at 12,000 feet, were built 
some years earlier under the auspices of the Norwegian development aid 
program; they were Spartan but entirely comfortable. It had been an easy 
day’s hike. Most of us shed our wet boots at the door, went inside to put 
on dry socks, and climbed a ladder located behind the big kitchen stove to 
reach the dark and very narrow bunk room that ran the length of the hut. 
We located our gear that had been placed on hard narrow bunks, pulled 
out our sleeping mats and sleeping bags, and happily stretched out for an 
aternoon snooze. Life couldn’t have been much better.

By evening the clouds descended and thick cold fog enveloped the forest. 
We sat on benches at the single long dining table and “yarned” over beers 
purchased from the cook or copious quantities of tea or hot Tang while he 
prepared a hearty supper of beef stew and brown bread slathered with butter. 
he efects of altitude were beginning to show when the parade to the loo, 
located some twenty yards out behind the hut, began as the Diamox kicked in 
and we felt some shortness of breath with the exertion of even that short trip.

Some of us remained a while ater supper sharing stories as we consumed 
yet more tea, then one by one we drited of to our bunks upstairs. Ater a 
while, there began the night-time sounds of frequent ziiiips and rustlings of 
sleeping bags, followed by shuling in the dark, sometimes accompanied by 
quiet giggles or a muttered oath, then the creaking of the ladder, as in ones 
and twos the parade to the loo was repeated over and over through the night.

Next morning we started of in thick fog with visibility down to about 
ity feet. Gradually, the steepness of the path relented and it became shallow 
interwoven trenches worn through thick, sodden grasses. We soon realized 
we had climbed above the rainforest and were now trekking through an 
extraordinary heath and moor landscape. Huge tropical alpine plants that 
don’t exist anywhere else on earth appeared wraithlike in the mist. Giant 
groundsels up to sixteen feet tall, with leaning, twisted shapes and great 
shaggy tops, appeared and disappeared like ghosts in the fog. We were all 
spread out and walked in silence as we almost held our breath in awe of this 
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strange prehistoric place, but we were breathing deeper now and slowing 

our pace as we trudged upwards in the ever-thinning air.

We had been climbing steadily for several hours. Judging from the length 

of time we had been traveling, the direction I sensed we were going in the 

fog, and the frequent streams that tumbled out of the mist on our right, I 

igured we were traversing the middle slopes of Kili’s sister peak, Mawenzi. 

I thought of it towering above the clouds that still enveloped us. Kiliman-

jaro herself would be somewhere up ahead. As the clouds thinned and the 

greyness began to dissipate, all eyes strained ahead to catch the irst glimpse 

of the snow-white top of Kilimanjaro. We were eager for the sight, for this 

was our third day on this massive mountain and still we had yet to glimpse 

it. Suddenly Jackie stopped, pointed ahead with her hiking pole, and said, 

“Look! here, up ahead! here it is!”

“I don’t see it. Where?”

“Oh! It’s gone now, the clouds have closed!”

Kilimanjaro played this game of hide and seek for several minutes while 

we trekked slowly higher through the top of the cloud layer. It was thrilling 

to catch brief glimpses of the dazzling white hump and then quickly lose it 

again in the swirling mist. Suddenly, we were out of the clouds and there she 

was still some iteen miles away: great red-brown slopes of volcanic rock and 

scree sweeping up to a dazzling white ice-cap like a blanket thrown carelessly 

over her, loating in serene silence above the rumpled sea of cloud at our 

feet. Although somewhat strung out along the trail, we all emerged from the 

cloud layer at much the same place and now stood bunched up, awestruck at 

the sight of Kili before us. Now it was just Kili and us; the rest of the world 

dropped away. We stood there in silence…thinking, “Whoo-boy, it’s big!”

he wind had a sharp, cold edge to it now and we welcomed the sun’s 

warmth on our backs as we chatted merrily and changed our rain jackets 

for parkas. Little did we know that, in two days in the long hours of bitter 

cold and darkness on the inal climb to the summit, we would long for the 

sun to light our path and warm our freezing hands and feet. Now in full 

sun, we picked up our pace for a while before we found a sheltered spot in 

a little hollow along the trail. We all lopped down out of the wind to rest 

and have our lunch. hen it was “Hurumba!”—Onward!—from our guides. 

We still had some distance to go to reach the shelter of Horombo hut where 

we would stay the night. he trail angled steadily upward, skirting gentle 

humps and ridges on the vast open slopes between Mawenzi, which rose 

spectacularly behind us, and the distant peak of Kilimanjaro up ahead. Below 
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us, stretching of to the south and west, was a vast sea of cloud that appeared 
to cover all of Africa. It was mid-aternoon as the trail wound around yet 
another ridge, and there beyond us was a collection of huts dominated by 
Horombo hut—built just like the one we’d stayed in the previous night.

At the hut, the same routine followed—we removed boots just inside 
the door, put on dry socks and hung up our wet ones to dry, went upstairs 
to ind a berth, then returned downstairs to the long dining table for great 
quantities of steaming hot tea prepared before our arrival by our cook. Ater 
tea some of us let to explore our surroundings. he hut was perched high 
on a shoulder just below the vast, barren expanse of the saddle between 
Kilimanjaro and Mawenzi that we would cross on the ‘morrow. here were 
huts for the porters and guides and an outdoor washstand standing all alone 
in the bleak expanse of bare, gorse-covered mountainside. A little way of the 
loo, a two-holer outhouse perched on the top of a clif, had a truly spectac-
ular view from its open door —the northern plains of Tanzania 10,000 feet 
below! It was truly a “long drop” outhouse; excrement fell so far you never 
heard it land! It was a strange sensation; perhaps it never did…perhaps it 
was just borne away by the gales that frequented the place. Although all of 
us, I think, dreamed of sitting there for hours taking in the view, it was just 
too cold and windy to linger. hat fabulous spot prompted Janet to begin 
a photographic record of the loos on our trip—some photographed whilst 
occupied! With all its windswept barrenness, it was a truly memorable place 
and we did manage to ind spots to hunker down out of the wind among the 
gorse and bushes and visit with our friends in the waning aternoon sun.

Supper was a reprise of the night before and, perhaps because we were 
now out on the open mountainside and could see our goal miles ahead of us, 
we all had bigger appetites than the night before. At 12,000 feet, Horombo 
hut was the crossover point for parties climbing Kili, so there was another 
group there on their way down. Very tired from their ascent that day, they 
were fed irst and soon disappeared into the other hut that was sleeping 
quarters only. he two parties’ porters and guides handled the arrangements 
smoothly. he Gang of Ten were now on their third day of Diamox, so the 
night-long parade outside went smoothly that night. Our two young Turks 
had splitting headaches that night, the irst symptoms of altitude sickness, 
but the rest of us had a good night’s sleep.

In the morning, the washstand was a sheet of ice, but we did our best to 
awaken our sleepy faces with splashes of the frigid water and brush our teeth 
with tea. It was a glorious morning: clear and cold and hardly any wind. 
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Ater breakfast we packed up our dufels and let them stacked downstairs 

for our porters to divide up into their loads. We picked up our lunches made 

by the cook, donned our parkas, day-packs and loppy-brimmed hats, and 

set of to climb to the saddle between Mawenzi and the lower slopes of Kibo, 

the name for the uppermost part of Kili—the inal sweep of steep scree and 

rock to the top. We then made our way across the wide-open saddle to a 

low stone hut, Kibo hut, at 15,000 feet. It is situated at the foot of the long, 

steep climb to the rim of the ancient volcano.

he saddle between Mawenzi and Kibo is far above timberline, a moon-

scape of gravelly volcanic ash and pumice and widely scattered boulders. 

We could now walk anywhere we wished on our way to Kibo hut, but we 

stuck to the broad pathway of footprints. As the trail levelled out we walked 

along easily and steadily, breathing deeply in the thin air without discomfort. 

As the sun grew stronger we removed our parkas and put on windbreakers 

to avoid perspiring and losing precious luids. It was thrilling to realize, to 

really feel, we were now on the roof of Africa! We were all spread out along 

the trail. Jackie and I walked along together and sat down on a trailside rock 

from time to time to rest; there was no hurry.

I began to think of my Dad again and why I was there—to climb Kili 

for him and to take to the top of the mountain a small snapshot of him in 

the Rhodesian bush, in his tattered safari jacket and shorts, with his rile 

slung over a shoulder. he photo was safely tucked in a Ziploc baggie in my 

daypack’s top pocket. I learned long ago that on any big climb that stretched 

you to your limit, you need to be doing it for someone or something bigger 

than yourself. And I knew, too, that my Dad was along with me on this trip. 

As the only Canadian in the group I also had a Canadian lag in my pack to 

hold up for the customary summit photos.

About noon, as Jackie and I sat by the trail having a snack, our porters 

trooped by with the usual Jambo and M’zuri Saana greetings. Francis, the 

porter who carried our dufels that day, stopped to visit. We walked with 

him for a while, but his pace was faster than ours and he soon moved on 

ahead. Even though carrying a big load he seemed to move efortlessly; it 

was wonderful to watch. he guides and porters who worked on Kili were all 

from the Chagga tribe who have lived on the lower slopes of the mountain 

for generations. Many of them made the climb half a dozen or more times 

a season.

As the steep scree face that soars up behind the low stone structure of Kibo 

hut grew closer, I made out the faint zigzag pattern of endless switchbacks 
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going up the slope. It made me draw in my breath. hey looked like faint 
rickrack stitching going straight up the dark brown face of Kibo to the rim 
of the volcano 4,000 feet above. Surely, I thought, that’s not where we’re 
going in the dark tonight! But there was no sign of another trail. When I 
was sure of what I was looking at, I pointed it out to Jackie.

“Oh my God!” she said.
“Yes. I guess that’s ‘the hard part’ that everyone talks about. But we’ll be 

going up that in the dark, so we won’t be able to see how painfully slow our 
progress is and that will be a blessing. Swiss mountain guides used to tell 
me, ‘Two Swiss guides and a blindfold can get a cow up the Matterhorn.’ 
We’ll do OK.”

We walked on and ater a while arrived at Kibo Hut. Unlike the other 
huts on the route, it was a low structure built of stone. It looked like it had 
stood there for centuries on this windswept saddle at 15,445 feet. Entirely 
itting with its desolate surroundings, the rustic hut’s small windows peeked 
out through thick stone walls; hand-hewn timbers supported its corrugated 
tin roof. I wondered how the early guides and porters managed to lug all the 
construction materials up this vast mountain to build it. I also thought about 
the early explorers of this route—Hans Meyer and von Eberstein and the 
rest—who bivouacked their way up just ninety years ago. “Well,” I thought, 
“they did it same way we do it now: slowly, a piece at a time.”

Inside the hut, there was a large central room glooming under a low 
ceiling with a large wood stove and long, bare tables and benches. Once 
again we were greeted by our trusty porters with steaming mugs of tea or 
hot chocolate, made of course on Primus stoves as there was no wood fuel 
for miles below us. Of the main room were a couple of large rooms with 
double bunks; we found our dufels, took of our packs, and went outside 
into the late aternoon sun. A irst task for Jackie and me was to ind the loo 
that was conveniently located close by around the back of the hut. Better 
to locate it then than stumble around in the middle of the night. We joked 
with Janet about making sure she got some “close ups” of the loo, and never 
mind who was sitting in it! We found a sheltered spot in the lee of the hut 
and stood visiting with Norm for a while, but soon we were growing cold and 
joined the rest of the gang inside. Soon it was time for a pre-prandial nap. 
What a luxury at this remote and desolate place on the very roof of Africa!

• • • • •
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Climb to the Summit

Before we had an early supper, Andy called us together for a brieing on 

the climb to the summit. he plan was to go to bed early, arise at midnight 

for some tea and a light snack before we begin layering up in our warmest 

clothes, check and re-check all our gear—especially our headlamps and spare 

batteries. hen, he said, we would leave about 1:00 a.m. to form climbing 

parties and begin the six or seven hour slog up all those zigzags in order to 

be at the rim of the volcano at Gilman’s Point about sunrise. For most that 

would complete the climb, but for those who wanted to, Andy ofered that 

our guides would continue for a mile or so over the icecap, 800 feet higher, 

to reach the summit by 10:00 a.m. Andy cautioned us that we must be of 

the upper part of Kibo by noon at the latest because the mountain “makes its 

own weather” and thick fog, at a minimum, may envelope us at any time ater 

that. Before we set out for the summit, we had to leave all our gear packed 

in our dufels for our porters to carry down to Horombo hut during the day. 

Returning to Kibo hut for some lunch and a rest, we would leave at 3:00 

p.m. to descend to Horombo hut, arriving around ive to spend the night 

ater reaching the summit. Andy’s precise timing was based on experience 

and knowledge; we listened carefully.

Partly the prospect of what lay ahead of us and partly the efects of high 

altitude, which radically reduces appetite, we were a silent group that didn’t 

eat much that evening. hen it was of to our bunks to get some shut-eye in 

the four or ive hours before midnight. No one slept much; we waited for 

Andy’s call of “wakey-wakey!” hen there was quiet shuling, huing and 

grunting in the dim light of a couple of kerosene lanterns as we pulled on 

long-johns, extra socks, trousers, heavy shirts, leece jerseys, wind pants, 

balaclavas and parkas. We stufed some spare layers into our daypacks, illed 

our water bottles, carefully it our battery packs close to our bodies inside our 

parkas and our cameras into our pockets or packs. We packed the remain-

der of our gear into dufels for our porters to gather up and carry down to 

Horombo. Most of us had some hot tea for the climb, but put the snack into 

our pack for later in the day. hen we went outside where any reservations 

about the climb vanished.

Outside, it was crystal clear with a temperature of 0º F. here was no 

moon but the stars made a brilliant canopy overhead; there wasn’t a breath 

of wind. We were in luck—the conditions couldn’t have been better! Andy 

and the head guide, Joseph, had already settled on the climbing parties: 
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Norm and Dave and the two young Turks would go irst with a young guide 
as they were the gazelles of the party. Jerry and Paul and I would go second 
with Joseph. A group of three followed with another guide, and lastly, the 
least experienced two climbers went with another guide and Andy. Each 
group traveled at their own pace, i.e. the pace of the slowest person in that 
group, as set by their own guide. Jackie was in the group behind me. Just 
before we set of behind Norm’s group I gave Jackie a big hug and said, “See 
you at the top!”

I knew we would go up slowly—painfully slow it would seem—and right 
away Joseph began his litany of, “Poli, poli…poli, poli. Slowly, slowly.” It 
became a chant of encouragement that the four of us passed back and forth 
in muled singsong as we trudged up the endless switchbacks, each in the 
small pool of light at our feet from our headlamps. Joseph carried a kerosene 
hurricane lantern; everything around us was pitch dark. As the switchbacks 
became gradually steeper, our pace gradually shortened from a bit more 
than two boot-lengths at the beginning to less than a boot-length near the 
top. On the loose scree it became the proverbial “two steps forward and one 
step back.” As the night wore on it became ever steeper and colder. We had 
learned to breathe in slowly and deeply for two or three steps and breathe 
out hard on the next to keep the CO2 from building up in our lungs and 
being out of breath. Looking up into the darkness we occasionally glimpsed 
lickers of light from the lead group high above us. Every half hour or so 
Joseph called a halt and we leaned on our poles or ice axes while we rested. 
hen he called out, “Hurumba!” Onward! in Swahili, and on we climbed, 
encouraging each other with “Hurumba’s” as well as “poli-poli’s” and the 
occasional attempt at humour. I was tail-end Charlie in our group and called 
a sort of cadence to keep us all together; we stayed close together and felt a 
bond growing among our little group of intrepid souls in this huge, empty 
night on this huge mountain—a mountain that we could not see ahead of us.

About half way along we reached the shelter of some low overhanging 
rocks where the German geologist, Dr. Hans Meyer, bivouacked on his irst 
attempt in 1887. He came back in 1899 with an experienced alpine moun-
taineer, Ludwig Purtscheller, and they became the irst to reach the summit. 
We crawled into the rocky shelter and rested on hip and elbow as we took out 
our water bottles for a drink. hey were frozen solid. But the Diamox was 
doing wonders; Paul and Jerry and I had no symptoms of mountain sickness 
and we weren’t even peeing. Our bodies were instinctively conserving all the 
luids we had in us. hat was a lot better than retching our guts out had we 
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not been taking Diamox. We still had lots of piss and vinegar in us. Joseph 

enjoyed a stub of a cigarette before quietly calling out, “Hurumba!” We stood, 

and onward and upward we climbed. It was way below zero now. In spite of 

our Herculean exertions, I noticed that my feet and hands were growing icy 

even though my feet were encased in extra socks in mountaineering boots 

and my hands were covered in wool gloves inside down mitts. I realized that 

the air had grown so thin that there was not enough oxygen to sustain heat to 

our extremities. I needed more “O’s” so I just breathed more deeply, exhaling 

hard to expel the spent air in my lungs. We longed for the irst glimmer of 

dawn and the arrival of a warming sun; we were grateful there was no wind.

hen came the irst faint sign of light on the eastern horizon behind us! 

Being so close to the equator, dawn came quickly. We were just below the 

rim of the crater and could see a jumble of rock ledges ahead of us to reach 

it. Glad of the irst dim light, we could see enough to ind our way as we 

scrambled over and squeezed between huge blocks of ancient lava. hen 

we emerged on the rim: Gilman’s Point! here, at 18,750 feet, we stood in 

silence, our arms around each other’s shoulders, as we gazed at a new day 

rising out of the Indian Ocean hundreds of miles to the east. I thought for a 

moment how lucky we were to live on our planet—the sun goes around and 

around and rises here every morning whether there is anybody here waiting 

for it or not. It was a stunning moment. A thin streak of deep crimson in an 

inky-black sky grew wider and changed to deep orange and yellow. hen the 

bright orange orb of the sun quickly rose above the horizon. We exulted in 

its growing warmth. Joseph said we would rest here a while before going on 

over the ice cap about a mile to reach the inal summit, “Uhuru”—“Freedom” 

in Swahili—at 19,597 feet. We were making good time and it would be an 

easy walk to the summit.

We rested while we took in the view and talked quietly in the huge silence; 

there was still not a breath of wind. But whenever I got up to move around 

and stamp my feet, I immediately felt a stabbing pain across my chest. I sat 

down and it went away, but the pain returned the moment I stood to move 

about. I thought, “Now what’s this? I am having no trouble breathing, I’m 

getting plenty of O’s, I feel ine … but every time I get up and move about 

I get this stabbing pain right across my chest. I’ve never experienced this 

before.” I rested some more and tried again, but every time it was the same. 

I knew I’d better consult with Joseph, but I was reluctant to do so because I 

knew instinctively what he’d say, and it’s a cardinal rule of mountaineering 

that you never countermand your guide. here I was within “an easy walk” 
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of the summit, but I knew that if I pushed on perhaps I risked collapsing 
far beyond any aid. “hat is not why I came here,” I thought. “You came on 
this trip to ind your father’s grave and scatter your mother’s ashes, that’s the 
purpose of this trip. You’re not going on just to die up here half way round 
the world from your family. And, anyway, no climb is a success until you’re 
safely back down at the bottom.”

So I spoke quietly with Joseph. He replied, “No, Mr. Bill, you must not go 
any further. You must stay here and rest, then go down immediately with the 
irst group that is going down.” I turned and told my comrades. hey were 
shocked and deeply disappointed but agreed it was the wise thing to do. I 
too was bitterly disappointed. Here I was within easy reach of the summit 
and feeling ine in all other respects, but I knew that I must turn back. I 
knew also that I was not the irst mountaineer who has had to do this; I was 
in good company. Soon, Paul and Jerry were ready to move on with Joseph. 
We gave each other big hugs before they moved of; I could see in their eyes 
how they longed for me to be able to go with them. It was hard not to say, 
“Wait! I’ll go with you!” hen they were gone—out of sight around a nearby 
shoulder of ice where they would make their way up a short couloir to gain 
the easy walk to the summit. I was alone on the roof of Africa.

I had grown used to being alone in my work in distant parts of the world. 
On the long inter-continental lights at 35,000 feet, I oten experienced a 
quiet reverie of detachment from the world far below me. Resting with my 
back against a large rock as the new day’s sun slowly warmed me, I felt in a 
familiar place. he only diference was that I was sitting on a mountaintop 
instead of in the pressurized comfort of a 747. Mawenzi’s dark silhouette 
loomed black and jagged just a few miles to the east, the empty greyness 
of the Kibo saddle in Mawenzi’s shadow, and to the south as far as I could 
see…Tanzania lay under a leecy grey blanket of clouds whose tops were just 
beginning to turn pink in the day’s irst rays of sunlight. And what were my 
thoughts in this moment of sudden disappointment and unexpected solitude?

Although I longed to go on to the summit only such a short distance 
away, I recognized that was not what brought me to this place; summiting 
on Kili was just a side trip. So what drew me to live and work and risk my life 
with people of very diferent cultures in remote parts of the world? It was, 
of course, “family.” It is in my genes. So many of my forebears, practically 
all the ones I’d known in childhood, were men and women who had let the 
security of home to go out to the far corners of the world, who had lived in 
harmony with the natural world and the people on the frontiers of Canada 



277To climb a Mountain

and in distant lands. I still had family and friends scattered across the globe. 

Friends in Orinda, greeting my return from overseas ater months away, 

would ask, “Bill, where do you call home?” and I would reply, “While I’m 

away, home is where I hang my hat. I feel at home in the world wherever I 

am. And, yes, always, always, it is good to have friends here in Orinda to 

come home to.” To myself, I wondered if I would ever ind a mate who would 

share my love of other peoples and places, and at the same time, share my 

need for a home “to come home to.” Perhaps Jackie would be that person. She 

seemed to take this mountain adventure in stride. But, I reminded myself, 

that is very diferent from living and working with people far from home for 

months or years at a time in very diferent cultures and climes—or staying 

behind at home in the security of the United States.

I was distracted from these reveries by the tiny igure of Jackie in her 

bright yellow parka far below. She was making her way up the zigzag path a 

bit ahead of her group. hat’s the way she was: always the one out ahead. I 

igured their guide had already recognized and accepted this characteristic; 

Jackie just had to be irst. I sat and waited, taking in the awe of my surround-

ings and thinking, “Take it all in, put it all in the memory bank, this is the 

only time you’ll ever be here.” hen there she was—popping up from among 

the jumble of rocks at Gilman’s Point and astonished to see me sitting there 

without my climbing partners. I greeted her with a big hug then told her 

why I’d not gone on to the summit but waited there to greet her when she 

reached her goal. Her response was simply, “Oh!” At such high altitudes the 

lack of oxygen makes your thought processes really slow; you think you’re 

as sharp as ever, but you are nowhere near it.

We sat in silence while Jackie caught her breath and waited for her party 

to catch up. hey were surprised, disappointed and concerned to see me 

there. Ater a rest Janet and Laurie from Jackie’s party set of for the summit 

with their guide while we waited there on Gilman’s Point for the last party 

to arrive, for that was as far as any of them had planned to go. he last party 

were still a long way back, so Jackie and I opted to start down on our own. 

It was an easy downhill descent, but it was hard to leave the summit rim 

and start back down knowing I would never return for another try. I had 

never felt such focused, bitter disappointment, but I tried to put that out of 

my mind. It was what it was.

he long “zipper” of switchbacks on the steep upper slopes of Kibo are 

cut into gravelly scree that, if you go of the path, allows you to almost glis-

sade straight down in the loose material. Soon Jackie and I were careening 
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down the slope, taking enormous strides while keeping our balance to slide 
in a cloud of dust for a yard or so with each footfall, all the while laughing 
and whooping like a couple of children. Part way down we stopped to rest, 
and as we rested, along came Dr. Dave Gillis, my climbing buddy the high 
altitude medical specialist. Dave, astonished to ind me there, immediately 
asked, “What happened, Bill? Why didn’t you come on to the summit? We 
were waiting for you there!” When I told him what I’d experienced, Dave 
quickly whisked out his stethoscope. “Okay, undo your parka and hike up 
your sweater and shirt. I want to listen to your chest.” He checked me over 
then said, “Your heart is functioning just ine, Bill. But you’ve been breathing 
so deeply and exhaling so hard that your auxiliary breathing muscles, here 
where you’re sufering the pain, have gone into spasm, that’s all.”

If only I had known that at Gilman’s! I would have happily ignored the pain 
and gone on to the top! Now, there was no going back. My disappointment 
deepened, but I knew that no-one other than a specially trained doctor like 
Dave Gillis could have recognized the symptoms for what they were. I had 
to be satisied that Joseph and I had made the right decision. I retreated 
safely down the mountain and thus had a successful climb, without any 
uncertainty about arriving at the bottom alive.

As we approached Kibo hut in two’s and three’s in the early aternoon, 
we were greeted with great huzzahs from the kitchen staf bearing steam-
ing mugs of tea and cocoa. We tarried a while with the staf in the warm 
sunshine and waited for the next group to arrive before we headed into the 
hut to crash on a vacant bunk for an hour’s rest. hen it was time to head 
on down to Horombo hut. Arriving late in the aternoon to welcome beers, 
again bought from the cook, we sat around yarning with each other about 
the climb before supper and an early-to-bed.

It had been a long and glorious day for all, everyone had made it to 
Gilman’s Point and some had gone on to the summit. Andy told us that 
on average only one in six who start out make it to Gilman’s Point, and he 
had never before had a group where everyone had made it. he next day 
we descended all the way to the hotel from where we had begun our trek. 
In the evening we had a grand dinner and celebration complete with a big 
birthday cake and silly paper hats and noisemakers for everyone to celebrate 
Janet’s birthday.

• • • • •
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On to Ngorongoro National Park

he following day the happy, tired climbers made the long, rough and terribly 

dusty drive on a “real African road” from Moshi to Ngorongoro National 

Park in Tanzania. We stopped along the way at Lake Manyara to watch lions 

hang out in trees and hippos loll about in the water. he hippos were truly 

comical to watch but can be very dangerous; they can move surprisingly 

quickly on land. hey rumble along like lightweight tanks and account for 

the majority of fatal attacks on tourists who are foolish enough to walk about 

anywhere near them.

At the Ngorongoro Lodge we were assigned to thatched huts high on 

the rim above the immense lat-bottomed crater of Ngorongoro, and were 

a bit surprised to be able to see out to the sky through holes in the roof! 

When Jackie ran some water for a bath it came out chocolate brown. She 

was dismayed but I reminded her she was in Africa and really didn’t need 

to bathe anyway; we’d all be smelly together. he food in the dining room 

was delicious and we lingered there ater dinner visiting with other guests 

staying at the lodge. Later that evening, walking back to our hut in the 

dark with a young American couple, we heard some snuling and heavy 

breathing close by. here in the blackness just yards away were some Cape 

Bufalo calmly grazing! he young couple were terriied and about to bolt, 

but I said quietly, “Just keep walking slowly. Don’t make a sound. Stay on the 

path and go directly to your hut. hey have very poor eyesight and probably 

don’t even know we are here…besides, they are too busy eating. Just don’t 

interrupt them.”

For the next couple of days we went on camera safaris to watch all kinds 

of game on the grassy crater loor. here we encountered “blue-balled mon-

keys”—little Vervets whose scrotums are covered in sky-blue fur. hey scam-

pered about close to the Land Rovers and sometimes prepared to leap in 

the open windows. We watched a rhinoceros cow and her calf in the long 

grass, munching placidly and paying the visitors no attention. Later we 

came across a large male lion still gloating over his kill: an unfortunate lion 

cub who had apparently got caught in a ight. he guides explained there 

had been a “rumble” between two prides of lions the night before, probably 

over disputed territory. It was sad to see the youngster all bloodied and lying 

there dead. To lit our spirits Janet continued her inventory of loos to great 

hilarity at the “potty breaks” as she threatened to take pictures whether her 

subjects were occupied or not. Most of the privies lacked a door.
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• • • • •

And the Masai Mara

From Ngorongoro we returned to the Norfolk Hotel in Nairobi for a farewell 
dinner and then dispersed to Jomo Kenyatta airport to ly back to the United 
States. hat is everyone except Jackie and me. We stayed on in Kenya for 
another week to go on safari in the Masai Mara with Patrick Pape, the safari 
guide with whom my friend Bernie Watts had put me in touch.

I checked with Patrick by radiophone and early the next day, along with 
eight other passengers, Jackie and I boarded a twin-engine Cessna at the 
general aviation airport close in to downtown Nairobi and lew to a grass 
landing strip in the Mara where Patrick was waiting to pick us up. We were 
the only passengers to disembark there; we couldn’t help but notice the 
puzzlement, or envy, on the faces of the other passengers who were bound 
for a large permanent safari camp in the Mara. On the drive to Patrick’s 
camp along wheel-tracks through the Mara’s grasslands, we passed girafes, 
Cape bufalo, herds of wildebeest and zebra, and innumerable hompson’s 
gazelle and impala grazing together, and occasional pairs of lion. Patrick 
seemed to know them all.

On arrival at his camp we were shown to a very comfortable tent set in 
the shade of large acacia trees. Behind the tent was a pit privy with a small 
hessian shelter, open to the sky. here was a similar shelter for showering, 
complete with water warmed by the sun! You pulled a string attached to an 
oil drum suspended on pulleys from an overhead tree branch and out came 
a shower of warm water! It was all very comfortable and I could not help 
thinking what a far cry it was from my parents’ own safaris in Rhodesia sixty 
years earlier and even from their irst home. But back then Hep and Kay were 
among the irst white residents of the high plains of Northern Rhodesia. It 
was teeming with game then, and the predators allowed them to share their 
country. here were two young women already there in camp, there were 
just the four of us on safari with Patrick that week.

With Patrick as our guide in the ield and his gracious staf as hosts 
in camp, we had a wonderful week of modern-day safari. At irst light we 
would awaken to the sound of hot water being poured into the washbasins 
outside the tent, and then be ofered tea and cookies in bed! We would be 
out in the ield by sunrise to watch lions returning home to their lairs ater 
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a night’s hunting. We viewed the interactions of the various wildlife as they 

went about their morning routines before we returned to camp late in the 

morning for a bountiful breakfast set out in the open near the dining tent. 

Ater breakfast we repaired to our tents to snooze through the heat of the 

day—just like all the other animals in the Mara. In the cooling late aternoon 

we ventured out again, sometimes not returning to camp until ater dark if 

the search had been particularly good.

Patrick knew the animals in the area practically by name and knew where 

to ind them. A favourite phrase of his was “Now, let’s just sit quietly here 

for a while and watch the interaction.” We would sit spellbound on the open 

roof of the Land Rover watching the antelope, wildebeest and zebras quietly 

grazing, ever watchful for predators. Sometimes all the heads would suddenly 

pop up as one and turn to gaze of in the same direction. Other times two 

or three lioness hunting together would creep tantalizingly close before 

being spotted; then there would be moments of wild chaos as individual 

animals scattered in all directions and the lions would try to knock one to 

the ground. It would be over in moments. he lions seldom succeeded in 

bringing down their prey, and we grew to appreciate the very long odds 

of success in their hunting forays. As always, the elephants were the best 

to watch. In large or small family groups, they appeared from nowhere, 

ambling along and quietly rumbling to each other; we could hear them if 

we were close enough. Sometimes Patrick tapped us on a knee and pointed 

behind us. here, ity yards away, would be a huge bull elephant with his 

ears out wide while he kept a watchful eye on us! hen he would disappear 

as silently as he’d arrived.

On our return to camp we washed up, had sundowners and talked about 

the day with Patrick as evening gathered. Patrick had even laid in a supply 

of my favourite Scotch whiskey! I was reminded again of my parents’ lives in 

Rhodesia. I felt their presence there in camp; they were so pleased to see me 

back home in Africa! hen dinner was served in the dining tent by Patrick’s 

white-gloved staf. Ater dinner we sat around the campire to hear tales of 

the Masai people and the Mara till our heads were illed with heaviness and 

one by one we went of to our tents. hree Masai guards kept the ire going 

all night to ward of curious intruders. We’d been advised almost as soon 

as we got to camp to just stay quietly in our tent if elephants or other large 

animals came wandering through camp.

On one outing Patrick searched for two young male lions of the age when 

they had been turfed out of their pride but had not yet established their 
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own pride. Patrick knew them well and soon found them peacefully lolling 
in the shade of a small tree. We stopped right beside the lions; they looked 
up at us and yawned with huge gaping mouths and very impressive teeth. 
hey weren’t in the least interested in us. Patrick said, “We’re outside the 
park boundary, but the wardens would take a dim view of what I’m going 
to try, so don’t tell a soul.” hen he very slowly drove of a little way, checked 
all around before getting out of the Land Rover, and retrieved about ity 
feet of stout rope from the back of the vehicle. He tied one end to the rear 
bumper and tightly tied in a piece of foam rubber the size of a seat cushion 
at the free end.

He drove back to the two young lions taking their ease and slowly towed 
the bouncing end of the rope past them. he irst time they paid little atten-
tion, the second time they were clearly interested, and the third time they 
rose and began to track the end of the rope. hen one of them pounced on 
it and began tugging on the rope. Patrick put the Land Rover in neutral and 
using the brakes judiciously, allowed them to tow the Land Rover backwards. 
hen he put it in gear and slowly towed them back again. his tug-of-war 
went on for a while as the young lions enjoyed the game immensely and 
kept us in its of laughter. When the lions tired of the game, they dropped 
the rope and Patrick slowly drove to a safe place to gather it up.

Another time, towards the end of a late aternoon safari, Patrick spotted 
a number of vultures circling over one spot. hat told him there had been a 
kill nearby. Slowly in the waning light, Patrick “walked” the Land Rover over 
very rough terrain toward the kill. As we approached we got a glimpse of 
something yellow streaking for a nearby copse of trees: a leopard had been 
on its kill. We backed up a little way and then sat silently in the gathering 
darkness waiting for the leopard to return. Ater a while we heard hyenas 
approaching; soon we heard the blood curdling sounds of the hyenas devour-
ing the leopard’s kill. With so many hyenas in the pack, the leopard knew 
there was no point in approaching its kill. We felt badly about depriving the 
leopard of its dinner because of our intrusion. On our way back to camp 
in the darkness we came upon several lions lying in the track we followed. 
hey showed no inclination to move so we once again wriggled and bumped 
over rough terrain to traverse around them. We were grateful for Patrick’s 
skill at driving cross-country in the dark.

Patrick’s camp was located about a mile from the Mara River; some 
aternoons we would visit the hippos there. hey were comical beasts to 
watch—much submerging and surfacing and snorting and puing when they 
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are in the water but huge and ungainly when on land. heir legs look way too 

short for their bodies, but they can travel surprisingly fast. In camp, sitting 

by the ire at night, it was so quiet that we could hear the leaves rustling on 

the trees at the riverside a mile away although there was not a breath of air 

stirring at our camp. Some minutes later the sotest soule would reach us. 

he silence was uncanny. For those few nights we were taken back through 

the eons of silence that still exist in the remote and empty parts of our home 

planet. It’s a memory I’ll never forget. Too soon, our time in the Mara with 

Patrick and his men was over and we were winging our way low over the 

Mara plains back to Nairobi and the Norfolk Hotel.
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CHaptEr SixtEEn

Remembrance: A Return to my African Roots

I 
t was time to ly to Zimbabwe to ind my father’s grave. I was travelling 
on a Canadian passport so that, as a Commonwealth citizen, clearing 

customs and immigration in Harare and in Nairobi was a breeze for me; 
but it was not easy for Jackie with her US passport. She had to wait ages and 
was not amused by my amusement. We had a couple of hours before our 
domestic light to Bulowayo, so we had time for a walk outside and a good 
look around. I kept saying to Jackie, “I know I’m in Africa but I can hardly 
believe it. hings are so much better here than where I’m used to working.” 
But that was Zimbabwe just twelve years ater independence and very early 
in Mr. Mugabe’s reign. he sun was setting as we lew to Bulowayo—as stun-
ning as the sunrise from the top of Kilimanjaro and it lasted much longer. It 
seemed like Africa was saying to me, “Welcome home!” I’ll never forget it.

• • • • •

Bulowayo

Next morning we picked up our rental car and drove out to the municipal 
cemetery. here we found the Superintendent in a small building set among 
trees in the middle of a well-kept and well-treed cemetery; he was a kind, 
middle-aged East Indian man. He looked up the plot number for my father’s 
grave and showed us where to ind it in a far corner of the earliest part of 
the cemetery. As we walked along in silence I wondered what my feelings 
would be when we reached it. hen there it was: a simple, neatly kept plot 
with crushed stone inside a rectangular concrete curb. here was a horizontal 
granite headstone on which in bronze letters set into the stone was written 
“David Hepburn Ellis” along with his place and date of birth and death. Just 
above this was a small crest comprised of crossed geologist’s hammers and 
the Mason’s square and dividers.

I wasn’t overcome with emotion—that had long ago been worked through 
in my life—but I was deeply moved with just seeing his name, my namesake, 
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there set in granite. Suddenly this mythical igure, who has been there all my 

life yet I had never known, was real to me. “here it is. David Hepburn Ellis 

really did walk this earth.” I stood there letting that recognition seep deep 

into me. hen Jackie joined me and we placed a bouquet of lowers by the 

headstone. here were no goodbyes to be said; my father had always been 

with me and still was. We turned and walked back to the caretaker’s house.

• • • • •

he Matopos Hills

he following day we drove south thirty miles to Matopos National Park, an 

area of huge achingly beautiful granite outcrops as beautiful as any in Africa. 

Approaching the park, we traveled along a gradually narrowing valley of scrub 

and savanna; it was the winter dry season and a beautiful sunny morning. 

It was like autumn at home in California. here were a few baboons by the 

side of the road engaged in their usual morning ritual of picking ticks out of 

each other’s coats. hey watched us disinterestedly as we cruised by on the 

narrow paved road. here were no other cars. he valley widened and we 

were in the midst of a great expanse of the Matopos Hills, huge bare granite 

hills that have been lying here baking in the African sun for thousands of 

millenia. heir Precambrian granites were at least one and a half billion years 

old—the ancient roots of the African continent. he barren grandeur was 

stunningly beautiful. We stopped at an entrance gate and got directions to 

World’s View, the place high on a great outcrop near the center of the Hills 

where Cecil Rhodes chose to be buried. It was where my mother wanted 

her ashes scattered.

We found our way to a small parking area among trees at the end of 

a narrow track at the foot of World’s View. Except for a solitary unarmed 

policeman, we were the only people there. We stopped to chat briely with 

the guard before starting up an indistinct path that led to a great hump of 

bare granite. he guard was amazed and pleased we had come all this way 

to honour my parents.

Jackie and I wore hiking boots, so it was easy walking up the steep, bare 

granite—easy that is, if you didn’t mind the “exposure”—it was a long way 

down. Shortly before we reached the top, Jackie said “I’ll stop here on this 

little patch of grass and wait for you. You go on up with your Mom’s ashes.”
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At the top I came upon Cecil Rhodes’ grave. It was set in the protection 
of a few huge boulders the size of native “rondavel” huts with a long view 
over the Matopos Hills to the south. here was a large rectangle of native 
granite set slightly proud of the surface; clearly, Rhodes’ grave itself must have 
been quarried into the solid granite beneath it. A simple brass plaque on it 
indicated Cecil Rhodes was buried there. hat’s all—and truly a world’s view.

I walked down a little way to where a small, gnarled tree clung to life on 
a fracture in the granite. he slope dropped of steeply before me and I sat 
down on a bit of grass beside the tree to relect upon my mother and father 
being in this very place beside this very tree sixty-ive years earlier. What a 
romantic pair and what courageous explorers they were! On this journey 
of remembrance I was back to my roots. How incredibly fortunate I was to 
have had Hep Ellis and Kay Newnham for my parents.

I stood up with the open can of ashes in my hand. here was a sot breeze 
from behind me moving of into the emptiness before me. I cast the ashes 
out of the can - up and away. With bittersweet delight I watched how the 
inest dust drited of on the breeze and said quietly, “here you go, Mum. 
You’re home now.” I knew this last bit of Kathleen’s physical presence here 
on earth had been united with where her spirit dwells. here were no tears. 
I walked back to where Jackie waited for me and lay down on the patch of 
grass beside her. We lay there a while and listened to the wind whispering 
in the dry grass by our heads.

• • • • •

he Mines on the Copper Belt

he next morning we lew back to Harare to begin the trip north to Ndola 
on the Copper Belt in Zambia. We changed planes in Lusaka, the capital of 
Zambia, where I had arranged to visit Mr. Webber, the Managing Director 
of Anglo-American Copper who so kindly ofered to ind my father’s grave. 
As we descended the air-stair from the plane in Lusaka a liveried driver 
stepped forward. “Mr. and Mrs. Ellis? Come with me, please!” We were 
whisked through customs and immigration and walked outside with him 
to a waiting black Mercedes sedan. It was a short drive into town to the 
Anglo-American building. At six stories, it was by far the tallest building in 
the town, and I thought as we were escorted to the executive oices on the 
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top loor, “Well, yes, of course. Anglo-American has been here over sixty-ive 

years and copper is the backbone of the country.”

Greeted by Mr. Webber’s secretary, I thanked her for her role in inding 

my father’s grave. In a few moments Mr. Webber came out to formally but 

warmly greet us. His oice was airy and spacious, though not in the least 

ostentatious. I had the sense it suited the man. Reserved, but with a very 

pleasant manner, Mr. Webber was trim and gracious, dressed in a dark blue 

suit and tie. He began by asking me where I wanted to go on the mines and 

what arrangements I had made. I replied that I would like to visit Nkana and 

Nchanga mines, if that was possible, as those were ones that my father helped 

establish. hey were also close to Ndola, where we had hotel reservations and 

that I’d arranged for a rental a car. I asked for introductions to the mines.

“hat’s a nice hotel you have chosen and I will call the Mine Managers 

at Nchanga and Nkana and tell them of your visit.” Mr. Webber said. “hey 

will arrange tours for you. But there are no rental cars in Ndola.”

“Oh…,” I said a little embarrassed, “My travel agent mentioned she had 

not made arrangements in Zambia before, but…”

“Not to worry,” he smiled, “We’ll have a car and driver at your disposal 

while you are there. He will take you to the mines.”

Mr. Webber’s secretary brought tea and we chatted a while. He told me 

about growing up on the mines and how his father had been a mining 

engineer on the same mines at the same time my parents were there. hey 

must have known each other. hen he said, “Come along now. We have 

plenty of time before you need to be back at the airport, so I’m taking you 

to my home so you can meet my wife and we can continue our visit there.” 

We piled back into the black Mercedes and were driven to his home. Lusaka 

wasn’t a very big place. he Webbers’ house was a gracefully simple place 

on a quiet residential street; none of the houses had any sign of security 

arrangements. Mrs. Webber greeted us and took us into their living room for 

a lovely English tea complete with delicious home-baked shortbread cookies, 

one of my favourites. We talked about life on the mines in the half-century 

since my family had let.

Time lew by, and shortly before we had to leave for the airport, Mr. 

Webber’s mother entered the room—a tall and gracious English lady. By 

coincidence, she was visiting from Johannesburg where she had lived since 

her husband died some time ago. I asked about when she and her husband 

had been on Nkana mine and realized it was the same time my parents had 

been there.
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“Tell me, Mrs. Webber,” I inquired, “Did you know a David Ellis while 
you were there?”

“David Ellis…David Ellis…No, I don’t recall a David Ellis.”
“Oh, of course! My father always went by ‘Hep Ellis.”
“Hep Ellis!! Oh yes! I remember Hep Ellis!” Her eyes gleamed. “He was 

the star player on our mine rugby team! He was popular with everyone on 
the mine.”

here she was. he irst person I’d ever met outside my own immediate 
family who had ever known my father, this gracious English woman still 
without a trace of an Afrikaans accent relating her memories of my father—
and they it exactly with the images I had grown up with. I had a hard time 
keeping back the tears. Too soon, we had to leave; how I wished we could 
have lingered a while, but we had a plane to catch. hose few brief moments 
with a living connection with my father half a century ater his death are 
with me still.

It was a short hop from Lusaka to Ndola, only about 170 air miles. Dis-
embarking, we walked across the tarmac toward the terminal to see a driver 
from Anglo-American holding a card with “Mr. Ellis” on it! He took us to 
our hotel and told us he would pick us up the next morning to take us to 
Nchanga and Nkana mines. As we unpacked our bags in a pleasant room in 
the small and comfortable hotel I said to Jackie, “You know, this couldn’t be 
any better! We are incredibly fortunate to have Mr. Webber’s thoughtful help.”

On a cool, sunny morning we set of with our driver for the mines. he 
driver explained that, even if we had been able to rent a car and drive our-
selves, we would not have been safe driving to the mines on our own because 
the road ran very close to the Katanga border and bandits from Katanga 
frequently tried to hijack and rob unsuspecting drivers along the road. He 
related this piece of startling information quite calmly. If, he added, he saw 
trouble ahead he would tell us and we were to just slide onto the loor and 
hang on tight. Jackie looked stricken. I told her quietly, “Just do as you’re 
told and we’ll be OK.” I was glad we were in another Mercedes sedan and 
wondered whether it had armoured doors. here were no bandits on the 
road that morning.

As we approached Chingola, the town that grew up near the Nchanga 
mines, we passed what seemed like miles of high but well graded and partly 
replanted mine tailings. I was impressed but not surprised—huge mines have 
huge piles of tailings—but I wondered how my father would have felt about 
it. In the 1930s not much thought was given to tailings restoration because 
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in those early days there were few tailings, but I felt he would be pleased to 

see the eforts being made to restore these half-century’s worth of tailings.

At the main gate to the mine, a security man asked our driver about his 

passengers and we were allowed in. I realized that if we’d just turned up at 

the gate on our own we would not have been allowed entry. I also realized 

that I’d never been at a large and very strategic industrial operation right 

next to an unstable border. At the mine operations headquarters we received 

the Mine Manager’s apologies for not being available to take us around 

himself; instead one of the senior geologists took us on a tour. he courtesy 

and import that we were given on this visit revealed that they still valued 

the pioneers who helped establish the mines so long ago.

Nchanga, part of Zambia’s Chingola operation, was an open-pit mine and 

we were taken to the rim to look over into the largest hole in the ground 

that I’ve ever seen; it took my breath away. Far down in the bottom of this 

enormous pit, huge electric shovels scooped twelve cubic meter gulps of ore 

as they loaded 200-tonne capacity mine dump trucks. he trucks looked 

like ants. hey hauled out about 570,000 tonnes of ore a month. I asked 

our guide how big this enormous pit was.

“It’s about 3.5 kilometers long by 1 kilometer wide by 260 meters deep. 

It will eventually reach 400 meters deep,” he replied.

“And how does it compare with other large open-pit operations?” I asked.

“It’s the largest in the Commonwealth and possibly the third largest in 

the world.”

“At home,” I said, “I have a photograph of the Mine Manager and Staf, 

Nchanga Mine, taken in 1931. here were thirty men and women in the 

picture, one of whom was my father.”

“hat would have been shortly before it was looded,” he said. “It was 

an underground mine then. It was brought back into development in 1936. 

he open-pit operation you see here was begun in 1957.”

I was let thinking of how such a small beginning had grown to such an 

enormous operation in just ity years and how that’s what happens when 

the commodity produced is critically important to the 20th century indus-

trialized world.

From Chingola we drove forty miles back towards Ndola to the town 

of Kitwe. he African veldt looked just the same as in the snapshots in 

my family’s photo albums; the same as it’s always been—achingly beautiful 

grassland with scattered, lat-topped African thorn trees. Kitwe was just a 

mining camp when my father was there helping sink the original shat at 
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Nkana mine. It was now part of the huge Rokana complex of the Zambian 
copper mines. As in Chingola, there were extensive tailings heaps as we 
approached Kitwe. hey were as well graded and tended as the ones at 
Chingola, though not as large or extensive, for underground mines do not 
produce nearly as much tailings as open-pit operations.

At the mine headquarters we received the mine manager’s apologies that he 
could not accompany us and were again put in the hands of a senior geologist 
who apologized profusely that he could not take us underground because 
they had such short notice of our visit that they had no time to arrange the 
necessary clearances. I replied, “hat’s quite all right. he insides of one 
mine look much like the insides of any other mine, and as I’m not a trained 
geologist I would not be able to appreciate what I’m looking at. Besides, 
I’m more interested in the surface works, and I may even see something I 
recognize from pictures in my father’s albums.”

Our guide replied, “Yes, we’ll do that. But irst let me show you a model we 
have of the underground workings.” He showed us a large three-dimensional 
model that sat singularly in its own large room. It was huge and very complex, 
housed in a glass cabinet about ten feet square and three feet high. From 
the model we learned that the mine’s four main shat systems spanned what 
looked like about six miles. All ive mining levels were rendered in diferent 
colours. he various representations of shats, tunnels, drits, raises, stopes, 
etc. were constructed of plastic-coated wire of diferent thicknesses and in 
their proper spatial relations. he model looked like a huge multi-coloured 
three-dimensional network of spider webs gone haywire. I was struck by 
its size and how much of it was space—solid rock in the prototype. he 
model gave me an appreciation of the mine that I could not begin to get 
underground looking around in tunnels. It was even more impressive than 
the enormous hole in the ground we had viewed at Nchanga.

I asked our guide, “How deep are the deepest levels?”
He replied, “he levels we are working now are between 2,000 feet and 

4,000 feet.”
“It must get awfully warm down there.”
“Yes, it does. But we have large ventilation blowers and lots of ventilation 

shats.”
“Just how extensive is this mine complex?”
“Well, there are about ity miles of main tunnels. hose are the thick 

horizontal elements in each level of the model. here are a couple of hundred 
miles of smaller tunnels.”
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“How do you get around?”

“We drive pickup trucks.”

“Wow! How many people does the mine employ?”

“We have about iteen thousand employees at this complex.”

“And at home,” I told him, “I have a framed photograph that has the 

caption ‘he Underground Staf of Nkana Mine, 1930.’ In the photo, there 

are just twelve men—my father is one of them. hey are standing beside the 

lower structure of the original head frame at Nkana mine.”

Our guide took us outside to begin a walking tour on the surface. As 

we walked along, I looked around and spotted a head-frame up ahead that 

looked awfully like the one in my Dad’s photographs.

“Could that be the original head-frame?” I asked.

“Yes it is. It’s no longer in use, but we keep it as a memento of the mine’s 

beginnings. It may become part of a museum here. Do you want to go over 

and take a closer look?”

As I poked around the ground level of the structure, looking up at the 

heavy, built-up riveted columns and girders at its base, and the ladders, 

gangways and catwalks going ever higher toward the huge spindly head-

wheel at its top, our geologist guide said, “Go ahead. You can go up there 

and walk around on the catwalks.”

I climbed the ladders and walked the narrow catwalks, treading the same 

worn wooden rungs and loose boards as my father trod coming of shit 

when all this was just beginning…before I was even born. At that moment, 

I thought to myself, “his is why I have come back to Rhodesia, this is as 

close as I can be to him here on Earth…here on this incredibly beautiful, 

worn, and ancient continent.”

I came back down to the ground and quietly said to our guide, “hank 

you.” I could see he had grasped the importance of the moment and was as 

moved as I. We all have a deep need to return to our roots and honour our 

forebears. I had completed the circle.

• • • • •

he Next Odyssey

From Ndola Jackie and I lew back through Lusaka, Harare and Nairobi 

to London and San Francisco. At New Year’s in Orinda, California, we 
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announced our engagement to our friends at a big party at my house. It 
included, of course, our Gang of Eight on Kilimanjaro. We had a grand time. 
Earlier in the fall we had been back to Connecticut to visit Jackie’s family 
and then to the farm at Malahide for Christmas with my family there.

Back in California, Jackie returned to her familiar routine at the archi-
tectural irm in the City and I continued looking for work while learning 
to be a “house-husband.” With marriage coming down the tracks I was 
eager to ind steady work with a consulting irm in my professional ield. 
My independent consultant’s work continued…with some good years and 
others with practically no paying assignments at all. I had learned to make 
the best of the good years to tide me over the thin ones.

It was like that in the overseas development consulting game. he mul-
tilateral agencies such as the World Bank, the United Nations and the gov-
ernment aid agencies could be awfully ickle; any consultant needed very 
deep pockets to chase work with them. hey, too, were dependent on the 
ever-changing fads of politicians who wanted quick “results” in the span of a 
year or two with problems that required a generation or more to ameliorate. 
By nature, the programs and projects of large agencies tended to be very 
large, and as a consequence at a remove from the people in the streets and 
on the ground they were supposed to help. I was lucky enough to work on 
some of those that were well connected to the realities in the ield and that 
work was very satisfying.

Although the odyssey of inding my father’s grave and completing that 
circle was inished, I was far from inished with my own odyssey of working 
with the rural poor in the less developed parts of the world. I still had work 
to do in South America, Africa and Central Asia.
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CHaptEr SEvEntEEn

In Senegal with World Vision

he Louga Project in Senegal

O
 
ne day in the Spring of 1989, out of the blue I got a call from World 

Vision International, “WVI” to us in the hird World development 

game. All I knew of them was that they were an active, evangelical Christian, 

non-governmental organization with rural projects all over the hird World, 

doing good works while spreading the gospel of Jesus of Nazareth. hey 

were referred to me by VOCA in Washington, DC. I thought, “My, that’s nice; 

it’s always good to get a referral.” World Vision had a village water supply 

project in Senegal that was due for its irst biennial revbeiw and evaluation. 

hey preferred to have these evaluations done by outside professionals and 
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asked if I would be interested in going there to review the project. And, oh 
yes, they wanted to know, did I speak French?

I liked what I heard, especially that they engaged outside professionals 
to make the review and that it mattered to them that their employee spoke 
the language of the country. I happily replied that I was interested, that I 
spoke French to Foreign Service Level III, and asked them to send me a 
description of the project and what they would require. In return, I ofered 
to send Mr. Cook, their African Projects manager, a copy of my CV which 
he readily accepted. In about a week he called back and said, “We would 
like you to come down to our Headquarters in Pasadena and talk with us. 
When could you come down?” I liked this even better, it seldom happened 
quite this promptly, and their head oice in Pasadena, California was only 
an hour’s commuter light from San Francisco. We arranged a time for an 
interview a few days hence.

As I entered the terminal at Burbank airport, Fred Cook greeted me and 
drove me to their oices in nearby Pasadena. I thought to myself, “How 
nice! his doesn’t happen very oten, clearly they value their people.” As 
Mr. Cook showed me around their headquarters, I noticed that it was not a 
large outit and everyone seemed intent on their work; plainly, it was a lean 
operation. hen we sat down with a couple of senior management people 
and discussed “the Louga Project.” It was named ater a district town in the 
northwest corner of Senegal not far from the regional town of St. Louis. A 
village water supply project for domestic water and garden irrigation from 
wells, it had been going just two years. WVI was drilling the wells with its own 
rigs; they had recently added a second drill rig while turning the operation 
of the irst rig over to an all-African crew. Funded and managed by WVI, 
they had some concerns about it growing too fast.

I asked about the purpose and goals of the project, the reception it was 
getting in the country, how they selected the villages they worked with, its 
sustainability, and so on. In a wide-ranging discussion they likewise queried 
me about my experience; it was clear they had read my CV. hey told me 
that their budget was tight and asked if I could complete my work inside of 
sixteen days. I had no problem with this and we settled on a fee based on 
USAID’s consulting rates. he whole meeting took less than two hours, yet 
it didn’t feel at all rushed. Before taking me back to the airport, Fred took 
me to lunch and we had a leisurely conversation about rural development 
in Africa and World Vision’s part in it.

A week later I was on my way to Senegal. At Dakar airport my bag didn’t 
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come of the plane, but Swissair’s passenger service people quickly located 

it…still back in Zurich! “Do not deespaire, Monsieur Hellis, it will be down 

this evenings on the next lights and we deliver it to your ‘otel.” Sure enough, 

late that evening it was delivered to my room at a nearby airport hotel. Good 

old Swissair!

Next morning, a driver from the Project picked me up in a Peugeot sedan 

and we began the 100-mile drive north to Louga. It was good to be back in 

Africa again and traveling through Sahelian topography that I knew so well 

from my times in West Africa—parched dry grasslands, sparse lat-topped 

thorn trees, scattered villages of thatched huts sometimes in the shade of 

acacia trees or huge baobabs. here was very little traic on the highway. 

Small groups of women with huge calabashes on their heads walked gracefully 

in single ile on dusty pathways; an occasional trader wobbled along the 

road on his bicycle under an enormous pile of red clay pots as dogs rushed 

out to bark at this apparition. I could have been in the northern parts of 

any one of the West African countries I’d been to. his one used to be part 

of French West Africa, and the driver and I soon struck up a wide-ranging 

conversation in French. I remembered how, years earlier, I’d been astonished 

to hear a man in Côte d’Ivoire speaking beautiful Parisian French; now, I 

took it for granted in former French colonies.

Just outside the town of Louga, the World Vision ield team of about a 

dozen Americans and Senegalese occupied a small compound comprised 

of several buildings - oices, stores and living quarters. he team took their 

meals together in a bungalow with a large, comfortable common room, a 

dining room and a kitchen. he compound looked quite new and there 

were no trees to give it shade, but it was the cool season and at about iteen 

degrees of latitude north of the equator it was pleasantly warm. I sat down 

with the project team leader and a couple of his staf, and they briefed me 

on the project.

First, they told me, there was careful vetting of the villages that had applied 

to be part of the project. In this the emphasis was on the villagers’ capacity 

to work together and their willingness to contribute labour as required to 

achieve the project’s goals. he project would be equally available to all the 

people in the village. his established a village-wide commitment to pro-

vide a source of water for domestic use and watering small garden plots, to 

maintain proper sanitation around the wellhead, and to learn basic public 

health practices. Speciically, this meant learning to keep the water and the 

vegetables from their gardens clean, to build and use family latrines, and to 
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maintain them in a clean and ly-free condition. To ensure they received all 
the beneits accrued from their new resource, the villagers received assistance 
from World Vision project implementation teams who provided help with 
each step of implementation and followed up as the village developed new 
practices and habits of water use.

On the technical side, the team had two mid-size truck-mounted rotary 
drilling rigs provided by World Vision in America and had already trained 
up one crew to operate one on their own with only occasional supervision 
from the Dutch driller who was now running the second rig and training 
its crew. he wells were itted with India Mk-III pumps: a well-proven hand 
pump especially designed and built in India for hird World conditions 
under the auspices of the World Bank. hese pumps had been in use in the 
hird World for more than a decade.

hey wanted me to look at all aspects of the project to see where it 
required improvement or better support. So far, the project had put down 
two dozen wells, and at that time they were putting down a new one about 
every two to three weeks. hey provided me with a driver and an interpreter 
if I needed one. I arranged with the ield teams where we’d go and what 
they particularly wanted me to look at. I’d never seen such a complete and 
thoroughly thought-out plan for setting up and introducing a whole new 
regime for utilizing precious well water for villagers who had never had 
such a luxury. Talk about a learning experience, this was going to be fun!

My daily routine was lexible for the most part. Breakfast was at 8:00 and 
dinner at 6:30. he rest of the time I was free to come and go as I pleased. I was 
delighted. I wondered how I would it in with World Vision’s fundamentalist 
leanings and evangelical intentions to gain converts to the Lord. Right at the 
start, team members asked me if I would join their ater-breakfast Bible study 
and prayer time and I thought, “Well, yes, I can do that. It won’t do me any 
harm.” I appreciated the study time but didn’t join in their public personal 
prayers as I was not comfortable with that and there was no pressure to do 
so. In conversations with them later, they mentioned that they used to be 
under great pressure from “Back Home” to report their numbers of new 
converts but now they ignored it. hey had recognized that any zealotry, 
religious or otherwise, would soon make them unwelcome.

WVI’s Project Team Leader, who I later discovered was a refugee from 
Vietnam where he had been a general in their army, mentioned to me towards 
the end of my stay that the USAID mission in Senegal had approached him 
about their joining the Louga project “so that it could be made much bigger.” 



299in Senegal with World Vision

He had quietly turned them down. I thought, “What a wise man. He knows 

all too well what happens when a foreign government intrudes with its own 

agenda.”

Out in the ield, I found the project being implemented on the ground 

just the way it was described to me on my arrival. he wells were located 

near the center of the village—no mean feat considering how tricky it was 

to ind water in Africa’s precambrian “basement complex” of mostly solid 

granite. he wellheads had a concrete apron around them so that spilled 

water drained away from the well. he villagers didn’t waste water anyway; 

pumping water by hand means you’re not likely to waste a drop. he garden 

plots were small, watered by hand with watering cans, and I saw that at some 

places steps were being taken to catch rainwater from the huts’ thatched 

roofs to store in large barrels for the nearby garden plots. he outhouses 

were simple cornstalk and thatch structures that families built themselves 

ater they satisied the “sanitation team” that the pit beneath was plenty deep 

enough. he outhouses had concrete loors that drained well and were kept 

clean. he “toilet holes” in the loors were equipped with simple plywood 

laps to keep them closed when not in use so that lies did not multiply too 

rapidly. he villagers were clearly very pleased with their new wells. heir 

gratitude was evident. Sometimes an elder came up and thanked me for “the 

Vision Project”…and I was only a visitor.

I had several good visits on-site with the driller. It turned out he was 

not Dutch, but a South African. He really knew water-well drilling in those 

parts and imparted his knowledge and skills to his African crew like an army 

sergeant major. It was plain they respected him and were learning well. He 

was also readily available for the crew that now ran the irst rig; they were 

doing a good job and the driller kept an eye out for them. Well drillers are 

a breed apart: tough as nails but the salt of the earth; just don’t ever try to 

second-guess one! He told me he was entirely happy with the drill rigs, 

they were standing up well but he added he could do with a bigger store 

of spare parts. Drilling in granite with a green crew was hard on a rig and 

I assured him I would mention that in my report. I noticed that the well 

screens stacked in the yard were of stainless steel and the very best type. he 

screens are the deepest part of the well casing and keep ine sediment from 

migrating from the aquifer into the well. hey were made in the US; they 

were expensive, but are worth their weight in gold “down the hole.” Some 

evenings, I shared a beer with the driller and we enjoyed talking about well 

drilling in diferent parts of the world. We also laughed about my knowledge 
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of some Dutch oaths that would curl the toes of the uninitiated. Dutch is 
a great language for swearing; you can really put your heart into it…and 
nobody but a Netherlander will know what you’re saying! he driller also 
had a chuckle over my attempts at Swahili that I’d learned in my childhood.

To maintain the pumps, the Project arranged with groups of villages to 
designate a trusted bicycle mechanic from within their area for training 
and equipping for a new role as a ‘pump mechanic’. When a pump needed 
servicing, villagers could simply send him a message and he’d arrive on his 
bicycle with his tools to “pull the pump” and repair it. In exchange, he was 
paid in eggs, a chicken or two, a bushel of maize, or whatever was agreed 
upon. he ield teams wanted me to see how their pump mechanics were 
doing, but we needed to wait until one was called out on a repair job. I was 
fortunate that just such an occasion came up while I was there.

My driver took me out to the village where he’d been told a pump mechanic 
was at work…and there he was, squatting under a tall tripod of two-inch 
pipes set up over the wellhead to lit the pipe string and pump body out of 
the well. It’s a simple procedure but it requires the right tools and great care 
in liting the “string” of piping out of the well. Each “joint” of pump column, 
i.e. each three-meter length of pipe and the pump operating rod inside it, 
must be disconnected as it was lited to the surface, section by section. he 
mechanic must be very careful not to let the as-yet-not-disassembled “string” 
of pipe slip out of the grasp of the large pipe wrenches holding it at the 
surface. his is the same task that is oten shown on footage of roughnecks 
slamming “the tongs” onto a string of drill stem on an oil rig, only on a very 
much smaller scale. If it slips free, the whole string plummets to the bottom 
of the well. Although it can be ished out, the “ishing” is a tricky task for 
even a skilled maintenance crew.

I wanted to see how the mechanic was doing, but I didn’t want him to 
feel crowded by my presence, so I squatted down a few feet away and just 
watched for a while. Ater I had recognized his work pattern, I would silently 
ofer him the next tool he needed. Personally, I like working with helpers 
who do that. I soon had the pattern down and wordlessly we passed the 
tools back and forth. here were broad smiles on both our faces. I knew he 
was conident of his skills, and when he was done pulling the pump, he took 
it apart and we had a look at it. Yup, it needed new “leathers” on its pump 
piston. He had some in his tool kit and soon had the pump back together 
again. We talked a bit about his new “occasional” business of well servicing; 
I was encouraged to hear he was entirely content with it. Again, I thought, 
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“It doesn’t come any better than this. He has been well trained and well set 

up, he’s doing OK and he lives nearby.”

A new well was commissioned while I was there and, although I missed 

the commissioning ceremony, I was there at the well the next morning. 

Already, the women and some older children were busy with their established 

pattern of drawing water, illing large pots or tubs, and then liting them 

onto a woman’s head to carry home. Only now the water source was crystal 

clear, it was right in the middle of their village, and the children were having 

great fun operating the pump’s long handle for their waiting mothers. here 

were huge smiles all around.

With my ield work done, I shared my indings with the Team Leader about 

a few things here and there that could make the Project more complete or 

make it go a bit easier for the people in the ield. I concluded my analysis by 

noting that the Louga Project was the best planned, designed and executed 

village water supply project I’d ever seen and was in consonance with World 

Vision’s reputation for doing excellent work. I promised to make sure he 

got a copy of my report when it was inished back in California. I said my 

good-byes and added a heartfelt, “And may God be with you!”

Back in Dakar I took a day of to look around the harbour that I had 

passed through ity-ive years earlier and to go out to Isle Gorée, the infamous 

“Slave Island” now a national place of remembrance, to pay my respects to 

the tens of thousands of slaves from Africa who passed through there during 

the slave trade. It was a tiny island to which slaves in transit were brought 

by West African slave traders and held there in prison before being loaded 

like cordwood onto the slave ships that brought them to the New World. 

From the prison on the island, you can walk down a short, cramped tunnel 

to a small, low doorway that faces directly onto the sea. I thought about how 

those would have been the slaves’ last steps on the continent of their birth 

and the last light they would see before arriving in the Americas—if they 

survived the terrible conditions during the months-long crossing. I felt I 

could touch the sadness of the place.

• • • • •
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An African Balcony Scene

My room at the hotel in Dakar where I stayed the night before starting the 
long day’s journey back to San Francisco early the next morning was on the 
fourth loor and had a small balcony overlooking a quiet city street. In the 
evening before going to bed, I slid open the balcony door and stepped out 
into the sweet warmth of the African night. I was in my skivvies but that 
didn’t matter, it was dark and, anyway, Africans would not be ofended to 
see a man in his skivvies on his balcony. Carelessly, I pushed the door closed 
behind me…and heard a click! Immediately, I tried it. It had locked! here 
I was: at night, all alone, standing in my skivvies on a hotel balcony four 
loors up! What to do? Well, attract the attention of a passer-by!

But there weren’t any. his street, apparently, didn’t have pedestrians, not 
at that hour anyway. here was only the occasional car passing quietly far 
below me and they would never hear me hallooing. here were no sounds 
from any rooms within my earshot…so those guests would not be in earshot 
of me. I waited and waited; soon I was getting cold standing there with 
practically no clothes on. he thought of spending the night out there and 
perhaps well into the morning before gaining attention, and thus missing 
my light, was not a pleasant prospect. Was there anything to throw? Nope, 
the balcony was clean as a whistle. his was getting serious!

hen I noticed an apartment on the third loor of a building across the 
street, not directly opposite and about a hundred feet away, where a group 
of people were sitting having dinner together. I could see they were having 
a gay old time—the way a dinner party should be—and their balcony door 
was open! It was far enough away that no sounds from the dinner party 
reached me, but it was my only chance. I remembered how in the Army my 
men said they liked my commands when we were on parade because they 
could always hear them. I shouted and hallooed as loud as I could. Surely 
they would hear, but not a head turned. How I wished I could put my ingers 
to my lips and make an ear-splitting whistle, but I’d not learned that skill. 
So I watched and waited, hoping I could sense when there was a lull in the 
animated conversations. hat didn’t work either.

hen I suddenly thought, “Hey, you ninny! hey’re probably speaking 
French and your words just aren’t catching their attention! Use your French!” 
So again I waited for what appeared to be a suitable moment then let out a 
loud, “Au Secours! Au Secours!”… nothing. But “Au Secours” is a hard phrase 
to really belt out. Let’s try a blood-curdling scream followed by “Mon Dieu!!” 
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and a stream of French Canadian oaths! One head turned toward the open 

door, and then turned away. Try again…. his time two heads turned and 

I immediately repeated it. Conversation at the dinner table stopped as two 

men got up from the table and came out on the balcony.

“Halloooo! Ici! Au-dessus!”… And they pointed right at me!

“Ah! Monsieur! Que-est-ce-que la faute?”

“La porte est fermée, elle a serrée. Je suis seul et j’ai froid!”

“Ah! Monsieur! Je comprends! Que-est-ce-que votre numero?”

“Ma chambre est numero quatre-cents quinze.”

“Numero quatre-cents quinze?”

“Oui, c’est correct!”

“Moment, Monsieur!” and one of the men disappeared inside. In a couple 

of minutes he reappeared. “J’ai téléphoné. Une femme s’approche.”

“Ah, monsieur! Très bon! Merci! Je vous donne mes grâces de mon coeur!”

In a few minutes a woman from housekeeping came and let me back 

into my room! he two men, and several other guests from the dinner party, 

had waited on their balcony. I gave them a big hands-clasped-over-my-head 

“Hurrah.”

“Adieu!”

“Adieu!” I could only chuckle at the laughs I must have given them around 

their dinner table.

he next morning I made my light on time and returned to the States 

to deliver my report on the Louga project. It had been a satisfying and 

rewarding experience. Some years later, when I was on an assignment with 

the Peace Corps in the neighbouring country of Mauritania, I met a woman 

from World Vision who was part of a team working near the Malian border 

and asked her how the Louga project in Senegal had turned out. “Oh!” she 

replied, “It’s still going! We just installed our twelve hundredth well!”
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CHaptEr EigHtEEn

Buried in an Egyptian Bureaucracy

A
 
ter I returned from Senegal, and with marriage in prospect, I wanted 

to return to a more stable work environment. his meant inding a 

large consulting engineering irm in my ield of work that I could join on a 

long-term contract to continue my work. I lined up work with a consulting 

engineering irm I had worked alongside in prior years, Harza Engineers in 

Chicago. hey ofered me the choice of two long-term projects, both USAID 

contracts. One was just getting underway in Quetta in the remote Baluch 

tribal lands of Pakistan, the other was as Team Leader on a job in Cairo, 

Egypt that had been going six years and was beginning its inal two years 

for its wind-up phase.

Although Quetta was attractive to me because of where it was located, 

that location was a non-starter for any woman let alone my future bride. So 

I happily settled for the job in Cairo. Kenya had been Jackie’s irst taste of 

Africa and she was attracted by the thought of going to live in Cairo.

Jackie and I were married in Orinda in June 1989, and I went of to Cairo 

in August. I had already put my house back on lease and Jackie would come 

to Cairo ater she leased her house and put her household efects in storage. 

In the meantime, I searched for a place for us to live in Cairo. As always, 

inding a place took quite a while. All the apartments I looked at were typical 

Cairo: small and dark and airless with tiny, very basic kitchens. I could not 

bring Jackie to one of those from her lovely place in Orinda.

Eventually, I found a not-quite-inished, two-loor, large, bright and airy 

apartment on the third loor of a small six-storey apartment building in a 

nice neighbourhood in Heliopolis. President Mubarak lived a few blocks 

away, and the Heliopolis sports club with its running track and large sports 

ield was right across the street! he apartment was well along to completion. 

here were people already living in some of the inished apartments in the 

building. I talked to some of them, took a leap of faith, and put a deposit 

down. It took longer than promised to have it inished, so in October Jackie 

came out to join me at the very nice Meridien hotel in Heliopolis while we 

shopped for furniture, draperies and ittings for our new place, all comfortably 

within USAID allowances. When we moved in I said, “Welcome, Dear, to our 
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honeymoon apartment!” It even had a spiral staircase to the bedrooms and 
bathrooms on the second loor—with stained glass windows in the stairwell!

• • • • •

My hree-Client Job in Cairo

My job in Cairo was to shepherd the Project Planning Department of the 
Ministry of Public Works and Irrigation as they took the reins in preparing 
project proposals to international lending agency standards. For six years 
there had been a team of six engineers, economists and IT specialists from 
the consulting irm in Chicago to bring along the Egyptian staf of about 
two dozen engineers, a number of whom had been sent of to the US for 
graduate work during that period. hey had learned to prepare proposals to 
World Bank standards so that the Ministry would no longer need to contract 
out the work to expatriate consultants. he Ministry and USAID believed 
that the Planning Department’s staf was well prepared and it was time to 
hand over the task to the Egyptian staf. hey required a single American 
engineer in Cairo to guide them through the transition. I was the one to do 
this. I looked forward to the prospect of guiding a group of young engineers 
as they prepared the proposals themselves.

When the team of six had departed, and within days of being on my 
own, I began to realize that the Project Planning Department’s staf, from 
its Director on down, had no intention of following this mandate! When I 
told them I was there to guide them as they did the work themselves, there 
was stunned silence followed by angry denials. I pointed out that there 
was no way that I, as a single engineer, could do what had been done by 
six before me, besides it was now their job to pick up the reins and do it 
themselves with me there to see them through it. heir disappointment and 
thus their anger only deepened. he department head sympathised with me 
but showed no willingness to lead his staf of engineers in carrying the load. 
I began to realize that the necessary degree of conidence, cooperation and 
accountability just wasn’t part of the Egyptian bureaucracy’s work ethos.

What to do? Perhaps I could get a member of the old team back to help 
me. Rufus, an economist from the earlier group, well liked and respected by 
his former departmental staf, was available for a short while to help hold 
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their hands while the department stafers began to pick up the reins. Rufus 

arrived in about a month and we sat down to discuss “the situation.”

Rufus, a kind and truth-telling older man, told me, “Yes, Bill, this job 

didn’t work from the beginning and you’ve recognized some of the ‘why’ of 

it. he project looked all right on paper because the Department was turning 

out the required studies. But that was because we six expatriates were doing 

practically all of it ourselves. he young engineers in the Department have 

no intention of doing the work. here is no way you can succeed with this.”

I replied, “hank you, Rufus, for your frankness. hat’s about what I’ve 

come to realize as well. But let’s see if we can get them started on at least a 

plan of what they are going to do in the next year, commit to it, and make 

a start on it.”

Rufus said, “But the trouble is, Bill, you have three clients here: the USAID 

Project Oicer here in Cairo, the Director of the Planning Department, and 

the brass back in Chicago. hey all have diferent agendas. hey’ll never 

come clean on the reality and agree on what needs to be done. And there’s 

nothing you can do about it.”

he next two years were the most frustrating of my career. Sometimes, 

while navigating the chaotic Cairo traic in our aged Peugeot 504, I would 

jokingly say to Jackie “I’m so glad you’re here with me, Dear. If you weren’t, 

I probably would have by now run down one of the these pedestrians who 

step out in front of me.” hat brought only icy silence from Jackie. hat 

puzzled me.

Part of my frustration stemmed from the way in which the Department’s 

staf approached their work. here was little personal satisfaction in their 

work because they were paid very little. Most of them had at least one other 

job and time in the department oices was oten used for sleeping. he 

reason nothing they worked on was even close to being inished was that 

the only personal satisfaction let to them was to protect their reputations 

by tearing down other people’s work and reputations if they dared to show 

any initiative. he underlying M.O. was that if you didn’t produce any work, 

you wouldn’t be setting yourself up to be negatively judged by your peers.

In this climate it was natural that from time to time I would be “stabbed 

in the back”. On these occasions, my Egyptian colleagues would urge me to 

retaliate. But I would reply, “No, I have no need to retaliate. It’s not pleasant, 

but they have done me no harm; besides, so we can just carry on without 

starting a pointless vendetta. hat way we will show whoever it is who did 

it that they have had no efect and perhaps they will realize it’s a no-win 
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game they’re playing. Someone has to break this vicious circle and I don’t 
mind being the one to do it.”

“You’re a fool, an utter fool, not to strike back!” would be the response. 
“You’ll never get anywhere!”

I would reply, “I’m not interested in getting myself anywhere. I’m inter-
ested in getting the job done. Now let’s just get on with our job here.” But I 
didn’t get anywhere with that either.

• • • • •

Life Outside “he Job”

hings were diferent for Jackie. She enjoyed her time in Cairo. She signed 
up for courses in Pharaonic Art and History at American University Cairo 
where her professor was a friend of her boss back in San Francisco. She 
took tours to local sites of historic interest in and around Cairo, of which 
there were dozens. Jackie didn’t attempt to drive in Egypt; Cairo’s traic 
was sheer chaotic madness and I took care of that. If I was in good spirits, 
I even enjoyed it.

Jackie would go to the University, just of Tahrir Square, by the under-
ground Metro that had a station nearby in Heliopolis. It even had some 
“women only” carriages that Jackie really appreciated. We would shop together 
in the myriad little shops on Heliopolis’ shopping street for meat and groceries 
and lowers and the sundry things we needed. On these excursions, I would 
help out with the Arabic that I was learning from a tutor.

he Egyptians are friendly, kind, gentle people; they oten ofered us help 
in our shopping or in crossing multiple lanes of crazy traic. here were 
stoplights at the major intersections but they usually didn’t work. Instead, 
sometimes there would be three or four police recruits directing traic. hey 
paid little attention to each other and this would lead to hilarious traic 
jams, but it made it a bit easier for pedestrians to cross. We made a number 
of friendships with Egyptians and expatriates who lived in Heliopolis. It was 
fun going to dinner parties where the conversations would sometimes be 
carried on in three languages—all at once!

On some Muslim holidays we would get away to places like Sharm el 
Sheikh on the Red Sea at the bottom of the Sinai peninsula, or to the antiq-
uities up the Nile at Luxor and hebes. On the outskirts of Cairo near Ma’adi, 
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I discovered a small family-run operation on the Nile river that rented out 

feluccas along with a boatman. From time to time we would go there on a 

Friday aternoon and stay out on the placidly lowing Nile until dusk. It was 

balm to our souls. he boatmen soon discovered that Jackie and I were both 

good sailors and would happily turn the vessel over to us while they smoked 

a hookah and we visited with them. One fellow even had the patience to try 

helping me with my Arabic!

On a long Eid holiday we let Cairo and lew to Switzerland to join friends 

of mine who came over from Orinda for ten days. We stayed in lovely chalets 

and hiked in the Swiss Alps. I told Jackie, “Don’t assume that all the places 

I go are situated like this. Cairo is a rare place in the world. Relish it while 

you are here.”

Jackie had booked a ten-day trip up the Nile with Katherine, her twen-

ty-something daughter. As the time for the trip approached, Saddam Hussein 

invaded Kuwait. Friends and family in the US were very concerned about 

our safety and begged us to come home. I knew we were safe as a house 

there in Cairo. Kuwait was a thousand miles away and the Egyptians were 

pleased to have the Americans there; they detested the Iraqis. So Katherine 

came over and mother and daughter had a grand cruise up the Nile. here 

were very few tourists in Egypt just then and they were treated like Royalty.

• • • • •

Return to the Masai Mara

I had long wanted to introduce my nieces, Kate, Sally and Alex Ker and 

Alex’s iancé Tony Maxwell to Africa. I wanted them to experience a bit of 

the continent that was so much a part of their mother’s and uncle’s growing 

up. While Jackie and I were in Cairo was the time to have them go on safari 

with us on the Masai Mara with my friend Patrick Pape. I arranged it for the 

Christmas and New Year’s break in 1990. he Gulf War was in full swing but 

they came anyway. hey spent several days in Cairo before we all lew down 

to Nairobi just before Christmas. We celebrated Christmas in the gracious 

hospitality of Nairobi’s Norfolk Hotel where Jackie and I had stayed two 

years earlier. hen we lew to the Masai Mara for a week-long private safari 

with Patrick Pape. We had a grand time visiting the animals as a family.

Ater “the Mara” we all went down to Lamu, an isolated Kenyan ishing 
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village on the Indian Ocean where Jackie and I had stayed on our earlier visit. 
It had a long connection with Arab traders. We took the overnight train, 
still called “he Lunatic Express,” from Nairobi to Mombassa and lew from 
there in a small twin to the landing strip at Lamu. It was an idyllic place. 
We walked about in the village, hung out on the beaches, went ishing and 
sailing on an Arab dhow. hey stayed with us in Cairo for a few more days 
before departing for Canada, happy for their unique African experience.

• • • • •

Departure from Cairo—and More

When my contract had just two months to go, one morning my Department 
head asked me to come in and, with his hands trembling on the memo he 
held, told me I was being let go and the project was being folded into another 
contract that the Company had with the Ministry and USAID. It was the irst 
I’d heard of this and it was plain he hadn’t either. He was terriied. He had 
had more than one cardiac episode while I was away on leave and now he 
was asking me, “What am I going to do?”

I tried to assuage his worry by telling him, “Well, just go on doing what 
you’ve been doing. You’ll not lose your job.” I felt sorry for him; he was a 
decent man but way out of his depth. Sadly, he died of a heart attack about 
a year ater I let.

Harza Engineers ofered me a job heading up a new USAID contract 
they were getting ready to begin on the Volta River in Ghana. So Jackie and 
I packed up our things for shipment back to the US and started for home 
via Accra, Ghana. I spent a few days there interviewing various Ghanaian 
government oicials about the project and their prospective roles in it. It 
became very plain they had little or no interest in the project and they simply 
didn’t have the oice space, vehicles or personnel that the contract required 
them to provide. I could see it would be another failure like the project 
in Cairo and I was not about to fall for this one. I told Jackie I would not 
touch it with a barge pole and would stop of in Chicago on my way home 
to tell them myself. Jackie was bitterly disappointed. I sensed she wanted 
to stay overseas; she did not want to go home, but ofered no reason. With 
the sudden ending of my work with Harza, I had no new assignment to go 
to and no current prospects. So we went home to Jackie’s house in Orinda.
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• • • • •

Time for Re-evaluation

Soon ater Wendy and I were divorced in 1976, I had completed my irst 

year at FMC and I got a big raise. It was way larger than I’d expected, and I 

was able to take our house of the market, reinance it, and buy out Wendy’s 

half of our house. hen I put it out on lease. It stayed on lease for the next 

ten years and on through the time Jackie and I were married and Jackie’s 

house became my home. Since the mortgage cost was low and house prices 

kept going up over that 25-year period, it provided a steady and growing 

foundation for my very unsteady earnings and I was able to contribute my 

share to our joint income. When Jackie and I returned unexpectedly from 

Egypt, I could see that paying work for me was getting more and more 

scarce. I still had an income stream from my own house but I wanted to 

make myself useful at home.

Once back in America, I relected on my changing work environment.

In the 1960s USAID projects had been focused on basic needs and the 

infrastructure to support them. Agricultural projects had agronomists and 

related professionals managing them, engineering projects were guided 

and managed by engineers, health projects were managed by public health 

professionals, and so on. he Coastal Embankment Project in East Pakistan 

was one of these; it was visionary in where it was located and how it was 

done, many said it couldn’t be done. It had the management, both in USAID/

East Pakistan and the engineering Consortium, who had the contract and 

the “know how”. Ater the destruction of the dikes in the cyclone and tidal 

wave the local Bengalis themsevelves set about rebuilding the dikes. hey 

had learned how.

But by the time I was in Cairo in 1989 to 1991, the focus and environ-

ment of AID had changed. he US Embassy, which took up a whole block in 

downtown Cairo, had become a massive fortress. For an American citizen on 

government business it was an endless palaver with security just to get through 

the front hall. Egyptians had to stand outside on the street for ages. hey 

disliked this treatment in their own country. It won America little respect.

By then, the majority of aid to Egypt was military hardware. General 

Dynamics personnel occupied a whole large apartment building in Cairo 

devoted to them. It, too, had special security; they were maintaining F-16s 
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for the Egyptian Air Force. In discussions with my AID contact person in 
Cairo over what could be done to salvage the Ministry of Public Works 
project I was responsible for, I discovered that his main diiculty was that 
he couldn’t possibly change it. he Cairo AID mission’s focus was on the 
problem of pushing money out the door fast enough. hey were falling 
behind and would get their knuckles rapped by Washington. Appropriate 
technology and sustainability had long ago been abandoned.

My colleagues in the Public Works Planning Department would ask me, 
“Mister Ellis, we don’t understand. he Americans who come here to help us 
are such kind, helpful people, you really try to help us, but your government 
spends millions shipping arms to our police and army who then use them 
on us. You have a democracy in America, yet your government spends bil-
lions propping up dictators around the world like our Mr. Mubarak. here 
seems to be a disconnect between the Americans we know here and your 
government that supposedly represents its people. How come? You have a 
democracy don’t you? We don’t understand.”

And I would tell them, “Well, we used to have a democracy in America, 
but we don’t have one now. What we have now is an oligarchy where big 
corporations and their lobbyists set the priorities, and the biggest among 
these is the armament industry.” My colleagues would sit in silence for a 
few moments and some would almost be in tears. hen came the anger, and 
that’s only natural.

It was time for some “forward planning.” I could see that in the changing 
political climate at home, American foreign aid had moved away from com-
passionate concern for the basic needs of the world’s poor—food and water, 
shelter, justice and peaceful coexistence—and toward an implicit emphasis on 
strategic positioning for military and economic advantage and a concomitant 
reduction in spending on traditional aid. Opportunities for work in my 
ield would continue to shrink, and the spaces between assignments would 
continue to lengthen, especially for long-term work. What to do? Well, try 
to ind a permanent job in my ield or igure out a way to earn some income 
while I’m home between assignments.

As luck would have it, a friend of mine who was on the board of CARE 
called to let me know that CARE was moving its headquarters from New 
York City to Atlanta, Georgia and was looking for replacement staf including 
someone in my ield. What an opportunity!

So I made a “cold call” and sent CARE my résumé. Nothing happened, 
there was no response. I waited and waited then called to see if I should 



313Buried in an egyptian Bureaucracy

re-send my inquiry. he response was “No, there’s no need.” I tried again 

and got the same response. It seemed odd that they would give no acknowl-

edgement or reply. Ater a while I grew suspicious and consulted a friend 

who was a “head hunter” for large corporations and asked him what might 

be the problem. His answer was plain. “It’s called ‘age discrimination’, Bill. 

When an employer is practicing it they cannot let on that they have ever 

even heard of you.”

“hat’s what I have come to suspect,” I replied, “but I’m only 56!”

“Yes,” he replied, “but they probably don’t want to take on the risk of your 

health insurance, or that would be their excuse. You’d be better of looking 

somewhere else.”

Getting my head around that one took me a little while. I thought “Here 

I am, with nearly thirty years of experience and still in the prime of my life, 

I could be a real asset to them and they won’t even talk to me!” hat gut 

level blow of “not being needed” was a tough one to deal with. I thought of 

others in my position, probably millions of us in the US economy, and what 

that meant for the American society.

So, okay, fall back to Plan B. I had enjoyed helping build my own house 

and had learned much from Bill Kruiswijk and from working with a couple 

of friends doing major renovations on their houses. I wanted to do more of 

that by buying and renovating low-income houses and putting them back 

on the market at reasonable prices. I talked to my friends and they wanted 

to join me in that endeavour. hey both had regular jobs and we could work 

together on weekends; I would be the lead man.

I took a course for the General Contractor’s licence and easily passed 

the exam. We set about looking at depressed neighbourhoods in our county 

and enlisted the help of a real estate agent who knew that market; it was 

near the industrial waterfront of our county. We were looking for “the dog 

of the neighbourhood” that could be ixed up and put back on the market 

without too much cost. I put together a spreadsheet that would compare all 

the “input data” for each prospect with our parameters, and come up with a 

likely time span and return on investment. We “ran the numbers” on several 

houses we identiied and looked at, and each time the outcome was slightly 

negative. he problem was that the California real estate market was in one 

of its swoons. We were making sensibly conservative estimates on how much 

it would cost and how long it would take to make the renovations and get the 

property back on the market, but by the time renovations were completed, 

the sale price would be too low to make a proit. We were in the wrong part 
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of the real estate cycle, so we dropped the idea. We hadn’t committed to 
doing one, so we didn’t lose any money.

In 1994 I went to Ecuador for a couple of months for Robert Nathan 
Associates to develop a proposal to the Inter-American Development Bank, 
the “IDB”, for dealing with loods in Quito that were accompanied by immense 
amounts of sediment from storm runof on the lower slopes of a volcano 
located right next to the city. It was an interesting assignment that meant 
working with squatter settlements of desperately poor campesinos who had 
migrated to Quito looking for work. heir settlements had stripped the 
mountainside of forest cover, and the erosion was truly monumental.

As part of developing an overall plan to ameliorate the looding in the 
city, I worked with the squatters on ways they could lessen the erosion. 
hey were there on the mountainside, were contributing to the erosion and 
lash looding and they were the best people to do something about it. We 
were not about to move them away; they had nowhere else to go. So they 
became part of the solution. he city was pleased with our proposal and 
sent it forward to the IDB. Nathan Associates expected to win the contract 
and asked me if I would go to Quito to manage it. Quito is a lovely city; 
Jackie and I looked forward to moving there and I began private lessons 
in Spanish. But the project didn’t get funded by the IDB, there were other 
projects with higher priority.

About a decade earlier, I had signed up with VOCA—Volunteers for Over-
seas Cooperative Assistance, but had not checked back with them in recent 
years. Perhaps it was time to give them, and myself, a jog.
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CHaptEr ninEtEEn

Journey Into Mauritania

A Farm Co-Op Volunteer Organization

A
 
s part of my profession as a water resources engineer working in 

conservation and development of agricultural and domestic water 
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supplies in the rural areas of the less developed parts of the world, I had 
earlier joined VOCA. It kept a roster of agricultural professionals willing to 
volunteer their time on overseas assignments in their ields of expertise. 
heir clients were charitable organizations such as Save the Children, Oxfam, 
World Vision, Food for the Hungry, CARE, etc., who could not aford the 
“daily rate” of costly expatriate experts but who needed their services on 
short term overseas assignments delivering expertise in food production and 
processing, animal husbandry, irrigation and water supply and sanitation.

As with all such organizations, your name and qualiications were put into 
a computerized database and you waited to get a call from a recruiter who 
had your name. One could oten wait several years before this happened, 
but once you received an assignment and word of your work got around 
among the recruiters in diferent regions of the US, you were called on more 
and more frequently. A recruiter would call to describe the requirements of 
a given assignment and when and where it was. If you were available and 
felt it was a it, they sent you detailed terms of reference and you got back 
to them with a Yes or No. Although I joined VOCA while I was with FMC 
International, I did most of my volunteering with them from my home in 
California when I was on my own as an independent consultant. VOCA and 
I developed a mutual regard and enjoyed working together.

One day in 1996, a VOCA recruiter who knew me well called and asked 
if I would be interested in going to Mauritania to do some work with Peace 
Corps Volunteers, known in the profession as “PCVs.” here had been a long 
hiatus of work in Africa for me and I was longing to get back to work in a 
continent I love—it was, ater all, my birthplace. I said I would love to go.

Over the years of working in the ield in developing countries I had 
developed a great respect for PCVs. hey contributed such basic, useful work 
with the poorest of the poor in very primitive conditions and with very little 
support; it would be a privilege to work with them. I had also long wanted 
to go to Mauritania, a relatively unknown, desperately poor country located 
mostly in the Sahara in the far western part of the “elephant’s ear” of the 
African continent. he assignment involved working in villages with PCVs 
to provide guidance on how they could help the subsistence peasant farmers 
improve the management of very meagre water supplies for their vegetable 
gardens, for sanitary domestic uses which the PCVs were introducing, and to 
help with whatever other water conservation measures they might attempt. 
And, in addition, run some practical training courses for the PCVs. It was 
a natural for me, but there was one problem, and a big one. he client, the 
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US Peace Corps Director in Mauritania, wanted the volunteer consultant 

to come over in June, the very hottest time of the year there.

I told the recruiter that although I was willing to go, the assignment should 

be put of until at least October when temperatures in the Sahara began 

to moderate; June was the hottest time of the year. It also was just before 

the Inter-Tropical Convergence—the ickle “ITC”—arrived with torrential 

rains, if it arrived at all in that dry part of the world. It would be plain folly, 

I asserted, to attempt it in June, so I asked the recruiter to let the Peace 

Corps know this and to see if they would reschedule it for the fall. He said 

he would see what he could do. Some days later, he called me back to say he 

could get nowhere with the Peace Corps and suggested I call them myself 

since I had irst-hand experience of the conditions there. So I did…and I, 

too, got nowhere.

Ater an all too brief telephone conversation, the Mauritania desk oicer 

at Peace Corps Headquarters in Washington, DC, said, “Well, Mr. Ellis, we 

have to have it done now. If you can’t go we’ll ind someone else.” To this old 

ire-horse, those were ighting words. Much against my better judgment I 

heard myself saying, “Well, all right, I’ll go.”

• • • • •

Mauritania

A place on the world map now called Mauritania goes a long way back in 

history; it was irst mentioned in Roman writings from about 100 B.C. In the 

Middle Ages the country was known as the Berber Kingdom of Mauretania, 

the vaguely known northwestern part of Africa extending from the coasts 

of modern-day Algeria and Morocco inland into the Sahara beyond the 

Atlas Mountains. France set up a protectorate in what is now Mauritania 

in 1902, and modern Mauritania was largely the result of their eforts in 

promoting a distinct Mauritanian identity separate from the nearby states. 

Ater elections in 1959 Mauritania became an independent counrty with a 

presidential system of government. In 1978 military leaders took over the 

government; it has remained under military rule for most of the time since 

then. It is now oicially known as the Islamic Republic of Mauritania.

Mauritania covers close to 400,000 square miles, making it more than 

1½ times the size of Texas. Nearly 750 miles long both from north to south 
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and east to west, all but a strip about sixty miles wide across the south of 
the country is true Sahara. Daytime temperatures are regularly over 40°C 
but drop dramatically in the desert at night. Temperatures along the Senegal 
river in the south are a bit more moderate. here is little rain in the north; 
the south gets about 50 cm. in an average year. When I served there, there 
was no proper road between Nouadibou, the only port, and the capital 
Nouakchott on the coast 350 miles to the south. A modern road into the 
interior, called the Trans-Mauritania Highway, was completed in 1985; it 
was known locally as La Route d’Espoir—the Highway of Hope.

he great majority of Mauritania’s population of about 3.5 million are 
descendants of Berber Arabs and are called Maurs. In the southernmost 
part of the country, along the Senegal River, the population is mainly black 
Africans descended from Fulani, Pul, and Songhai peoples. he Maurs and 
some of the Fulani were traditionally nomadic herders who moved their 
locks of sheep and goats and camels long distances in search of sparse pas-
ture and watering places in the Sahara. he black population are generally 
sedentary subsistence farmers in the southernmost part of the country where 
the Sahara gives way to the Sahel. In 1996 the average population density 
was eight persons per square mile and the average GDP per capita was less 
than a dollar a day. It was one of the poorest countries in the world.

• • • • •

To Nouakchott

Air France lew three times a week from Paris to Nouakchott via Bamako, 
the capital of the neighbouring country of Mali. he lights let Paris in the 
early aternoon, arrived at Bamako just at dusk, and then continued on to 
Nouakchott arriving there shortly before midnight. Ater clearing customs 
and immigration I was met by a Peace Corps driver among the usual mêlée 
of taxi drivers at the Arrivées exit and taken to a very pleasant staf house 
run by the US Embassy for visitors on government business. here was not 
a soul around at that wee hour of the morning, but I found a note directing 
me to my room; it was upstairs, air conditioned and very comfortable.

In the morning I discovered that Nouakchott was, indeed, just as my 
friend and colleague, Jim Wolf, had described it. “Bill, although it is the capital 
of the country, Nouakchott is mostly a refugee camp for the tribespeople 
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from the interior whose traditional grazing lands have been overtaken by 

the advancing Sahara or who have been uprooted by the war that has been 

going on in the Western Sahara for decades. Its streets are mostly broad 

expanses of sand but there are a few trees. About the only local recreation 

is to go to the wide sand beaches on the open Atlantic a couple of miles 

west of the town and hang out with the ishermen in the cool breezes that 

come in of the sea.”

Ater breakfast in a large, airy tea-room at the staf house, I was picked 

up by the driver and taken to the Peace Corps headquarters to check in and 

discuss my assignment with the Country Director, develop a work plan with 

him, get to know the people there, and begin preparations for my irst foray 

into the interior. he Director wanted me to go out right away on a ten-day 

trip to work with the PCVs in villages in the Assaba District to help them 

with their plans for developing the villages’ meagre water supplies.

But in a day or two there were to be celebrations in Nouakchott for 

the 25th Anniversary of Peace Corps operations in Mauritania. Most of 

the two dozen PCVs in the country had come into town to take part in the 

celebrations and were staying at their Maison de Passage, a large three-story 

house. hey were keen for me to attend their presentations, so I stayed in 

town for a couple of days. I was delighted to have this opportunity to begin 

to get to know most of the PCVs in the country and all in one place, for they 

were very seldom all in town at once. At the anniversary functions there was 

much speech-making by Mauritanian and US oicials. I easily understood 

the Mauritanians’ educated French. It was heart-warming to see how valued 

by the Mauritanian oicials these young PCVs and their predecessors were. 

I was very proud of our young Peace Corps Volunteers who presented brief 

descriptions of the projects they were at work on in the villages, all delivered 

in the local dialects as well as in French. At the gathering I had a chance to 

speak one-on-one with some of them.

he Assaba, my irst assignment, was located to the east from Nouakchott, 

some 400 miles into the desert and was known for its heat. So before setting 

out I had a long talk with the Peace Corps nurse, Barbara James, whose role 

there was to keep the PCVs healthy and thriving under very demanding con-

ditions. I wanted to make sure I was taking the proper precautions for where 

I was going. We discovered we had much experience in common. Among 

other duties, Barbara had worked in a clinic way up the Khumbu valley in 

Nepal where she had “revived mountaineers brought down from Everest 

three-quarters dead from dehydration.” Having climbed high mountains, 
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I knew how critical her work had been. Each of us had years of similar 
experiences living and working in extreme climates and remote parts of 
the world. We both felt that a ive-day foray into the desert would be quite 
enough for my irst trip, even though the Director expected that I would make 
it a ten-day tour because, as he said, “It’s such a long drive just to get there.”

Barbara’s parting remark to me was, “You have all the skills to survive 
out there, Bill. But just remember, when you get back you’re going to be 
one whipped puppy.”

I smiled. “Okay. hanks. We’ll see. I’ll check in with you when I get back.” 
But what was running through my mind were thoughts that anyone who 
has lived and worked au brusse in Africa has had. I knew that if I was seri-
ously injured out in the bush—in an accident or some other life-threatening 
happenstance—the chances of surviving were practically nil. I knew very 
well that there was no medical support out there and I would have to rely 
on my own wits and courage and whatever aid I could provide myself. Also 
I knew that if I stayed out there long enough, sooner or later my number 
would come up. I wondered when that might be.

• • • • •

he Drive to the Assaba

In pre-dawn darkness, Ahmadou Ba, our Peace Corps driver, picked me up 
in a rugged “desertized” 4WD Toyota Land Cruiser outside the Embassy 
guest house where I had been staying since arriving from San Francisco 
just three days earlier. We drove through still-sleeping neighbourhoods to 
the Peace Corps maison de passage. here we loaded up the Toyota: rolls of 
fence-wire for a garden project; boxes of supplies; equipment and treasures 
bought in Nouakchott on this rare visit to town; four large, well-stufed 
backpacks—one each for the four Volunteers who were going back au brusse 
with me; four one-gallon plastic jerry-cans for drinking water encased in wet, 
hand-stitched burlap covers (the case of bottled drinking water for me had 
gone in the day before); my ield kit bag and battered old leather briefcase; 
and assorted cushions and pillows. Lastly, four volunteers piled in: Jessica 
Farmer from Minnetonka, Minnesota, Jennifer Rierson from Dover, New 
Jersey, John O’Leary from Annandale, Virginia, and Heidi Zimmerman from 
Annapolis, Maryland. Sleepily, they arranged themselves on the benches 
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and on top of the cargo in the back. I guessed there had been a good party 

at the maison the night before to wind up the 25-year celebrations that had 

brought them into town. I climbed in front with Ba.

As the sky began to lighten in the East with the hard, yellow-white light 

peculiar to the Sahara dawn, we were already heading across the town’s 

dusty streets—they weren’t streets, really, just wide sandy spaces between 

the buildings—and then on to the smooth, paved two-lane road La Route 

d’Espoir that threaded east from Nouakchott into the desert. he PCVs were 

already asleep; they knew what was ahead of them—twelve hours on bush 

roads. But I was wide awake to take in the scene around me: orange-red 

sand dunes interspersed with white ones overlying a gently rolling plain of 

grey subkah, or clay and caliche, that stretched to the horizon. here were 

occasional stunted thorn trees, looking mostly dead, and scattered patches of 

dhoka, a grey-green shrub that even goats don’t eat. he dunes migrated in 

long ingers from the north, so the opposing highway lane was intermittently 

obliterated with sand drits; in places the dunes covered the whole road. he 

long shadows cast by the low sun made dramatic reliefs in the landscape.

Ahead, the ribbon of blacktop humped endlessly to the horizon—some-

times miles away as we crested one of the gently rolling rises in the plain, 

sometimes twenty meters away as we climbed the back of a dune. here was 

no point in making road cuts here; they would rapidly ill with driting sand. 

here was very little traic, only the occasional pickup, Land Cruiser or huge 

Mercedes 18-wheeler, the backbone of African road transport heaped to the 

top of the side-boards, swaying toward us with a load of bagged charcoal 

from down in the Senegal river valley and always topped with three or four 

“lookouts” getting a free ride. I shuddered at the number of trees each load 

represented; but most Mauritanians could not get cooking gas (propane), 

let alone aford it.

Along the way, in occasional hollows between the dunes, we passed col-

lections of “temporary” buildings and the large, low, white or black tents 

of the nomadic tribes from the north who have been forced south by La 

Secheresse, the drought that had alicted the southern edges of the Sahara 

for most of the past twenty years. heir camels and sheep and goats, and 

an occasional donkey, wandered aimlessly along the roadside searching for 

food. Some just stood in the middle of the road. Ba, cruising at 120 KPH 

whenever he could, slowed to a crawl whenever there was an animal at the 

edge of the road who even looked like it might wander out. Made for a lot of 

slowing; but Ba was an imperturbable, very swit, and very smooth driver. 
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Some animals didn’t have the good fortune to meet an Ahmadou Ba. I began 
counting carcasses at the side of the road; long before we got to Boutilimit, 
a hundred miles out, I stopped counting at two dozen.

Along the way we came to various checkpoints—a tin shack or two at 
the side of the road, sometimes with a sign, more oten without, and in what 
seemed like the middle of nowhere. Ba knew intuitively which to blow by, 
which to slow and wave at, and which to stop for. At the latter, a soldier 
wandered out and asked Ba for his Ordre du Mission, Ba gave him one from 
a stack of documents on the dash, we passed some pleasantries and went 
on our way. Most checkpoints just waived us through, they knew the Peace 
Corps vehicles and smiled and waved to us.

We reached Boutilimit about eight a.m. to see groups of young people 
on their way to school walking towards us chatting and gooing around 
as teenagers do the world over. he town was just one long street of mud 
buildings linked by a single row of power poles. Boutilimit, along with a 
dozen other towns, had acquired electricity the previous year. Ba bought some 
bread through the window from a vendor. He passed each of us a couple of 
sticks about twice the length of a hot-dog bun. It was delicious—crunchy 
crust and still warm from the oven. Wherever the French have been there 
is good bread. Heidi produced some jam from her daypack and I ofered 
some Vache Qui Rit cheese wedges I bought the previous evening. hese were 
passed around for our breakfast; Ba, ever the purist, liked his bread plain.

We climbed out of the shallow depression that Boutilimit occupies and 
continued east toward Aleg, about ninety miles away. he dunes became 
smaller and gave way to gently rolling expanses of hardpan interspersed with 
patches of sand and occasional large areas of scattered thorn trees and worn-
out grassland. We began to see long lines of the local zebu cattle straggling 
across the desert in their perpetual search for food; they looked remarkably 
healthy. As always in Africa, they were in the care of young boys in tattered 
tee-shirts and shorts who wandered along a short distance from the cattle.

I could see Aleg from quite a distance. It sat next to a small rocky hillock, 
the only one I’d seen all morning, with an old fort atop it that was still in use 
by the gendarmerie. he town, a village really, nestled around the north side 
of the hillock where the road turned northeast. Just short of Aleg I spotted the 
irst large culvert whose dry watercourse showed signs of torrential runof. So 
it does rain here, I thought. A cloudburst about once in two years, I was told.

We reached Aleg’s town center, which was only a few hundred yards long, 
and pulled up beside a roadside restaurant, a truck stop really, for lunch 
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about 10 a.m. he temperature was already over 100º F. It was two hundred 

miles and six hours drive to the next town and Ba had been driving for 

four hours, so it was time for a break. We piled out of the truck and ducked 

under the low canvas shelter of the restaurant, sat down on dusty rugs and 

took of our shoes. All except John; he was happily asleep in the truck with 

his “mountain man” hat pulled over his face to keep the lies of. Someone 

went to get some cold sodas…well…cool…for the electricity was on only 

at night. At the end of the shelter, Ba spoke to the cook and chose a few ribs 

from the clean, fresh sheep carcass that hung of to our right. he designated 

cut was detly sliced of and cut into chops by the cook, a large man in a 

black tee shirt and voluminous black pantaloons, who tossed the chops onto 

a piece of grating set on rocks that served as a grill. In no time the chops 

were set in front of us and we devoured pieces of the delicious meat with 

more fresh-baked bread. Shortly, we were provided with some impromptu 

entertainment: the cook had apparently crossed some women customers who 

berated him up one side and down the other. He backed up; they crowded 

closer. he argument grew louder; irst he stood his ground, then he gave in 

a little. here was much pointing to the sheep carcass still turning idly on its 

hook suspended from the restaurant’s ridge pole already much diminished 

ater our lunch. Gradually the argument subsided as they all do and the 

small crowd that had gathered to listen drited away. We inished of lunch 

with small glasses of the local mint tea that was, I’ll swear, half sugar, I had 

watched them make it. It was so strong, yet it was still bittersweet. We would 

need it for what lay ahead.

Aleg was the end of the new paving. On the far side of town we turned 

onto the old road built by the French half a century ago, it looked like it hadn’t 

seen a stitch of maintenance since. Some stretches were still in remarkably 

good condition; mostly, though, it was a sea of potholes. here was not a 

patch on it in the 200 miles to the next town, Kifa. Where it was not too 

bad Ba stayed on the road. Well, partly on it: the outside wheels were on 

the shoulder, the inside ones tracked a narrow band of paving near the edge 

that was not too badly broken up. he concept of “outside” was relative and 

meant either side of the road. Ba switched back and forth, detly picking 

the best track. With only the occasional on-coming vehicle, it didn’t matter 

which side we were on. In Canada we call this kind of road a “six or sixty” 

and, sure enough, Ba jammed along at sixty miles an hour happily listening 

to one of his two tapes by a Senegalese folk singer who was very popular in 

West Africa—wonderful happy-go-lucky music that gets into your bones. he 
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only risk to this driving tactic were deep, sharp washouts in the shoulders. 
But Ba gracefully avoided them without slackening; he was a superb driver. 
I glanced in the back; all our passengers were asleep.

he pounding of the road kept shaking the key out of the ignition switch. 
Ater it fell on the loor, Ba reached down with one hand, felt around for 
it, and put it back. A few minutes later it was back on the loor again and 
Ba put it back. his was repeated a number of times until Ba put it in his 
shirt pocket and turned to me. We grinned at each other; ater all, this was 
a diesel and didn’t need a key except to start it.

Where the road became too bad to drive on, traic just bailed down the 
embankment to follow myriad tracks alongside the road. Methodically, Ba 
knew where to bail and where to pull back on. Of-road, it got suddenly 
smoother and quieter as we cruised across the hard ground. But the tracks 
were far from straight and there were small copjies of thorn trees and patches 
of sand to thread through, and occasionally we’d drop into “blowouts” which 
threw up great billows of dust as ine as face powder. We still cruised at sixty 
but oten slowed to six miles an hour. As we traveled further out, the of-road 
sections were longer and more frequent; sometimes we’d go for several miles 
at a stretch quite out of sight of the road. Where the tracks were too rutted 
or sot, Ba just went cross-country. hose were the best parts—lying across 
great expanses of desert on smooth footing.

By noon we arrived at Gangaralla, a village where we took on fuel pumped 
by hand out of a barrel of diesel by the side of the road. From there a track 
branched of northeast into the interior to Tidjikja; we turned southeast 
toward Kifa. Already the dash and loorboards were too hot to touch and 
our drinking water as hot as soup. Ba wrapped his howlie, a long length of 
black cotton cloth, around and around his head and face so that only his 
eyes showed and I knew we were into serious heat. If I put my hand out the 
window, it was immediately painful. I rested my booted feet on their edges 
on the loor, it was too hot to leave them lat on the loor. Slumped in my 
seat with the seat belt holding me in place, I kept my hands in my lap; where 
my forearms rested on my thin cotton jumpsuit the material was already 
stif and white with salt from evaporated perspiration. I kept sipping on my 
water bottle every few minutes.

We had been climbing imperceptibly for hours and now traversed a 
high open plain dotted with occasional thorn trees and large patches of 
thin savanna grass. Most of it had been grazed to the ground but, surpris-
ingly in the long drought, there were some areas of thin, yellowed grass. 
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We were out of the dunes now, driving mostly of-road; we crossed great 

open stretches where small herds of cattle grazed on the sparse grass. he 

600-foot escarpment at the edge of the El Haceira plateau began to loom 

in the distance; gradually the route entered a valley between two scarps 

and headed for a narrow steep-sided gorge. We passed below rocky clifs 

that held great patches of orange or white sand blown out of the Sahara and 

lodged in recesses in the escarpment. A small oasis lay at the head of the 

deile. With its green trees—date palms growing among white dunes—it was 

a pretty place ater the desolation of the plains. We drove slowly through 

the tiny hamlet and pressed on over the escarpment on rocky switchbacks. 

Ater running along a high saddle for a few miles, we began a long descent 

into a broad valley that took us out onto another huge plain, this one with 

beige dunes. We continued on for another two hours before reaching Kifa 

about four in the aternoon. It was searing hot.

• • • • •

Mail at Kifa

Low mud-brick buildings spread over Kifa’s slightly rolling terrain. here 

were no trees. It was the administrative center for the area, and Jennifer and 

Jessica called in at the Post Oice to check for mail. Jess had been on leave 

for a couple of weeks, and the clerk brought out an armful of “Care Packages” 

from family and friends in the States. Jennifer was not so lucky this time. It 

took a while to clear all the packages through the formalities; meantime Ba 

went of to fuel the Toyota and see his family. He hailed from Kifa.

In Kifa’s Peace Corps maison de passage we checked on supplies and 

“administrivia.” It was so hot inside the building that I found myself holding 

my breath—the air entering my lungs hurt. I noticed that my Peace Corps 

mates were doing the same thing. hey illed their canteens from the well 

in the maison’s yard, carefully pouring it through a ilter that strained out 

Guinea-worm larva and adding a few drops of Javel water. Ba returned and 

we piled back into the truck for the last leg: sixty miles south to Kankossa. Ba 

told me it would take about two hours; we would arrive just before dusk. As 

we drove through town, Jess opened letters and packages and passed them 

around as if we were family and we all shared in the delight of packages, 

photos and news from home. Brand-new audiotapes were passed forward 
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to be played. We were soon rocking along to some great sot rock. I began 
to doze.

Suddenly I looked up to realize we were driving down the middle of Kifa’s 
gravel airstrip at seventy-ive miles an hour! I thought, “Too bad this thing 
doesn’t have wings—if it did we could ly down there!” I asked Ba if he was 
going to pull back on the wheel and take of; I thought he smiled behind his 
howlie. He shook his head and explained that the road for Kankossa began at 
the far end of the runway. Sure enough, at the end of the runway there were 
ive tracks heading south and Ba took the middle one. We got back onto a 
piece of ancient paving but this didn’t last very long; we were soon of-road. 
Ba stopped and locked the front wheels into four-wheel drive. For a while 
the track was much like what we had already traversed, but it soon became 
more brusse. We followed a long valley bordered on the west by distant 
scarps and on the east by south-trending dunes. Between patches of hard 
footing, the track became deeply rutted in sot sand and was interspersed 
with treacherous patches where blow-sand had settled. All this was crossed 
at intervals by dry watercourses or wadis.

Even though Ba was dog-tired from ten hours of driving, we witnessed a 
demonstration of bush driving like I’d not seen in twenty years of driving in 
Africa: drive switly across the smooth patches; crawl down steep wadi banks, 
cross their rocky bottoms and up their far sides, keep the speed up—not so 
fast as to throw your passengers clear out of their seats but enough to keep 
the vehicle “loating” in deep sand—hit the 4WD button as it begins to slow, 
double-clutch down as it slows further, jam it into low-range just before it 
stalls, and keep it grinding forward until the wheels ind irmer ground, 
and then waltz back up through the gears when the going improves. All the 
while, Ba read the terrain for the best path and kept track of where he was 
in relation to the main route that was oten clear out of sight.

Ater what seemed like a long time, Jenny pointed out a landmark that 
meant “home.” A long, high dune, bigger and redder than the rest, glowed 
in the sun’s setting rays. Soon we tracked along below it as we approached 
the green oasis of Kankossa. he sun set at 6:15 and I realized the muscles 
in the back of my neck and shoulders ached from keeping my head attached 
to my body all this long day. We were all bone weary.

• • • • •
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Kankossa

he administrative center for this part of the Assaba, the village of Kankossa 

was situated by a marigot or large body of standing water. he marigot, 

which ills with water during the rainy season, was several kilometres long 

and a couple of hundred meters wide. It was the only body of open water 

we had seen in 500 miles and supported a fringe of trees along its edge. In 

addition to the usual family compounds of mud huts and thatched shelters 

behind low mud walls, Kankossa had a few dilapidated warehouses and 

government buildings let over from its past as a French colonial outpost. In 

parts of the village the belt of trees was wider and provided shade to some 

of the sand-track “streets” and many of the mud-brick huts. he sun had 

set and it felt good to cruise down the main sand track under arching trees. 

We turned into a compound where a family shared its yard with the Peace 

Corps’ maison de passage, our home for the night.

Our trusty Land Cruiser rolled to a stop in front of a mud-brick hut and 

we all tumbled out. he family that shared the yard was preparing supper 

over a small ire next to their day shelter. here were greetings all around. 

Someone unlocked the corrugated tin door to the maison and opened the 

tin shutters on its three small windows. Inside, we dumped our gear on the 

mud loor of the sitting room. I realized I was holding my breath again; it 

was so hot inside that the air seared my throat and lungs. We each took a 

foam rubber matelas from a pile in a corner and went outside to choose a 

sleeping spot on the concrete apron by the front door. Jessica checked the 

kitchen for victuals and promptly donned boots, gloves and helmet before 

jumping on one of the bright yellow dirt bikes parked under a tree and 

disappearing into the dusk to see what she could ind in the village in the 

way of food. he others went to a nearby well to draw water and were soon 

back, carrying large plastic tubs on their heads. Wordlessly, they helped 

each other lit the heavy tubs of their heads and carefully put them down. 

I pitched in and there was great hilarity when I spilled water all over me. It 

felt wonderful. he murky water in the tubs had been strained through a 

Guinea-worm ilter, had a carefully-measured amount of Chlorox added, 

and let to stand for half an hour. Two tubs were set aside for washing and 

one for drinking.

he Volunteers ofered me the privilege of taking the irst shower; I happily 

accepted and trudged of through the sand with a bucket of water and a dipper 

to the mud shower stall located next to the latrine. he shower felt glorious 
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and I walked back to the concrete apron in shorts and tee shirt, happy to be 
out of the conines of my salt-stif jumpsuit and western boots—great gear 
for keeping the dust out during the day, but not comfortable in the evenings. 
Jessica returned from the village empty-handed—the shops were closed. So 
we made do with some ground millet couscous and sugar from the kitchen 
augmented with milk from a neighbour’s cow, all washed down with litres of 
water lavoured with carefully measured additions of precious Crystal-Lite 
or Gatorade. I kept drinking water but my thirst seemed unquenchable. I 
was astounded when the Volunteers told me over supper, “You’re the irst 
visitor who has come all the way out from Nouakchott in one day and the 
very irst ‘outsider’ who has come out here to stay with us. We were expecting 
to stop for the night at Kifa.” I thought to myself, “hat’s odd, the Country 
Director in Nouakchott spoke of it as the commonly done thing, so I just 
went ahead and did it.” I later discovered that the Director had visited only 
once, in mid-winter—and he didn’t stay long.

Soon it was dark and the family whose compound we shared were turning 
in. hey were a young couple with two small children—a youngster about 
three and a toddler. hey lay down on a mat on the ground with the children 
between them; it was too hot to sleep under the low, palm-thatch roof of 
their day-shelter. he ive of us, joined by PCV Sean O’Donnell, whose hut 
was a short distance away in the village, rested on our foam mattresses and 
talked quietly for a while about their needs and what I could do for them 
in the day or two that I would have in each of their villages. Conversation 
ebbed into silence; we were all very tired. hree drited of to Sean’s hut to 
sleep and three of us stretched out on mats on the concrete platform in 
front of the maison in as little clothing as possible. Everything was hot to 
the touch. Heat radiated from the maison’s mud walls and up through our 
foam mattresses.

he night was deathly still, not a breath of air was moving. he sounds of 
nearby family compounds drited in and out of consciousness: the plaintive 
bleats of sheep and goats; the contented rumbling or muled murmurs of 
cows; the occasional whimper of a sleeping child. Overhead, the sky illed 
with stars and a great swath of the Milky Way, but they waned well above 
the horizon, blotted out by the thick dust pall that hangs year ’round over 
the Sahel. Later, there were itful pufs of hot air, some so sot a soule that 
only the hairs on my arms felt them. A child coughed and coughed—a deep, 
bubbly cough—and I wondered how it was doing. But I told myself they were 
tough little gafers; she’ll get through it. Far of, a donkey brayed and two 
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Nervous Nellie dogs set each other to barking. he deep, regular breathing 

of the Volunteers sleeping next to me reminded me of my retriever at home 

asleep on her mat in a corner of our bedroom.

hat night it didn’t cool of much; it remained a little over 100 degrees 

all night. I slept reasonably well in my skivvies on the hot ground. he low 

humidity allowed me to sleep comfortably, but I awoke in the night realizing 

that, in order to keep me cool, my heart was running at a steady 120 beats 

a minute, almost as hard as in the heat of the day. I thought, “Hmm….his 

isn’t good if it keeps up too long,” and then drited of again. By morning 

my heart rate had slowed a little. he irst cock crowed at two a.m. and set 

of a chorus of replies from all around every hour till daybreak.

In the morning before the sun came up like a great glaring orange ball 

and while it was still relatively cool (i.e. about 38ºC or 100ºF), I explored 

the maison. he entryway was cluttered with picks and shovels, pieces of 

hand-pumps, pipes, cordage, wire, kerosene lamps and other hardware, the 

rig for a sailboard, neat rows of tins of fuel and oil for the dirt bikes. he 

sitting room was sparsely furnished with foam mattresses piled along two 

walls, two old easy chairs with the stuing spilling out, and some mats 

on the loor. he walls were decorated with hand-lettered quotations from 

horeau, Goethe, T.S. Elliott, along with various icons and symbols of the 

many Volunteers who had passed this way and stayed a while. It was a place 

rich with the values and personal stories of these exceptional young people 

who spent some of the most demanding and treasured times of their lives 

in these places.

Before breakfast of letover couscous with fresh milk, I propped my tin 

shaving mirror —which was my Dad’s in the Rhodesian bush in the 1920s—

on a limb of the low day-shelter and lathered up my face. Before I was half 

inished, the lather dried in the low humidity; I inished up the dry part and 

decided not to shave every day.

Ater breakfast, various village elders and women drited in to exchange 

greetings, news and needs with the Volunteers who had been away. Several 

women greeted Jennifer like a sister; it was touching to see them walking 

of down the track together: four women covered from head to foot in their 

black burquas and Jenn in her long bright blue print dress, hand-in-hand 

with one of them.

By mid-morning Jennifer let on her dirt bike for her village as Jessica, 

Heidi and I set of in the Land Cruiser with Ba for Jessica’s village of Tavra, 

about iteen miles away. But irst we had to make a courtesy call on the local 
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government oicial, or “Prefect.” We found him with his cronies huddled 
over a short-wave radio waiting for a message from “Headquarters.” He 
was singularly uninterested in our presence but, having paid our respects, 
we were free to go to see the young engineer from the Agriculture Ministry 
to negotiate for the use of a front-end loader we’d spotted at the side of the 
track some thirty miles back. To my delight, he was most cooperative and 
said he’d have the machine over at Tavra in a week. Clearly, the PCVs were 
highly regarded.

• • • • •

Tavra—Chief Kamarra’s Village

he track to Tavra climbed out of the swale of Kankossa and ran south over 
gently rolling plains with patches of thin grass and scattered thorn trees. We 
passed the village of Garalla that already seemed deserted in the late-morn-
ing heat. Tavra appeared in the distance as a shimmering line of low mud 
buildings and compounds some of which had large trees. We entered the 
village though a narrow alley between mud walls that opened onto a sandy 
square with a small thatched shelter near its center. Tavra was one of the 
more prosperous villages in these parts because several family heads worked 
in France and sent home their earnings. One was a bus driver for the Paris 
Metro who came home once a year; this made him a very rich man.

We turned into the compound of Chief Kamarra, the head of Jessica’s 
Mauritanian “family.” She was greeted like a returning prodigal. he women 
and children ran to embrace her and Chief Kamarra came out of his home to 
greet her. I was introduced to this tall, digniied gentleman in a lowing white 
robe with his red-and-white check howlie draped loosely over his shoulders 
like a scarf. Next I was introduced to several grown sons and nephews. Later 
Mme. Kamarra and some grown daughters emerged to meet me; they were 
shy, but I sensed their warmth and dignity.

he Land Cruiser was parked in the shade of one of the two large acacia 
trees that graced the large courtyard of the compound. he ground from the 
day shelter in the center of the yard to the entrance of their home had been 
packed hard and coated with a slurry of mud and dung in patterns of beautiful 
sweeping arcs, all to keep the dust down. he women swept it at least twice 
a day. In the center of the courtyard, under a low palm-thatch roof was a 
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large shelter with its raised mud loor covered with mats and scattered with 

the ubiquitous foam mattresses covered in bright cotton prints. Around the 

perimeter of the courtyard were families’ mud huts, animal and feed sheds, 

a horse in its open stall, and a corral for the donkey and the adult sheep and 

goats. Chickens, young lambs and kids, and small children wandered about 

at will; everyone else was busily occupied. Lunch was served to the men and 

Jessica and Heidi, who were treated as equals by M. Kamarra. In the shade 

of the shelter we lolled on mattresses and ate with our right hands in proper 

Muslim fashion. he meal inished with the traditional three small glasses 

of scalding-hot bittersweet mint tea. hen the women and children sat to 

eat on mats spread in the shade of one of the trees.

Mealtime took us into the heat of the day and we settled down to pass 

the next four hours trying to keep cool as best one can in the 120-degree 

shade. One kept very still with as little as possible of oneself exposed to 

the shimmering heat that radiated from the mud walls of the compound. 

Occasional hot blasts of air stirred ine sand, pieces of straw and dung that 

seared exposed skin on face and feet. Ba completely covered himself with his 

boubou. Most of the lambs and kids had squeezed under the Land Cruiser 

and those that got there too late kept edging in under our thatched shelter. 

hey were welcome enough, but their host of lies weren’t, so a young boy 

kept shooing them out.

he aternoon wore on. An old man and his adult son came and began 

speaking with one of M. Kamarra’s sons, the one who was a schoolteacher. 

Soon he was writing down what they dictated to him; there was much dis-

cussion back and forth in a mixture of Arabic and French about just how it 

should be worded. I picked up the gist of it. It seemed to be the terms of a 

marriage contract for a son of the younger man to a girl who was a cousin. 

he old man sat very erect; his eyes sparkled in his dark face. his must have 

been a very important moment for him. I asked if I could photograph him, 

his smile broadened and his eyes sparkled even more.

About four in the aternoon a teenager appeared and began the ritual of 

making tea. A small enamel pot of water was heated on a charcoal brazier 

as copious quantities of sugar and mint leaves were added and boiled. hen 

the mixture was poured back and forth, back and forth in a frothy stream 

from teapot to small glass mugs and back again in swooping arcs that began 

a good eighteen inches from the receiving vessel—with never a drop spilled. 

hen the pot was re-heated on the brazier and the process was repeated all 

over again. Men, young and old, began driting in to sit in the shade of the 
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Chief ’s shelter and visit. he hot, sweet tea was served to all comers. he 
pungent bittersweet liquid seemed to jolt my body into consciousness ater 
the deep lethargy that had crept in during the past hours of just surviving 
the scorching heat of midday.

An hour later, when the searing heat of the sun had begun to wane, I 
went out with Chief Kamarra, Jessica and Heidi, and a group of eight elders 
to “walk the ields and kick the clods” as we discussed what could be done 
about the water that rushes into their village during heavy rains. I showed 
them some simple soil and water conservation measures they could create 
themselves with the tools at hand—particularly making “contour furrows”—
wide shallow ditches with the spoil thrown up to make a low berm on the 
contour—and how to use a 15-meter length of plastic hose illed with water 
to lay out the berms on a level contour.

As everywhere, there were some skeptics and some who immediately 
visualized the idea and supported it. Animated discussion developed, and 
we walked and talked until my throat grew dry, my tongue began sticking 
to my teeth, and I could only talk in a whisper. I thought, “You’ve got to get 
more luids into you when you get back to the village.” Soon I began to get 
cramps in my legs and to feel dizzy, so I said to myself, “Start making your 
way slowly back to the village. You can’t go keeling over in front of these hardy 
folk who live in these conditions all their lives. You’re here to help them.” 
Jessica recognized the diiculty I was having and, once back at the village, 
took me to her hut and ixed me a litre and a half of precious Gatorade. As 
the hot African darkness gathered, we sat and talked about the day’s events 
as I happily downed the whole cocktail.

hat evening Jessica’s family ixed a special dinner of chicken in ground-
nut sauce with boiled spinach and millet. I was embarrassed because I was 
having a hard time swallowing; the more I chewed on a piece of chicken 
the dryer it became. I realized that instead of putting moisture into my 
food, chewing was taking it out. So I drank copious quantities of water and 
the hot bittersweet tea—never mind if I’d have a buzz on by bedtime. At 
supper one of the chief ’s sons, the one who was a schoolteacher, said that 
the temperature had been over 50 degrees (Celsius) in the day and over 40 
degrees at night, and I thought, “Jeez, this is as hot a place as I’ve ever been 
…and there is nowhere to get out of it!”

When dinner was over everyone drited of to their own place to sleep: 
Heidi and Jess to Jess’s hut on the edge of the village, the Chief and his 
immediate family to their part of the compound, and me, as the guest of 
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honour, with one of his sons to sleep under the stars in the central yard. I 

made sure I had a couple of litres of water beside me for the night, peeled 

of to my skivvies, and stretched out on my hot mattress on the hot ground. 

Soon I was asleep.

Around about 2 am I heard strange sounds. hudadump, thudadump, 

thudadump, scriitch…thudadump, thudadump, scriitch….. As I woke I 

realized Monsieur le Donkey had escaped from his corral and was having a 

grand time tearing about the yard! But not for long; in no time two sons were 

in hot pursuit and the animal was soon back in his corral. Later, awakened 

by a velvet-sot nose sniing my toes, I discovered M. le Donk had returned. 

I had a few quiet words with him about not getting carried away and taking 

a nibble…and he wandered of. Smart fellow, quiet this time, he retained 

his freedom. During the night I became aware again that my heart was still 

going lat-out in order to keep me cool and I told myself, “Don’t ask your 

heart to keep this up for too many days longer. It won’t like it.”

At irst light I was up because I could not sleep any longer; I dressed 

quietly in the relative cool of the morning and wandered out of the com-

pound, through the deserted village square, and into the surrounding ields. 

I needed a couple of hours on my own to get the lay of the land around the 

village with my trusty K&E hand-level and battered engineer’s ield book 

to make notes to myself as I looked for clues as to why Tavra gets looded. 

he reason soon became apparent. A deeply eroded wadi had developed 

just upstream of the village but suddenly narrowed before reaching open 

country beyond the village. During summer thunderstorms, there was just 

not enough capacity in the narrow part to carry the lash-lood runof, so 

the water overlowed into the village. A contributing cause was the way 

the water concentrated as it came of wide expanses of hard, but in the 

wet season cultivated ground that was mostly beret of soil cover. Contour 

ditches would help with that by slowing the runof and allowing time for 

the water to iniltrate. I wandered further and further in expanding circles 

until I was satisied I understood what was going on. In the process I came 

across the village well and saw how deep the local water table was. hen it 

was time for breakfast.

Sitting cross-legged on our sleeping mats with a couple of M. Kamarra’s 

sons and nephews, our breakfast consisted of a thin gruel of ground millet 

or couscous in milk served in a large calabash and eaten with small ladles 

made from gourds. Warm and wet and sweet, it went down easily; I wouldn’t 

say it was delicious, but it was most welcome.
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Ater breakfast I watched the day become organized in the Kamarra com-
pound: there was much discussion and laughter as various family members 
went about their tasks. Ater a while word was sent out to the other elders to 
come join us for a look at the wadi, its impact, and how it got the way it was. 
We walked along the wadi and then out onto the ields as we talked about 
what was happening and what they could do about it. Jessica mentioned that 
the day before we had talked with the government engineer in Kankossa 
and that he had said he could make a front-end loader available. I explained 
what parts of the “ix” could be done by the machine and where it was best 
done by hand. Next we went out into the ields and looked at places where 
the villagers themselves could begin slowing the water low with contour 
ditches and plantings, and diverting it so that it soaked into the soil instead 
of rushing into the village.

Too soon my time with the gentle people of Tavra and their digniied 
leader and his family was over. he elders lined up for a photograph in the 
shade of the village square shelter and we made our good-byes. We piled 
into the Land Cruiser to head back to Kankossa to drop Jess before I went 
on to spend some time with Jennifer Rierson and her African family in the 
village of Agmamine. As we drove back to Kankossa with Ba, I shared with 
Jess my perception that my system wasn’t coping well with the heat and that 
I should consider shortening my time with them. Jess replied that she and 
her colleagues were most concerned that I had been sent out at this time of 
the year, directly from the cool of San Francisco, without several months of 
acclimatization such as they had received. She readily agreed that I should 
not stay out au brusse much longer.

What I hadn’t told Jess was that I’d developed a peculiar sensation across 
my chest like a wide rubber band that was a bit too tight; it made me want 
to yawn, but when I did I couldn’t get my lungs full. I’d never experienced 
either of these symptoms before and began to think of what they meant.

As we continued to roll along the sandy track below that long and very 
high red dune, a landmark in the area, I became aware of a great black 
vulture-like creature, the size of a human and with a gargoyle’s head that 
had begun to follow me—hopping along the skyline, sitting hunchbacked 
when we stopped, continuing when we went on, all the time keeping me in 
its unblinking gaze. I recognized it was my own death stalking me.

I thought hard about my situation: I was 500 miles into this searing 
desert; I had come nearly halfway around the world to help these gentle 
people, and had barely begun. I knew I couldn’t ask my system to keep this up 
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indeinitely. But I knew, too, that the well was always deeper than I thought. 

When I’ve needed to go down and draw on it, there has always been some 

more there, and I hadn’t needed to do that yet. Besides, I realized, if I had 

miscalculated badly I was already too far from safety…and I’d die out here 

anyway. I igured I had three days, maybe four, before my system packed it 

in, and when it did it would be all at once, so there was no sense in getting 

in a panic about it.

Turning to Jess I said, “Look, here’s my plan: I’ll make that visit with Saidi 

in Kankossa today, then Ba and I will drive over to Agmamine and Jenny’s 

family this aternoon and stay the night as planned. hen tomorrow I’ll come 

back to Kankossa and begin the trek out ater the heat of the day has passed. 

I know I’m going to have to make a retreat…but I’m not going to high-tail 

it out of here in a cloud of chicken feathers and small stones. We’re going to 

do it in good order and discipline. What do you think?”

Jess replied, ”Yes, you can stay at Sean’s hut tomorrow aternoon where 

there’s water from the marigot that you can pour over yourself to stay cool 

in the heat of the day. hen you should head out late tomorrow aternoon.”

“Good!” I thought. “We have a plan and it will work.” As we continued 

to Kankossa I thought about how my father developed appendicitis when 

he was a week out into the bush on geologic prospecting safari in the 1930s, 

how he walked and was carried back to the mining camp where we lived in 

Rhodesia, how he was taken the sixty bumpy miles to a hospital in Bulo-

wayo, how he survived the operation, but failed to receive the life-saving 

sulfa drug he required. he only supply of that miracle drug was down at 

he Cape and it took a week to get it there by train. It had arrived too late. 

I looked up at the great black vulture still following me along the top of the 

dune and laughed at him, “You black bastard …you’re not going to get me!”

• • • • •

Agmamine

Ater visiting with Saidi, a young entrepreneur in Kankossa, and talking over 

his ideas about trying to raise irrigated vegetables commercially, Ba and I 

piled back into the Land Cruiser and headed south while skirting the long 

inger of water in the marigot, crossing its lower end on what at the end of the 

rainy season would be swampland but now, in the dry season, was dusty dry 
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mud lats. We climbed along low hills toward one that was a little higher and 
had a tiny village on it; Ba told me it was Agmamine. As we rolled to a stop 
in the shade of one of the few trees on the hill, I could see there were only a 
handful of families there and that they were very poor even by Mauritanian 
standards. Jennifer, in her pretty blue and white tie-dyed dress and sandals, 
walked across the sandy yard to greet me and took me to meet the matriarch 
of her “family”—a large, weather-beaten Maur woman with beautiful blue 
eyes that sparkled when she smiled. With shy dignity she invited me to rest 
in the shade of the thatched lean-to where she sat mending much-patched 
clothing. I stretched out on a reed mat on the hot ground and began again 
the long wait for the heat of the day to wane.

I looked out on their home: a low mud building with three or four rooms, 
one each for the family and Jennifer; a shelter for a donkey cart and some 
broken farm implements; a small granary; a rickety shade structure in the 
middle of the yard; the latrine and wash-stand a little way of; and a corral 
for the animals. he corral was broken down and the animals wandered 
about in the yard snuling around for whatever food they could ind. Two 
young women and their children began to prepare the evening meal; one 
ground and sited millet while the other tended a large black pot on a small 
ire in the middle of the yard. I was struck by the two family dogs; they were 
the skinny, light-coloured, short-haired “pye-dogs” of Africa, but instead of 
skulking around on the edges of the courtyard like most of their kin, the 
mongrels were happily lying in the midst of the activity by the shelter and 
even playing with the children. I began to wonder whether this was a very 
special family for their dogs to behave this way.

Toward the end of the day, as the sun began to lose its heat in the thick 
African haze, Jennifer took me down to the wells at the bottom of the hill 
that served the village and told me about their hopes for a vegetable garden 
in an area they fenced of around the wells. he wells were hand-dug in the 
sandy soil and, without a concrete casing that sunk into the aquifer, couldn’t 
penetrate the aquifer more than a couple of feet before the sandy material 
started sloughing in. With some reluctance I told Jennifer that, unless they 
could deepen the wells by casing them, they would not be able to get enough 
water to support a vegetable garden. We both knew that the government 
would not help and that the villagers couldn’t aford to do it themselves. It 
was discouraging. It was Africa.

hen Jenny took me to see her Père, Mukhtar, who, with his grandson, 
lived and worked a mile or so away by the side of the marigot where he had 
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established a vegetable garden and was working at starting a small date-palm 

grove. Jenn explained that Mukhtar put together a co-op of the men in this 

village to develop this enterprise, but when the time came to do the work, the 

others all opted out. So Mukhtar and his twelve-year-old grandson did it by 

themselves. hey stayed there day and night, watered the plants with watering 

cans and protected the plantation from grazing animals. he grandson walked 

up to the village each day to get food for himself and his grandfather. Jenny 

also explained that, while Mme. Mukhtar was a White Maur, Mukhtar was 

a Black Maur. I immediately recognized that in Mauritania, which has four 

main cultural groups all speaking diferent languages, this amounts to an 

interracial marriage. heir marriage must have been made at great personal 

cost to each of them. I began to understand they must be very special people.

We pulled up to the thorn-brush and tree-stump fence at the back of 

Mukhtar’s plantation and, as we climbed over it, we were greeted by another 

pye-dog that rushed up with tail wagging to greet us all—even Ba and me—as 

long-lost friends. I was amazed and said to myself, “his truly must be a 

very loving master who lives here.” Mukhtar, a tall, slender man in old shorts 

and tee shirt, walked slowly toward us and I was introduced. I shall never 

forget the deep embrace of those great, cool, perspiring arms through the 

heat of my thin cotton jumpsuit as he greeted me. In the gathering dusk we 

walked around in his garden conversing in French until it was almost dark. 

I said, “Look, it’s time for supper so I must go now, but I’ll come back in the 

morning when there will be more time to talk.”

As we walked slowly towards the Land Cruiser, I began asking Mukhtar 

about his family and his life there at Agmamine. Without noticing, I had 

switched to Arabic, Mukhtar’s mother tongue. Jenny remarked, “I didn’t 

know you spoke Arabic!” and I replied, “I thought I’d forgotten; it’s been a 

long time.” We looked at each other and smiled.

On the way back to Agmamine, Jennifer told me about how Mukhtar sold 

some of his produce to a middleman who took it to the market in Kifa, but 

somehow neglected to pay him the proit share. She explained how Mukhtar 

gave most of his garden’s yield away to people from neighbouring villages 

who came begging for food because they had very little to eat, so his own 

family received very little beneit from his eforts. I thought to myself, “Yes, 

this is Africa. And this is a very kind man.”

On our return to the village both Jennifer and I were aware that, try as I 

might to drink enough water, I was not able to keep my electrolyte levels up. 

I was sufering the efects of prolonged dehydration. Jennifer thoughtfully 
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ixed me an “ORT cocktail” of a litre and a half of water loaded with the salts 
used for oral rehydration of children sufering from the severe dehydration 
of dysentery or cholera. he drink felt so good going down. Jenn was sur-
prised at my delight with this thick soup of minerals, but I recognized my 
body desperately needed it. I was reminded that my system was not coping 
properly with the heat and I must get back to the coast while there was yet 
time. Jenn, who was appalled that I came here directly from San Francisco 
without several months of acclimatization, readily agreed and we made 
plans for my return to Kankossa the next morning. he wide rubber band 
across my chest was getting slowly tighter and my lungs seemed to have 
less and less capacity.

Supper that night, served in starlight on a small mat spread on the sand 
of the courtyard, consisted of the millet I had seen cooking on the ire, some 
small squash, and tea. I igured that the vegetable was probably a special 
ofering for a visitor from across the sea, a sea these kind people could only 
imagine. I thanked my gracious, weather-beaten hostess for the wonderful 
meal. Ater supper we all turned in. he family slept on the mats we had 
our supper on. I reclined on a “chaise longue” made of guinea-corn stalks 
out in the middle of the yard that Jennifer normally slept on, while Jenny 
stretched out on the platform of the shelter—which was warmer than being 
out in the open, but there was nothing else to sleep on. hat night a waning 
moon showed through the hazy atmosphere. he air became scented with 
the heavy sweet smells of cattle as they wandered through the yard; a lost 
calf squalled in the distance; the dogs in the village got into a barking com-
petition… and I slept comfortably.

Early the next morning we returned to visit with Mukhtar at his garden. 
We talked about the state of his vegetables and palm nursery and their water 
requirements. He and his grandson spent their days carrying water to the 
plants from the marigot that borders the garden. It was plain that some sort 
of pump would be a boon to him. But what kind? he homemade “Kankossa” 
treadle pump that the Peace Corps promoted just didn’t have what it takes 
to lit the quantity of water he required for the garden and nursery. A diesel 
pump would be impractical for this man who lived outside the cash economy 
and far beyond the reach of a fuel supply. A small, solar-powered, electric 
lit-pump like the ones the World Bank introduced to the peasant farmers 
in India some years earlier would be ideal. But they were very expensive 
to buy and, without the backing of an outside donor, how could this kind, 
hard working and thoroughly admirable man aford one? And how could 
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it be supported with parts and service far out here where the whole country 

had practically nothing? I thought, “his, too, is Africa. Yet, surely, there 

must be a way…”

• • • • •

Starting Back to Nouakchott

I said good-bye to Jenny and watched her walk back into that small barnyard 

to continue her daily tasks with that humble but proud African family. Ba 

and I returned to Kankossa where, in the company of PCV Sean O’Donnell, 

I traveled across the marigot in a dugout canoe to visit a businesswoman 

who grew vegetables. Being part of Kankossa’s business community, she had 

a couple of small gasoline pumps and several grown sons to help her, so she 

did not need any outside help. By noon the 120-degree heat was oppressive 

and in early aternoon I went into the relative coolness of the shade of Sean’s 

hut. It was next to the marigot so it had some big acacia trees for shade and 

there was plenty of water. I lay in the shade and poured water over myself 

every quarter hour; in the low humidity my clothes dried very quickly. I kept 

drinking water and felt it gave my system a respite in its battle to keep cool. 

But there was still 500 miles to go. Ba loaded up the Toyota and went of to 

top up its fuel tanks. he vulture now sat in the top of a great dead tree not 

far away. I said to him, “Ha! You black bastard! When you swoop down to 

collect me…I’ll be gone!” About four in the aternoon we headed out; Jenny 

came on her dirt bike from Agmamine to come with me and Jessica as far 

as Kifa, the beginning of the road sixty miles away.

As we ploughed through deep sand, crawled over rocky outcrops, and 

bounced across dry wadis I kept sprinkling water over me, very carefully, 

with my thumb over the neck of the bottle, because the water we had with 

us was precious. Jess passed forward a new tape she’d received from home, 

and I stuck it in the dash to hear some wonderful jazz renditions of African 

spirituals. he words, about the Holy Spirit’s presence with us even in the 

most desperate circumstances, brought tears to my eyes as I thought of the 

kind, gentle people who have lived here for generations and the young PCVs 

who were bringing me deliverance from my own death.

We reached Kifa’s maison de passage just at dusk; inside and out it was 

like an oven. We went up onto the roof to spread out our sleeping mats before 
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the velvet-black African night settled upon us. hen Sarah Sweet, the PCV 
who lived there, came to me and said, “Mr. Ellis, you need to be out of this 
heat. he World Vision guesthouse has air conditioning. Would you like to 
stay there tonight?” She disappeared into the darkness to ind a friend from 
World Vision who had the key to the guesthouse. An hour later I walked 
into a room there and lipped on the air conditioner; as it sprang to life its 
muled roar was music to my ears. While my room cooled, I took a long 
cool shower. It felt as if the water was going right through my skin directly 
into my cooling system. here was only the daylong drive back to the coast 
in the morning, I was certain I would make it. here was no sign of the great 
black vulture with the gargoyle’s head; he had been let behind at Kankossa.

In the wee hours that night I was awakened by the tickling of tears run-
ning into my ears. I realized my tears were prompted by the dream I had: 
I was out in the desert, alone, somewhere near Kankossa …and I hadn’t 
made it. Barbara, the Peace Corps nurse, was in my face reading me the 
riot act, “Mr. Ellis! Do see what you have done? You have gone and died 
out there…and there is nothing we can do to help you! We can’t even get 
out there to get your body! You’re just going to be buried out there in the 
desert in an unmarked grave…and there’s nothing we can do about it!” In 
my dream, while Barbara said this I thought about my family and how they 
would never see me again, probably never be able to get out there to ind 
my grave and complete their grieving. And I thought, “It will be the same 
as my Dad—buried in a remote part of Africa never to be visited again until 
you returned to ind his grave ity years later.” he tears had come from the 
bitter disappointment of recognizing my own death and seeing all the things 
I would not get to do, all that I still wanted to do in my lifetime. he dream 
was unmistakably clear. I rose from my cot, got out my battered journal, 
and wrote it down.

he next morning before daylight, Ba was there at the gate and we set 
of together for the coast. he drive was uneventful—just a repeat of the 
trip into the interior but in the opposite direction. We stopped again at the 
truck stop by the side of the road at Aleg and had a ine lunch of barbecued 
mutton with bread, a grated cucumber and a sour milk side dish much like 
raita in India, and, of course, the ubiquitous warm Coca-Cola. We arrived 
back at Nouakchott just ater dark; the 90-degree heat felt like heaven, and I 
returned to my room in the State Department guesthouse. he cool darkness 
felt wonderful.



341Journey into Mauritania

• • • • •

Sorting it out in Nouakchott

Feeling somewhat recovered but very tired, irst thing in the morning I went 

to see Barbara James, the Peace Corps nurse, and told her what happened. 

She listened carefully, recorded my weight and blood pressure and listened 

to my heart. “Bill,” she said, “this is a bit beyond my expertise. You’ve lost 

thirteen pounds, mostly luids, and if you weren’t so it, experienced with 

being in extreme conditions, and recognized the symptoms and done all 

the right things, you would not be here this morning. here’s a Lebanese 

cardiologist in town and I’m taking you straight over to see him. You speak 

French, don’t you?” She picked up the phone, spoke briely with Dr. Hannah, 

and then said, “Let’s go!”

Dr. Hannah checked me over, connected me up to a very sophisticated 

ultrasound machine and was soon watching my heart beating on its screen; 

I could see the valves opening and closing. hen he told me that although 

I’d sufered no damage to my heart, I was very lucky to be alive, adding 

“Monsieur Hellis, I ‘ave to tell you…a young French volunteer less than ‘alf 

your hage…he died of the ‘eat out in the Assaba last week. You are not to go 

outside Nouakchott.” He gave Barbara a prescription to pick up on the way 

back to the guesthouse and told me to go to my room and rest. On opening 

the prescription’s packaging I saw it was labelled “For the Treatment of 

Congestive Heart Failure.”

“Holy cow!” I thought, “hat’s what actually inishes you at the end. hat’s 

what’s on my father’s death certiicate.” It was very sobering; I thought about 

it a long time. But the only scary time was when the drug was beginning to 

slow my heart rate and it got to “hunting” and banging around so hard in 

my chest it felt like it was going to come through my ribs.

he next day, feeling much recovered, I went back to the Peace Corps 

oices fully expecting a request from the Director to come into his oice to 

see him. I waited all morning, but no request was forthcoming. So I thought, 

“Well, maybe he doesn’t want to talk to me, but I need to talk to him about 

how we go forward from here.” Our conversation was almost surreal; it was 

as if nothing untoward had happened. I ofered to stay in Nouakchott and 

work with the PCVs who were still in town and perhaps work up a short 
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course or two, matched to their needs, for which the Volunteers could come 
in. he Director’s laconic reply was “Well …I guess ….”

hen I mentioned that I really should check with VOCA in Washington 
to ind out what their policy was in this situation. On calling VOCA, their 
immediate reply was simply, ”Mr. Ellis, our policy is that you get on the 
very next light out, go directly home, and see your doctor!…No, don’t even 
think of staying there even a day longer or stopping of in Washington!” I 
was deeply disappointed to have to leave without completing my task, but 
I could not argue with them. When I conveyed this news to the Director, it 
just didn’t seem to register with him.

Later in the day, Barbara let the American ambassador know of my sit-
uation. He then made sure there would be a seat for me on the next light 
out in a couple of day’s time. I used the intervening days to help a couple 
of PCVs who were in town with their plans for water management in their 
villages and to solve some irrigation and drainage problems in the embassy 
grounds. When I went to the airport for the light back to Paris, it was with 
a driver from the embassy and an expediter who made sure everything went 
smoothly for boarding my light.

Soon ater I got home, a close friend, a Palestinian man who had grown 
up in Jerusalem and Cairo and knew well the heat of the Sahara, called and 
said, “I was worried about you, Bill. While you were there I saw in the paper 
that the hottest place on earth that week was the Assaba at over ity degrees 
Celcius.” We had a good laugh about that…once again I’d put myself at risk 
and once again my guardian angels—this time in the form of some very 
caring young PCVs and their nurse Barbara James—had seen me through it. 
he cardiologists at home found no sign of damage to my heart but warned 
me that henceforth my system would not tolerate heat as well as it used to.

I’ve never much liked hot weather, anyway.
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CHaptEr tWEnty

An Irrigation Project in the Bolivian Andes

R 
ight ater the 1996 Christmas holidays I got a call from a recruiter 
at VOCA in Washington—“Bill, would you be interested in going to 
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Bolivia to take a look at an irrigation project there? It’s way up in the Andes.” 

he recruiter knew me well and I igured he knew my reply would be an 

immediate, “When can I go?”

“Well, how soon can you leave? Our Country Director there has asked 

for you personally” he replied.

“I’ll need a week to take care of things here,” I said. “hen I can be on my 

way. Can you give me some background on what they need.”

“Sure. Our client there is an NGO from a Catholic Order in Spain that 

has been doing good work in Bolivia in community development and social 

justice with the native Quechua people in the countryside. hey have an ab 

initio dam and irrigation project they’ve begun in the remote Sacabamba 

valley up in the highlands near Cochabamba. At their request we have had 

a couple of volunteers go down to give them some advice at the very earliest 

stages of the project. It’s an entirely new kind of venture for the NGO and 

Vicky Price, our Country Director based in Santa Cruz, feels it would be a 

good idea to have an engineer with your experience come down and give 

them some practical guidance. And they have agreed to that.”

I was accustomed to this kind of backgrounder, and I felt this assignment 

would be familiar territory. Besides, I had enjoyed the times I had been in 

Honduras, Guatemala and, especially Costa Rica and Belize, while I scouted 

for opportunities on behalf of Bechtel Engineers there. With this assignment, 

I would be able to go to the middle of South America to help out on my own.

From San Francisco to Miami, it was a ive-hour daytime light. Ater 

a three-hour layover, I boarded an overnight light to La Paz, Bolivia. As 

we were letting down to land at La Paz in early morning light, I watched in 

fascination as, through scattered cloud below, the jagged spine of the Andes’ 

Cordillera Réal slid beneath us, and it was interesting to watch how our 

pilot handled the landing at La Paz. At 13,000 feet it is one of the highest 

commercial airports in the world. It was the same as for all of us pilots 

landing at high altitude—touch down promptly and use the whole runway 

to slow down. Ater a half-hour stop at La Paz our Delta light continued 

on to Santa Cruz some 350 miles to the east, out on the agricultural plains 

of the mostly mountainous country of Bolivia.

Vicky Price was there to meet me at Santa Cruz. I spent the day at the 

VOCA oices being briefed on the project and reading the reports of the two 

volunteers who had preceded me. Reading them, I got the impression that the 

writers had “damned the project with faint praise” but had not identiied the 

crux of their concerns. I felt that perhaps they had been reluctant to be too 
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hard on a well-intending Bolivian NGO, CIPCA—El Centro de Investigacion y 

Promocion del Campesinado—that was venturing into entirely new territory. 
he initial funding from the Japan Development Agency would be barely 
enough for more than an initial reconnaissance. I mentioned this to Vicky 
and her reply was to the efect that was why she wanted me to come down 
and have a look. I thanked her for her trust and replied, “Well, we’ll see.”

he next morning I took the short hop to Cochabamba on a domestic 
light and was welcomed at Arrivals by a young man, Bastiaan Tammes, 
who would be my guide and interpreter for the duration of my assignment. 
I picked up immediately that he was a Netherlander, so I responded in my 
very limited Dutch. Our friendship grew from there. I soon discovered that 
Bas was an engineering graduate of the University of Wageningen’s renowned 
School of Agriculture and was on a two-year assignment with the Dutch 
equivalent of CUSO. He was attached to CIPCA as their senior agricultural 
engineer on the Sacabamba Irrigation Project. Bas spoke luent Spanish and 
English and had a wry sense of humour. We enjoyed working together on 
what turned out to be a politically fraught assignment.

Bas took me to the Hotel Aranjuez in Cochabamba that would be my 
home away from home for the month or so I would be in Bolivia. It was in 
a lovely old residential neighbourhood and was itself an unusually beautiful, 
gracious and very well maintained colonial-style hotel. he public rooms 
and hallways were carpeted with Persian rugs and decorated with beautiful 
antique furniture, the guest rooms were well appointed and spacious, the 
dining room was attractive, and the menu and service excellent. I had never 
stayed in such a delightful hotel…and for most of my time there I was 
about the only guest! In time I began to suspect that perhaps it had some 
“connection” to the drug trade, but I thought, “Oh well, don’t let that spoil 
your enjoyment of the place. You’ll never stay at another like it!”

From there we went to CIPCA’s Project Oice in Cochabamba to meet the 
Project Director, Dr. Rodriguez. I interviewed him on his requirements for 
the Sacabamba Irrigation Project. He seemed a bit disconnected from the 
project but concluded by saying, “Yes, take a look at the whole thing and let 
me know what you ind.” hen we met with Sr. Valencia, the Senior Engineer 
on the Sacabamba Irrigation Project. He was an agro-engineer with a staf of 
nine young men and women: engineers, sociologists, a geologist, community 
organizers, and a forest engineer. hey were mostly recent graduates and one 
was still a student. As I got to know them in the ield and oice, it was plain 
that Bas, the Soil and Water Conservation Engineer from Holland, was the 
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oldest and most experienced. he others, all keen young people, looked up 

to him. In time I gained the perspective that Sr. Valencia was guiding his 

staf well and they respected him. But it appeared that Dr. Rodriguez was 

paying them little or no attention.

Ater a couple of days meeting with the project staf in Cochabamba and 

reviewing information with them, Bas and I, along with several of the young 

professionals, headed of to Sacabamba in four-wheel drive Toyotas. hey 

were a good group to travel with on the ity-ive-mile, three-hour drive. 

he irst twenty miles was on paving; ater that it became more and more 

4WD on a narrow gravel road, then muddy tracks with some streams to 

ford. hey told me that ater heavy rains some of these tracks would become 

impassable for a couple of days. But it was a sunny mid-summer day as we 

climbed ever higher till we reached the green Sacabamba valley with the small 

village of Sacabamba in the middle of it at close to 10,000 feet elevation. It 

was lunchtime when we arrived and the cook at their staf quarters, Maria, 

a kind and motherly person, served us all a nice lunch.

Ater lunch, Bas took me on a driving and walking tour of the cultivated 

lower parts of the valley. Scattered all through it were small farmhouses, 

each surrounded by a few hectares of cultivated ields. It was subsistence 

agriculture in a high alpine valley; sheep grazed on the barren uplands above 

the valley. he soils were very prone to erosion, but with the help of com-

munity organizers and the agricultural engineers from CIPCA, the farmers 

were beginning to do what they could with small rock walls or “bunds” to 

help contain the natural runof and soil erosion.

hen Bas took me to one of the deep, narrow erosion gullies that in 

numerous locations cut across the valley’s cultivated lands. As we were driv-

ing in to the valley, I had spotted some deep erosion scars on the far side 

of the valley and was puzzled by their presence. Now I was looking at one 

up close; I was shocked. It had a smooth lat loor some three meters wide 

and was at least ive times that deep with walls of vertical soil columns. he 

erosion cut a deep jagged slash across the cultivated land as it progressed 

uphill in the wet season. A Quechua campesino who lived near it told me it 

had advanced “more than ten meters” in the last wet season. I recognized 

what I was looking at and turned to Bas and said, “his is loess!”6 He nodded 

in silence. his wonderfully rich but terribly erodible soil comprised much 

6   Loess, pronounced “luss,” is a German word that means “loose.” It is 

the name used in soils taxonomy for unstratiied deposits of buf to yellowish 
brown silt particles that have been blown of arid lands and deposited by 
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of the valley’s cultivable land…and the project was going to irrigate it! It is 
easy to identify in situ by the distinctive ability of the soil to stand in vertical 
columns when dry but the soil loses all cohesion and lows or “runs” when 
saturated. Already, some small disturbances of the subsistence agriculture 
were triggering large amounts of the precious soil being washed away.

Late in the aternoon we returned to the staf house tired and cold from 
the sudden drop in temperature typical of high altitudes. I was introduced 
to coca tea made from coca leaves. It was a welcome treat for a tired mind 
and body ater a long day out in the ield. Maria always had some on the 
stove for crew coming in at the end of the day. Everyone in Bolivia drank it. 
Ater a ine dinner served up by Maria at a long table in the refectory with 
the whole ield crew, we sat and yarned a while. Bas helped me with my 
Spanish before one by one we trooped of upstairs to the dormitory where 
we all slept in a couple of large dorm-like rooms.

In the following days in that irst week up at Sacabamba, Bas and I, 
together with one or more of the ield crew, gradually worked our way up 
the ields of the narrowing valley to where two streams that were to provide 
water for the project met a little way below where a dam was to be built on 
the larger stream. he more I looked around, the worse the prospect for 
the project became. I picked up on the deep reservations that the young 
professionals already had about the project. On the evening before most of 
us went back down to Cochabamba at the end of the week, I pulled together 
my impressions of the project and went over them with Bas. He said, “I don’t 
think you are overstating it, Bill. You haven’t missed a thing and, yes, very 
little of it is positive. We all feel the same way. So far we’ve not been able to 
make any impression on Dr. Rodriguez.”

he next day, a Saturday, I called Vicky in Santa Cruz from my hotel room 
in Cochabamba and said, “Look, Vicky, everything I’ve seen so far tells me 
this is going to be a disaster. I will go further and ferret out the details, but 
I think they will all point in the same direction: this project should not be 
built. Professionally, I cannot put it otherwise; I must tell it the way I see it. 
If you do not want to have VOCA Bolivia dealing with a report like this for 
Dr. Rodriguez and the possible repercussions, please tell me and I will go 
home tomorrow.”

To her great credit, Vicky replied, “No, Mr. Ellis, don’t go home tomorrow! 

the wind. It occurs mainly in “dust bowl” regions of Asia, Russia and North 

America. It can be a very rich soil but it is extremely erodible.
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he reason I asked for you is that I knew you’d tell the unvarnished truth. 

So go ahead. Call it the way you see it.”

I replied, “hank you for your trust and courage. Bas and I will sit down 

with the Director on Monday morning before we go back up to Sacabamba, 

and when we get back each week I will brief him on what I have found. I 

want to let him down gently; it’s going to be a huge disappointment for him 

and I don’t want to see him denying the whole thing.”

“Yes,” she replied, “that’s a good idea. Go ahead and do it that way.”

Okay. Having conirmed with Vicky that I will “call it the way I sees it” even 

though that will likely be diicult for the CIPCA Project Director to accept, 

Bas and I asked to see Director Rodriguez the Monday morning before we 

let with the crew to go back to the Sacabamba valley to continue our work.

Without revealing that I knew that Rodriguez’ young technical profes-

sionals, including Bas, had for some time been trying to tell him that the 

work should be halted until the whole project had undergone a complete 

review, I opened our brieing by telling him what we had found in my irst 

week on-site and that I would brief him each week. We informed him about 

the very real risks of irrigating loess and what we had found so far. I said, “I 

know this may be a disappointment to you, but we will keep you abreast of 

our work each week so that there are no sudden unexpected surprises for 

you.” Bas translated all this to Dr. Rodriguez as we went along; I watched 

the Project Director carefully.

Surprisingly, Rodriguez showed no response to what I had said other 

than a non-committal, “All right, I’ll see you next week,” just before we let. 

I thought, “Oh my, this fellow is seriously into denial. He doesn’t know what 

to do, so he isn’t saying anything.”

he next couple of weeks the weather continued ine—sunny days inter-

spersed with the characteristic aternoon thundershowers and crisp cold 

nights of high elevations. I continued my explorations accompanied by Bas 

and one or two of the young professionals whose knowledge of the area 

assisted us. Sometimes one or two Quechua campesinos would tag along and 

I would try to converse with them; my Spanish was gradually coming back.

Back in Cochabamba, I continued to enjoy being in Bolivia. I would 

take a taxi downtown to the CIPCA oice or to go sightseeing in central 

Cochabamba and come home again later in the day. It was a delightful small 

city, not at all crowded, and with some beautiful plazas from colonial times. 

he streets and shopping arcades were well maintained and thronged with 

smiling young people. here seemed to be music everywhere. In the plazas 
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European and Quechua people mingled freely, some playing guitars others 
sotly playing pan pipes. I loved to just sit and watch and listen. here I felt 
closer to home than I did in Asia and the Middle East or even in Africa. We 
had a common European and New World heritage; it was easier to understand 
this culture with our shared origins.

Some evenings I would have dinner in a downtown restaurant. he ones 
I liked best were large, rustic places with large tables for families dining 
together. I soon discovered that Bolivians are very fond of beef and potatoes, 
all deliciously prepared. hey loved telling me of the big cattle ranches on 
the eastern plains and how the purple potato originated in Bolivia. I enjoyed 
watching whole families of three or four generations all dining together and 
enjoying each other’s company. he young people and children knew how 
to behave in public and join in the fun, just as I’d oten witnessed in France.

Back in the ield, we worked our way up the main drainage of the valley, 
some of which would carry water to the project lands. he Rio Challaque ran 
the length of the valley, roughly dividing the arable land down the middle. 
It was a typical high mountain stream and well established in its course; it 
fed the Rio Chapare that lowed into the Amazon basin in Bolivia. It showed 
no serious signs of being about to change its bed and banks; it was swit 
enough that getting across it during even moderate lows was impossible. 
Plainly the Rio Challaque would divide the lands to be irrigated into two 
hydraulically separate areas, one on each side of the river. Slowly work-
ing our way upstream, we came upon two large quebradas or mountain 
streams or torrents, the Chiara Ochi and the Leon Mayu that joined the 
Rio Challaque close together on the far side. hey each debouched from 
steep narrow canyons just before reaching the open Sacabamba valley itself. 
It was very evident that they carried huge quantities of massive sediment. 
heir watercourses were very unstable, plainly being “rearranged” with each 
gulley-washer rainstorm.

Bas knew a place where we could ford the Rio Challaque in our 4WD 
Toyota and took us across to be close to the two quebradas. he larger one, 
the Leon Mayu, was now right next to us; it was the one scheduled to be 
dammed and we followed a newly bulldozed track to where it ended at the 
dam site.

he dam site was in a narrow place between steeply sloping canyon walls 
that were practically devoid of vegetative cover. he loor of the dam site was 
occupied by the Leon Mayu and was dry at the time. Its streambed completely 
covered the loor, its surface was comprised of boulders between twenty 
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and forty centimetres in size. he storm runof plainly washed everything 

smaller of the streambed and on downstream. My colleagues said it had 

been just an ordinary summer gulley washer, “nothing unusual.” As far as we 

could see up the canyon, about a kilometre, the streambed looked like this.

It told us a horrifying tale of the immense quantities of erosion material 

coming of the barren mountainsides and the immense energy of the que-

brada in its ability to transport it. I talked to Bas and a couple of the young 

engineers who had come along with us about what the Leon Mayu and 

dam site were telling me. hey related how a bulldozer had been sent to the 

dam site to see how deep the layer of boulders might be and how, before 

it had got much more than two meters down, the trench became unstable. 

An approaching thunderstorm had forced the machine’s rapid retreat. he 

ensuing gully washer came along, and the trench had completely illed in 

that single event! hat didn’t surprise me.

Later, Bas and I, along with the young geologist from the ield team, 

returned to the dam site, climbed the steep knob that would be its let abut-

ment, and eventually attained the heights where the canyon walls lared 

back and we had long views upstream and downstream from the proposed 

damsite. hey were as unpromising as what we had seen from river level. 

he whole canyon and on up into the mountainous watershed as far as we 

could see was practically devoid of vegetative cover. here were a few erosion 

gullies on it, but it was clear that rainfall came of this landscape as sheets of 

water. Bas and I were very interested in this; this kind of terrain was new to 

me, but the geologist, a native of Bolivia, knew it well. As we walked about 

on this steep alpine watershed he explained the processes at work. It all fell 

into place for us; it was a geologic thing, and there was little humans could 

do about altering it. he narrow, steep reservoir would ill with sediment 

very rapidly. Later, the forest engineer on the team told me these mountains 

had never had forest cover; they were above the tree line. It all it.

One day Bas and I made a day-long trek up into the high country above 

the Leon Mayu to see how the Quechua shepherds grazed their sheep on 

the alpine slopes in the summer. hey each had their own grazing areas 

and moved their small locks around on them. Some had a patch or two 

with some soil on it where, with careful husbanding of soil moisture and 

natural manures, they could manage a green patch for the lambs and ewes 

that required a bit of extra nutrition. hese patches were fenced of with 

low rock walls. It was sheep farming as it has been practiced for hundreds, 

maybe thousands of years all over the world.
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We were at over 12,000 feet, and about mid-aternoon we saw a thun-
derstorm bearing down on us; we made for a shepherd’s hut to shelter. he 
head of the household was out on the mountainside with his sheep but his 
wife shyly welcomed us in out of the driving rain. Her two young children 
stood in awe of these tall strangers and giggled quietly. heir home was a 
small, one-room place made of dry stone construction with a tin roof, a 
door and a couple of small windows. Inside, it was neatly kept with a couple 
of sway-backed beds, a kitchen table, a small stove, and an outhouse of 
the end. Its inside walls were mud-plastered and decorated with posters of 
biblical scenes, the last supper, and various icons of Mary and Jesus. In one 
corner there was a small shrine. Our host insisted on making coca tea for 
the two wet, cold foreigners. We stood in the doorway sipping the tea and 
watched the rain pouring of the eaves as we hesitantly conversed with the 
doña of the house. Too soon, the aternoon grew late, the rain had stopped, 
and Bas and I needed to get down the mountain to the Sacabamba valley 
far below us before dark. I hated to leave that small family group. Bas and I 
returned “home” to warm, dry clothes just in time for a hearty supper and 
Maria’s endless supply of coca tea.

As promised, each week Bas and I briefed Director Rodriguez on our 
indings and I would watch as Bas translated my words into Spanish. he 
Director would listen politely and nod, but say nothing. I igured he was 
hearing everything okay, but very little of what it meant for the project was 
registering. He was just randomly storing facts in his head and keeping it 
all there. I was growing concerned that was where it would stay.

In my explorations down in the valley, I had noticed the line of a very 
recent horizontal excavation scar on the lower slopes of the far side of the 
valley. I asked my colleagues what I was looking at and was told it marked 
where a narrow bench was being cut by hand for a canal that was to convey 
water from the dam to irrigate the ields on the far side of the valley. I asked 
about the engineering plans for it. here were none.

Apparently Dr. Rodriguez, as the Director of CIPCA Cochabamba, had 
simply gone ahead and told the young engineers to lay out the alignment for 
a canal along there and they, despite protesting the absence of an engineer-
ing design, had done so. Given the limited survey instruments they had at 
hand, they had done a remarkably good job of it. But when excavation for 
it began, using a small bulldozer, it soon became apparent that the hillside 
was so unstable that soil kept sliding down and obliterating the fresh cut. 
he Director decided it was the bulldozer’s fault and decreed that only a 
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very narrow bench should be cut by hand—by the campesinos themselves! 

As instructed by the Director, they were dragooned into doing this work 

in order to secure rights to the water when the project went into operation. 

he work was going ahead on this basis. I was appalled. I was also amazed 

at the long-sufering forbearance and patience of the ield crew and the 

campesinos, and that they had not just downed tools and let the job site.

As I walked the length of the canal bench to the point where some Quec-

hua campesinos were at work hacking the bench out of the mountainside 

by hand, I had plenty of opportunity to witness just how unstable the slope 

was. It was practically at the angle of repose—the steepest that the surface 

could remain stable. Already there were numerous places where small rock 

slides had come of the cut face and buried the bench, and a couple of places 

where the newly constructed bench had slid away. I thought about what 

dogged, loyal people the Quechuas were to keep working away while the 

cut face unravelled behind them.

When I reached the work crew of Quechua men and women, they were 

having their lunch break, chewing coca leaves and drinking tea to take the 

edge of their hunger. hey ofered me some, but I declined and we began 

a discussion of the coca trade. Several of them had sons working in the 

coca ields at lower elevations. heir remittances home were essential to 

supporting their extended families. None of them would touch the reined 

drug and thought we Americans were stupid to use the stuf. hey resented 

the American Drug Enforcement Agency’s raids in their country and sug-

gested that the place to deal with the problem was in America where the 

cocaine users were. I readily agreed with them. My heart was in my boots 

as Bas and I walked back to the beginning of the canal and I thought about 

how their eforts would be in vain and would bring them no beneit at all.

Part way along in my time there I discovered that a new government 

agency, PRONAR, which was responsible for “water projects,” had visited 

the Director in Cochabamba early on and then come up to Sacabamba to 

look around. he ield crew described them as “pretty uninterested” and 

didn’t hear from them again. Bas and I arranged to visit the agency; it was 

a cordial visit with a group of low-level bureaucrats. At one point during 

our discussions when I responded in the midst of a conversation, they all 

laughed and said to Bas, “You tell us that Señor Hellis doesn’t speak Spanish, 

but he’s getting every word we say!”

Bas laughed and translated this to me and I replied, “Yes, my Spanish 

is pretty sketchy but I do get the gist of what you’re saying.” More laughter. 
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hey had very little to say about the project and did indeed seem quite 
uninterested, but when they told me PRONAR was a brand new agency and 
that their mandate had not yet been given them, it all made sense. Without 
any mandate, they were reluctant to get involved or say anything. I thought 
“How convenient for Dr. Rodriguez and how unfortunate for Bolivia.” Some 
years later I heard a new government had disbanded PRONAR and formed 
a new agency with clear authority and “teeth” to fulill its mandate. I was 
much relieved.

As time went on I asked about the design of other key elements of the 
project. One was a large and diicult to construct “inverted siphon” pipeline 
to carry irrigation water from the canal, down the side of the valley, under 
the Challaque river and up the other side of the valley to another canal that 
would deliver irrigation water to that side of the valley. I learned that there 
was as yet no engineering design for it, yet Director Rodriguez was about to 

order the pipe for it from Europe! he dam was similarly nothing more than 
a vague concept in the Director’s imagination. It was clear to me that the 
project must be halted as soon as possible

In my last week up at Sacabamba, the crew asked me if I would join them 
ater supper at the local pub for some beers. I replied I’d be delighted. Ater 
supper we repaired to a one-room “pub,” the only one in the village. Bas and 
a number of the young professionals were there; we were the only patrons 
that evening. In semi-darkness at a long table with a couple of candles on it 
we had a grand time yarning and telling tales about our lives. Ater a while, 
when the cervesa had loosened our tongues, they asked me what I was going 
to do with my report which, they knew, would be the plain unvarnished truth 
and would not be welcome with the Director. As there had been no visible 
response to the earlier Volunteers’ reports, they were very concerned that my 
report would never reach CIPCA’s Board of Directors in the capital, La Paz.

I took this opportunity to initiate an open and honest discussion about 
professional responsibility and public behaviour. I described he Iron Ring 
Ceremony, our Canadian tradition held at the graduation of our young 
engineers. As new graduates and in the presence of our peers, our profes-
sors and a few well-known elders of the profession, while all hold onto an 
iron chain that snakes all around the room, we take an oath not unlike the 
physician’s Hippocratic oath. As a reminder of this, engineers from Canada 
wear a plain wrought iron ring on the little inger of their working hand. 
It rusts if you’re not using it. he iron originally came from the irst bridge 
across the St. Laurence River at Québec that collapsed during construction 
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in 1907 because the bridge designer had made grave errors in its design and 

failed to heed urgent warnings from the workers building it. hirty-three 

Mohawk “high steel” bridge workers from near Montréal were among the 

seventy-ive workers killed. he bridge that replaced it remains the longest 

cantilever bridge span in the world.

I told them that the rusty ring I wear means more to me than my engi-

neering degree itself and that part of what I swore to is “never to be party to 

shoddy work.” I talked about my professional responsibility to speak only the 

truth, my responsibility to VOCA on whose behalf I had come to Bolivia, and 

my responsibility to CIPCA to ensure they understood the seriousness of the 

disaster they were about to create. I told them I had assured myself early on 

that VOCA Bolivia would send the report, however damning it would be, to 

the CIPCA Board in La Paz even though the Project Director in Cochabamba 

was the person who had asked for it. hat was all I could do as an outside 

consultant and I trusted them. I acknowledged their concern that the report 

would not reach CIPCA’s Board from the Director in Cochabamba, but I 

hoped that it would.

I went to Santa Cruz, completed writing up my report there, and handed 

it over to Vicky before lying home to California. VOCA duly delivered it to 

the Director, CIPCA Cochabamba. Later I heard that there it stayed until, 

somehow, a copy of the report reached the CIPCA Board in La Paz. hey were 

appalled and very angry; they had known nothing of the way Dr. Rodriguez 

was managing the Sacabamba project. He was called in and dismissed. Not 

long ater, the irrigation project was terminated.

Humpty-Dumpty sat on a wall. Humpty-Dumpty had a great fall.
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CHaptEr tWEnty-OnE

In Armenia with Save the Children

Water Supply Projects for the Caucasus

I 
n the early spring of 1997 I received a call from a VOCA recruiter asking 
me if I’d be interested in going to Armenia to help a client of theirs with 
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some village water supply needs in that former Soviet state. he client was 

Save the Children which was starting a small program to help villagers in 

that mountainous country with getting clean water to their villages and 

developing water supplies for irrigating their grain and vegetable crops. I 

replied, “Yes, I’d love to go.” I had always wanted to work with Save the Chil-

dren, but I didn’t know that they did village water supply projects. hough 

this seemed an unusual project for them, they had a sound reputation for 

doing good work. I’d also been longing to go to the former Soviet Union 

to see what it was like and how the people there were getting along; it had 

only been six years since the collapse of the Soviet Union and the newly 

independent countries were struggling out of a very dark place. I thought 

it would be interesting.

With VOCA I was free to make my own travel arrangements, so I took 

KLM’s overnight light from San Francisco to Amsterdam. In Amsterdam 

I had nearly six hours of layover time before the departure of my Arme-

nian Airlines light to Yerevan, the capital of Armenia. I took the train into 

Amsterdam and had a very pleasant al fresco lunch in warm spring sunshine 

as I watched Amsterdammers going about their daily rounds on swarms of 

bicycles. It was nice to be back in Holland, however briely.

My light to Yerevan was on an old Tupolev 154, the Russian version of 

a Boeing 727 and a workhorse of its time. hey’d been around for a long 

time and by then were gaining a less than stellar reputation. hree of them 

happened to be parked at Yerevan when the Soviet Union collapsed, so 

Armenia had simply “acquired” them. Somehow, the Armenians still kept 

them lying and I thought, “What the hell, it’s probably my only chance to 

ly in one!” So I took it.

About mid-aternoon we were bussed away from Schiphol’s terminal to 

where the Tupolev stood forlornly all by itself. It looked pretty tired in its 

original Aerolot livery with only “Armenian Airlines” in new paint. Plainly, 

its new owners didn’t have the scratch for a gate at the terminal. he interior 

was worn; patches of the carpeting in the aisle were missing and the bare 

aluminum loor sagged a bit between the cross-ribs. he overhead luggage 

racks were the old open style and in places they drooped noticeably. It had 

seen a lot of wear. I found my seat and sat down only to discover that the tray 

table wouldn’t stay upright. I glanced at the seat next to me and noticed it 

lacked a seatbelt. But that didn’t really matter, the light was scarcely a third 

full and no one sat next to me. I spotted a matchbook on the loor and folded 

it double to use as a wedge for the tray table. Silently, I ofered a small request 
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heavenward for a smooth light. he engines started readily and “spooled 
up” smoothly for takeof. he ive-hour light to Yerevan was uneventful. 
I don’t remember an in-light meal, perhaps because there was an endless 
supply of vodka and it was “cheap like borscht” and I drank my way across 
the darkness of Eastern Europe and the Black Sea. Without realizing it, I 
had already begun to acclimate to life in the former Soviet Union.

We arrived late at night at Zvartnots International Airport at Yerevan; 
the terminal was grubby and dark. he building’s poor-grade concrete was 
plainly visible where an overlay of travertine tile had spalled of; the tiles 
that remained had not seen a cleaning in a very long time. here were only 
a few people around, yet it still took ages to clear our small contingent of 
passengers through customs and immigration, but I was long used to that.

As I stepped out of the terminal into the darkness, a driver stood in my 
path holding a small placard—“Mr. Ellis, VOCA.” hat was nice, I didn’t 
have to roll the dice with an unknown “taxi driver” in the middle of the 
night. he VOCA driver lead me to his Russian Tatra jeep through a jungle 
of huge columns that apparently held up some other part of the terminal 
and we headed toward the city. he drive into town late at night was like so 
many others I’ve experienced—roadsides lined with miles of shuttered or 
tarpaulin-draped shacks and kiosks for shoddy consumer goods. Occasionally 
a hurricane lantern glowed dimly, but there was nobody around. Even the 
policemen had gone of duty. With each mile, I experienced the long-familiar 
feeling of leaving behind the conveniences of a functioning western economy 
and entering another world where nothing much worked and I must live by 
my wits to get anything done. I was conident I’d have good people to work 
with; I looked forward to meeting them. hat would begin in the morning.

As we drove on deserted streets through the center of a once proud but 
now darkened city, I glimpsed large monumental-style buildings. hen, close 
to downtown, we entered an industrial area; in the gloom, I could make 
out tall smokestacks, dimly lit factory buildings and blocks of darkened 
apartments. In the morning I saw how run down they were.

We stopped beside a high concrete wall with a small door in it and my 
driver said, “Here is Haikush’s house.” We unloaded my old val-pack “two-
suiter” suitcase and two well-traveled briefcases and I banged on the gate. 
In a few moments a youngish woman opened it, “Mr. Hellis?” I replied, 
“Yes. May I come in?”

Although it was the middle of the night, I was greeted with an outpouring 
of welcomes in a mixture of English and Armenian and escorted inside to 
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my room that looked like it might otherwise be the living room of their 

small wood-frame house. he bed was turned down and Haikush graciously 

said, “In the morning, you sleep! hen I give you breakfast.” Already, I felt 

enveloped in the Armenians’ kindness.

Next morning I slept in for a while, then, still in my pyjamas, I asked 

directions to the loo. It was of the tiny kitchen that also served as their family 

room and appeared as if it once had been a very narrow hallway. In it, there 

was a hot water heater, just room enough to squeeze by a washbasin, and at 

the far end, a toilet. Apparently, the toilet didn’t lush, for there was a bucket 

of water next to it. All the plumbing was exposed and some of the joints 

were tied with cotton rags. I wondered where the shower was. Ahh…there it 

was—right next to the toilet! A showerhead dangled on the end of a plastic 

hose suspended on some twine from the ceiling. Noticing that there was no 

shower curtain, nor a rod to hang it on, I immediately realized I must be 

very careful with water for it was clearly precious. I found out later that the 

city water service was on for only a few hours a day, a few days a week; my 

hosts saved water in a tank on the roof, so the water pressure was pretty low 

in the house. I soon got used to using very little water and was thankful for 

even that. he previous year, I was told, they had practically no water at all.

How had a country that had such an illustrious history fallen into such a 

state? As early as the hird Century A.D., the Armenian culture had been on 

a par with Greece and the Armenians were on mutually respectful terms with 

the Greeks. Armenia was the irst nation to adopt Christianity as its religion; 

it was now an island of Christians in a sea of Muslims. From my knowledge 

of Soviet history, I well understood the country’s desperate condition.

Last year and the year before had been the low point in Armenia’s sev-

en-year struggle with Azerbaijan—their neighbour to the east—over the 

territory of Karabagh, an enclave of Armenian people cut of from Armenia 

by a narrow neck of Azerbaijan. As part of his divide and rule policy, Joseph 

Stalin made Karabagh part of Azerbaijan. With the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, the Armenian people in Karabagh rose up and demanded reunii-

cation of their former territory with Armenia. he Azeris, of course, would 

have none of it and a drawn-out civil and international war broke out; this 

resulted in 200,000 Azeris leeing to Azerbaijan and 400,000 Armenians 

leeing to Armenia.

Divide and rule is a very efective way of conquering and destroying 

whole societies. Countries outside of the dispute paid little attention; they 

had bigger ish to fry. he Azeris had oil and controlled access to Iran, 
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Armenia’s only gateway to the rest of the world. Efectively Azerbaijan had 
cut of Armenia’s energy supplies and shut down transportation and trade. 
Armenia was forced to the wall, but being extraordinarily courageous and 
resourceful people, they refused to capitulate. By 1996 they had very little 
food, practically no fuel or electricity, and were reduced to breaking up their 
furniture for fuel in the bitter winters before the United Nations stepped in 
to broker a truce.

Ater the collapse of the Soviet Union, Armenians were free at last to 
begin rebuilding their country. I began to understand why for centuries they 
held onto their own country and why their economy and infrastructure was 
now in such bad shape. As my sojourns there continued over the next few 
years, I began to see the irst stirrings of hope and renewal turn into tangible 
success, but that was not yet visible. It was time to get to work, time to make 
a contribution to a people struggling to recover.

• • • • •

Getting Started with Vanoush and Nargis

At VOCA’s Armenia oice I met the Country Director, Paul, a young American 
who took me around to meet the rest of his small staf of young Armenian 
women and men. Paul and I walked over to the oices of Save the Children 
and it was similarly stafed—mostly young people. We briely discussed 
“Save’s” objectives for their Village Water Supply program; it was driven 
by a desire to provide clean drinking water and a better food supply in the 
villages in order to improve children’s health. hat made sense to me. heir 
ield oice for the program was near the center of the country about sixty 
miles east of Yerevan at Sevan, on Lake Sevan; they were the people that I 
would work with. I liked what I heard—no government oicials to deal with, 
no intermediaries at all, and I could work directly with the afected people.

We went back to the VOCA oice to take care of some travel details and to 
meet the two persons who would be the most important people to me during 
my time in Armenia—my driver, Vanoush Gregorian and my interpreter, 
Nargis Sagatelian. Vanoush was an older man, tall and lean, digniied and 
quiet spoken but with an open warmth. Nargis was a youngish woman, direct, 
nicely dressed, bright and enthusiastic. I could tell the three of us were going 
to get along well. I found out later that Vanoush was their oldest and best 
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driver, and Nargis their senior interpreter and a graduate of the Armenian 

Academy of Languages. She spoke ive languages.

Next morning Vanoush and Nargis and I set out for Sevan in Vanoush’s 

small Datsun sedan. Traic was light in the city and lighter still on the four-

lane highway that climbed quickly eastward from Yerevan on the plains 

of the Araxes Valley. It was a cold, grey day; spring was late this year and 

clouds hung heavy on the mountains around the city. hey were still white 

with snow. We drove out of the city and followed a wide gorge that came 

down from Lake Sevan.

Along the way we passed huge factory buildings and greenhouse com-

plexes; I noticed there was hardly a pane of glass let in any of them. Nargis 

explained that the factory used to supply about half of the USSR’s electric 

light bulbs but fell into disrepair and then stopped functioning altogether 

ater “the collapse,” I wondered what the “Newly Independent States” were 

doing for light bulbs. Nargis said that the greenhouses lost their glass roofs 

in hailstorms and were never repaired. She added, “Armenia used to be the 

breadbasket for the south-western USSR. Stalin put in a lot of infrastructure, 

but then it fell into wrack and ruin.” I noticed a series of dams and hydro-

electric plants in the river gorge and Nargis assured me that they were now 

all operating. I was glad to hear that.

As we climbed steadily, the valley opened out into barren, rolling steppes 

that swept up to the mountains; patches of snow still lingered on the bare, 

brown ields next to the road. Along the way we came to a large police 

checkpoint where several cars had stopped and half a dozen policemen idled 

about while others checked driver and passenger papers and IDs. In reality 

it was a shakedown operation. Vanoush was prepared for this and graciously 

handed over the required “handshake.” It was part of doing business in this 

part of the country and we could expect to be stopped at least once more 

in each direction.

We turned of the highway to approach the town of Sevan that sat on 

an old lake terrace at about 5,000 feet elevation. he lake, just a couple of 

miles away, was slate grey under lowering clouds. A few tattered-looking 

trees dotted the townsite; on the far side of the lake, some iteen miles away, 

veiled in snow showers, were the barren mountains marking the Azeri border. 

Save the Children’s oice was on a mostly deserted street of worn looking 

houses. he Director and his staf warmly greeted us; there were just a few 

of them. hey were expecting us.

We sat down with the Director to discuss their needs. hough they had 
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a very limited budget, quite a few villages had applied to be included in the 
village water supply program. he staf knew the Sevan area well and had 
narrowed the number to four villages, but the budget could help only two 
or perhaps three. To begin with, they wanted me to visit all four villages, 
and on the basis of practical, technical and cost considerations, select two 
to start the program. I was happy to do this; I’d done it before in other 
countries. My next step was to work with the selected villages and help 
them develop solutions to their needs that Save the Children could fund. I 
liked this even better.

he four villages were near the far end of the lake, some forty miles south 
near Martouni; I remembered the stafers in Yerevan speaking of Martouni 
as “about the end of the world.” We discussed logistics. hey would provide 
a staf person, Levon, who had grown up in Martouni and knew the area 
well. Levon’s job was to introduce us around and be my contact person for 
all my needs. He turned out to be a gem. His irst task was to ind a local 
family that could take in Vanoush, Nargis and myself as boarders while we 
did our ieldwork over the next several weeks.

With logistics sorted, we all sat down together in their conference room 
for a typical Armenian lunch—a hearty soup followed by a variety of cold 
cuts and savouries with fresh, crusty rolls, butter and cheeses, pickles and 
relishes, and great quantities of tea. I discovered that practically every oice 
in Armenia had a cook, usually a large, motherly type in a white smock who 
kept the staf well fed through the day. A bottle of vodka appeared for toasts 
all around; I anticipated it was coming by the small tot glasses at each place 
setting. he warmth of the hospitality and wide-ranging conversations, helped 
along by the vodka and Nargis’ humorous translations, illed the room in 
contrast to the raw cold outside. Vanoush, ever the professional, passed on 
the vodka but joined in the toasts with apple juice. I respected him even more; 
ater all, on this foul day with snow threatening he had to drive us home.

• • • • •

On he Job—Village Visits

Over the next week or so we met the village councils on Save the Children’s 
short list. Not surprisingly, there was quite a variation in the villages and their 
councils. It is the same the world over—the capacity and efectiveness of a 
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community’s leadership directly afects the community’s fortunes, imagined 

or otherwise. We easily eliminated two of the villages on our list.

The irst village once had an entirely satisfactory water supply from 
a diversion ditch coming down to the village from a stream well up in 

the mountains. Though it had been put in decades ago by the Soviets 

and hadn’t failed them for many years, it now had washed out along the 

way and all the water was escaping into the gorge below. The village 

council wanted the whole thing to be rebuilt. When I said, “Okay, 

let’s go and have a look,” the few councillors who had shown up, a 

very negative lot, erupted into a huge argument. They couldn’t agree 

on who would go with me; it was clear none of them wanted to be 

saddled with traveling up there. One of them reluctantly agreed, but 

when the jeep track ended and he discovered that he would have to 

get out and walk with this young foreigner (who was twice his age), 

he said he wouldn’t go any further. So, leaving dear Nargis with the 

whining, reluctant volunteer, I went on with Levon for another mile 

or so up into the mountains.

There were only a few washouts and I determined that each could 

be easily ixed with village resources. The irst couple of washouts 
permitted all the water to escape, so of course the village council 

wanted a whole new concrete-lined ditch. I returned to the council-

lor still sitting in the Tatra jeep and told him there were only a few 

washouts and each one was easily within the capacity of the village 

to ix. I said that Save the Children would take the village’s situation 
into consideration but they had nothing close to the budget for a 

whole new concrete lined channel. We returned him, still whining, 

to the dilapidated council oices and discovered that the mayor and 
the rest of the council had departed. There was nothing more to do, so 

we went on our way. I could come back later to discuss my indings 
with the mayor, or perhaps he would just hear from Save’s Sevan 

oice. As we drove away I asked Nargis, “Tell me, I know I have 
missed the subtleties of their conversations, but was there anything 

that revealed to you that perhaps this village does not have a pretty 

dysfunctional village council?”

“Oh, Mr. Beel! You are far too kind! This gang, those that bothered 

to show up anyway, are nothing more than a bunch of lazy, boozy, 

ignoramuses. There’s nothing we can do for them. They won’t do a 

thing for themselves.”



368 By Dead Reckoning

I was grateful for her directness. I liked that.

• • • • •

Zolakarsh

he next village, Zolakarsh, was equally run down and hopeless, and if 
anything, even more delusional. Also located near Martouni, it was closer to 
the lakeshore and a Soviet-era pumping plant designed to lit water from the 
lake to an irrigation system for the cropland along a stretch of the foreshore. 
It had fallen into total disrepair and they wanted it rehabilitated by Save the 
Children. I said, “Let’s go have a look.”

We were taken to an enormous dilapidated pumping station at the side of 
the lake. Once upon a time it contained six enormous pumps each driven by 
a 400 horsepower electric motor. Now, most of the station had been stripped; 
about all that could be salvaged was one large motor control panel. What 
they hadn’t told me was that the lake had been overdrawn for decades for 
hydropower…and the shoreline was now half a mile away! So I told them, 
“I’m terribly sorry. I know you would like to have this for your village, but it 
is far beyond all the money Save the Children has, and quite honestly, I don’t 
know of an agency that would have the money for this.” What ran through 
my mind was what my friends at the World Bank would say about it: “Sorry. 
No. It is entirely inappropriate. Has been since the day it was built.” Later 
a diferent idea came to my mind: perhaps the best thing for it would be 
to jack-hammer out the concrete dividing walls between the huge old “wet 
wells” for the long-gone pumps, which occupied most of the loor space in 
the plant, and turn it into a giant swimming pool for the children! Perhaps 
we could have some fun with that idea.

We went back to their run-down council chambers and the mayor still 
hadn’t shown up. I asked the remaining councillors where they obtained 
their water. “From wells,” they said.

“How many do you have?”
“Fiteen.”
hat’s a huge number for a village of about 4,000, so I asked, “How 

many are working?”
“Just one. But we only run it an hour a day because we don’t have the 
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money for the electricity. We would like Save the Children to put in another 

well for us.”

Apparently that was the Soviet way. When a well stopped function-

ing they’d simply drill another one. Looked great on the apparatchiks’ 

reports—“Zolakarsh now has iteen wells!” Never mind that only one was 

operating and they couldn’t aford the electricity for that. So I asked, “Did 

you ever have another, older, water supply?”

“Yes, there’s a concrete-lined canal that comes down from the mountains 

but it is broken.”

“Where is it broken?”

“At the inlet. But that’s eight kilometres up into the mountains.”

I glanced at my watch and said, “Okay, let’s go have a look!”

Horror and consternation was written all over their faces and they stood 

there in silence. I too stood in silence facing them with my eyebrows raised 

looking from one to another, and another, and another. Eventually one stepped 

forward and said, “I’ll go with you.” He was a lot younger than the rest. hat 

was good. I asked his name.

“Aram.”

“Okay Aram, thank you. Let’s go!”

We piled into Vanoush’s trusty Datsun and he skilfully drove to where the 

two-wheel track beside the canal, a ditch really, ended; beyond that it was 

“side hill gouging” on a rough hillside for another two or three kilometres. 

Nargis was not dressed for this so I insisted she stay behind with Vanoush 

while Aram and I went on ahead. here was a bitter wind on this raw grey 

aternoon, threatening snow; Aram walked with me every yard of the way. 

Although neither of us spoke the other’s language, we understood each 

other and what we were trying to do. With hand and body language we 

communicated well enough about the how the gorge came down from the 

mountains, how the stream behaved, and how it had shited a bit so that the 

loose rock diversion at the canal inlet no longer worked. Aram understood 

immediately what had happened and what needed to be done.

I needed to take some measurements in order to make a design for a new 

diversion, and that meant crossing a cold and fast-running stream. I didn’t 

like the idea of wading through it; it would be a long, wet, freezing walk 

back to the car. But the stream was less than ten feet wide and the banks on 

both sides were low and smooth and grassy. I igured that it was just narrow 

enough that I could long-jump it. I knew it was a risk, but I had better odds 

of staying dry. I pulled out about 40 feet of the 100-foot steel tape I carried 
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with me, handed Aram both the loose end and the reel and ‘signed’ that I 
was going to try to jump the stream and then indicated that he should then 
toss the reel end over to me…but don’t let go of the loose end! He looked 
a bit surprised, and then he smiled. “Good”, I thought, “he’s on board with 
this crazy idea.” he idea was that I would direct him where to stand for the 
measurements I needed, I’d read them at my end and record them in my 
ield book, then I’d toss the reel back to him and jump back over the stream.

So away I went. It worked like a charm and Aram sent up a cheer. On 
the return leap the charm was still with me and we stood on the same side 
of the bank in gales of laughter. he wind was behind us and we enjoyed the 
walk back to Vanoush and Nargis. On the way to the village Aram told them 
how we did it and Nargis said to me, in all seriousness, “You didn’t really do 
that!” and I replied a bit sheepishly, “Well … yes.” Nargis asked Aram how 
old he was; he was nineteen. Ater we arrived back at the council building, 
there was no one around, so I told Aram that I’d be back in touch with them 
in a week or two ater I looked at two other villages.

On the way home to Yerevan we stopped in at the Sevan oice and I 
described what I had found so far; it it with their expectations of those two 
villages. hey told me to visit the village of Artsvanisht next; it was the most 
remote and desperately poor. “hey don’t have even a clean water supply,” 
they advised. he mayor of the fourth village, Zoragugh, which was larger 
and closer to Martouni, was away and I could visit there once he was back. 
Levon told us that he had located a couple of homes near Martouni that 
would be willing to take us in as boarders; on our next trip we could visit 
them and decide where we’ll stay.

Back home at Haikush’s in Yerevan, I sat on the end of my bed with my 
head in my hands and stared at the loor; it had been a soul-wearing week. 
he dreary countryside was littered with the remains of broken infrastructure. 
It wasn’t the usual “post consumer” litter of paper and plastic and glass. Here 
there were few consumer products to have wrappings to throw away. he litter 
consisted of pieces of broken machines: truck axles, wheels, transmissions, 
engine blocks and frames; bulldozer tracks, track frames and ‘dozer blades; 
A-frames, and inal drives. here were pieces of tractors everywhere—in the 
ields, along the roadsides, in private yards. Whole tractors sat where they 
had stopped years ago—their tracks now partly buried in the soil. he yards 
of huge, uninished, falling down factories were littered with broken glass, 
wrecked machinery, and rusted boilers; tower cranes stood forlornly, their 
empty hooks swaying on slack cables in the wind. his wasn’t new litter. 
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It had been accumulating for decades. he countryside was criss-crossed 

with rusting high-tension power pylons with transmission lines dangling 

to the ground. I’d never seen so many power lines, even on the outskirts of 

North American cities. he waste, ineiciency, inappropriateness and plain 

ham-isted crudeness of a hopelessly incompetent system confronted me 

everywhere I looked.

In my work I’ve lived and worked in the hinterlands of Africa, South Asia, 

South America and the Middle East and I’d never seen such brokenness. 

In these other parts of the world, although they had even less, their ways 

of coping have developed through the centuries and life worked for them. 

heir communities and cultures, in the countryside at any rate, were doing 

all right. In the vast agricultural foundation of Armenia, as Nargis said, 

“hings went back a hundred years at the Soviet collapse. hey’d not got far 

from Czarist Russia to begin with.” So I was witnessing the detritus of an 

utterly failed industrial and cultural revolution overlaid on an 18th century 

stage of agricultural development. Everything that amounted to anything 

had been showcased in the cities and capitals and amounted to mere window 

dressing, a supericial testament to Soviet success and superiority.

To lit my spirits, I went for a walk in a nearby park in the middle of 

downtown Yerevan. It was a small urban park, a couple of blocks wide and 

about six blocks long. Everything in the park was a shambles: the walkways 

were broken up and overgrown, the grass was overgrown, the trees were 

sick, there wasn’t an undamaged light standard, and not one wooden bench 

seat remained for all of them had been burned for fuel during the war with 

Azerbaijan. he park’s surrounding buildings were dirty grey and falling 

into ruin. he people I met had “the look” well known in the USSR: sad, 

downcast, vacant, care-worn. Only a few young couples in love wandered 

wistfully through the park and showed some signs of happiness. I returned 

to my room at Haikush’s almost overwhelmed and felt, “Well, that doesn’t 

work, either.”

For the irst time in my professional life I asked myself, “What am I doing 

here? here’s nothing I can do to help these people.” hen it struck me—“Hey, 

wait a minute! You’ve only been here a week and you’ve caught the disease 

already! You’ve just used that dreadful dismissive term, “these people!” Of 

course you can’t help all the people; you can only help a few and that only 

by working alongside them a few at a time. You know that, but you’ve very 

nearly let yourself get trapped in a victim’s defeatist outlook! Hang on to 
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your moorings and stick with helping the people you can help. hat’s what 
you’re here for, and that’s what you’ll do!”

• • • • •

A Visit to Artsvanisht

Ater the weekend back in Yerevan, we headed back up to Lake Sevan and 
Martouni. he weather was cold and wet but we were well prepared with 
warm clothes. We stopped in at Save the Children’s oice in Sevan for 
last-minute instructions and they conirmed that the mayor of Artsvanisht 
was expecting us. We headed of along the lakeshore for the 40-mile drive 
to Martouni. Arstvanisht lay another ive miles beyond that. We were on 
smooth paving for the irst few miles out of Sevan but as we got further out 
it slowly deteriorated. By about halfway along it was a sea of potholes and 
ater a while the paving disappeared altogether which made the going a bit 
smoother. Switching from one side of the road to the other, Vanoush avoided 
the worst of the rough patches with skill and aplomb.

To our let, a dark overcast hung over a sullen grey expanse of lake that 
disappeared in rain and mist mixed with snow; there was no horizon. To 
our right barren brown steppes with patches of snow sloped up toward the 
mountains and soon disappeared in the low-lying cloud. here was only an 
occasional oncoming vehicle; otherwise, the bleak landscape was deserted. 
I thought, “his must be what the steppes of central Asia look like on a late 
winter day.” he dank greyness seeped into our souls as we drove along in 
silence, each in our own cocoon of thought. Ater Martouni the road became 
deep ruts snaking through a sea of mud. Plainly, Martouni was the end of 
the world, but we were going on a bit further to Artsvanisht.

he wheel track up to Artsvanisht, which sits on the irst rise up from the 
lakeside plain, was rocky in places and had better drainage. We were glad 
for the better traction for Vanoush’s trusty Datsun sedan. Low stone walls 
bordered the village’s one winding muddy street, and squat stone houses 
huddled together; some of the houses and lean-tos had sagging or partly 
missing roofs. Children wandered aimlessly in the muddy road. Vanoush 
carefully wriggled past them, as Nargis and I smiled and waved; they stared 
back blankly. he boys were in grubby, tattered shorts and holey woollen 
sweaters, without hats or mitts, but they all wore rubber boots. heir solemn 
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faces were grimy with soot from the cow dung ires that warmed their homes, 

and they all had running, snotty noses. here seemed to be no girls around 

and I wondered where they were. Nargis turned to Vanoush and me and 

murmured, “Dear God, what have we done to deserve this?” I could only 

nod in agreement.

We found the village council building, a standard, shabby Soviet-era 

masonry and concrete two-story structure, though the windows all had glass! 

here was no light or heat inside. We searched around in the ground loor’s 

semi-darkness and then trudged up a worn stairway illuminated from tall 

windows at the landing. I noticed that the windows were clean. Upstairs, 

a door down the hallway opened and a man stepped out to welcome us; 

he’d heard us coming up the stairway. We were greeted by the mayor, Boris 

Hambartsunian who ushered us into a large empty congress room where 

a handful of men were gathered around a couple of desks at the far end of 

the room. hough tired and worn, the room was well swept and the win-

dows were clean, a marked diference from the two councils we’d visited so 

far. On the walls, slightly askew, hung a few dusty oicial portraits of the 

president and other dignitaries. We met the village council in what I now 

realized was their chambers. hey formally welcomed Nargis and me, and 

we were ushered to seats next to Mayor Boris’ desk. Vanoush, as was his 

habit, stayed with the car.

With Mayor Boris’ guidance, we got down to discussing their situation. 

It was desperate by any standard, but it was plain that the people in Artsvan-

isht shared their common struggle and had not lost hope. he village was 

desperately poor and had no domestic water supply at all. As we approached 

the village had I noticed women from the village dipping water for their 

households from the stream that ran through the village and carrying the 

buckets on yokes to their homes. he stream was black with pollution. he 

children, especially, sufered a lot of sickness from the unsanitary conditions. 

Fortunately Boris’ wife was a nurse, the only person with medical training 

in the village and they dearly valued her. Clearly, she had a Herculean task 

to try to keep the villagers healthy.

Behind Artsvanisht, the villagers’ cows grazed on the open piedmont 

lands that sloped up toward the mountains. Following the Soviet custom, 

the cattle, about 30 of them, were brought in each night to a large barn, a 

letover from collective farm times, that sat just outside the village, right 

above the small stream that lowed through the village. I thought to myself 

how the cattle would be far healthier if they were let out all summer and 
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brought in only when the weather got really cold. his would vastly reduce 
the amount of manure running of into the creek right next to the village; I 
would address this issue later with Save he Children.

he people of Artsvanisht had no irrigation water within reach of their 
ields. On scattered plots amounting to about thirty hectares of cultivated 
land, they grew potatoes, the staple in the region, plus wheat and barley, 
cabbage and some root vegetables, but in a dry year their crop production was 
not enough to feed them through the winter. hey had very little money; it 
was subsistence farming at its most diicult, in a climate with bitter winters.

From time to time as the discussions went on, I would read back to the 
assembled councillors what they had told me. “Your primary needs,” I said 
through Nargis, “are water for irrigation and to drink. Is that what is most 
important to you?”

“Yes it is,” they assured me.
“Where do you think we might be able to get a supply of clean water 

that’s not too far away?”
“From the creek.”
“Okay, that’s what we’ll address. Can you tell me about the creek? Where 

does it rise and how does it low down to the village? Does it ever go dry? 
Do the cattle graze along it?”

“We can take you up there now and show you.”
“Okay, let’s go have a look.”
he ive councillors plus the three of us, for they insisted on taking Vanush 

as well, piled into a couple of Tatra jeeps and we drove along the creek, 
passed below the cow barns, and then climbed up onto a long gently sloping 
benchland leading up to where the mountains rose steeply. his was where 
they wanted to grow most of their crops. Although the soil was passable, 
the bench was well above the creek which lowed in a gorge from which it 
debouched just upstream of the village. It was too far to lit water from the 
creek up onto the benchland.

We drove slowly up the benchland on a wheel track and stopped frequently 
to look at and discuss anything that interested us. Where the bench began 
to slope more steeply, the wheel track ended and we all got out of the jeeps. 
I wandered of to look over into the gorge occupied by the creek a couple 
of hundred feet below us. I noticed traces of an old irrigation ditch coming 
along the steep hillside from further up the gorge to near where we stood 
and asked Mayor Boris about it. “Oh yes, many years ago there used to be 
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a ditch there but it kept washing out in heavy rains and they gave up on it,” 

he replied.

I thought to myself, “Hmm, if there was enough gradient on the ditch 

to bring water here in an open channel, there may be enough elevation 

diference to push water up here in a pipeline.” I questioned Boris and the 

others about the creek and how it behaved through the seasons; they seemed 

to know it quite well. It was getting late in the aternoon and I had a good 

picture of their situation—both their needs and possible resources. I told 

Boris that I must return to Yerevan but I was optimistic that together we 

would ind a way to solve their problem and that we would return in a few 

days to do more exploring with them.

On our way back to Yerevan we checked out the two homes that Levon 

had lined up as possible places for the three of us to board while we worked 

nearby. he irst was a farmhouse a little way out of town. It was pretty run 

down and when we knocked on the door both Nargis and I were wondering 

what we’d ind inside. With two urchin-like children in tow, a young woman 

answered the door, looking tired and worn and dressed in a cotton frock 

that sorely needed washing. Nargis asked if she had been in contact with 

Save the Children at Sevan regarding boarders and received a positive reply. 

We glanced at each other for a moment and I said, “Let’s just look around.”

he young woman, clearly ill at ease, showed us a couple of rooms. he 

stench in the house was overpowering. Like many of the farmhouses here, 

the livestock were stabled below us. Nargis and I glanced at each other and 

shook our heads. Nargis said we would check with Save the Children in 

Sevan and made a polite exit for us. I felt badly for the woman. She would 

have liked to share her home with us, but she had nothing to share because 

she had practically nothing. hat, I believed, was the root of her discomfort. 

We all need to be needed, and to be needed, we need to have something 

to share. Without that we are hardly needed and that is a terrible place for 

any sentient being to be in. We had come to help and, suddenly, here was a 

place where we couldn’t help. I felt a great sadness.

he alternative place on the outskirts of Martouni had a large yard being 

prepared for planting a vegetable garden. It was as if it was in a diferent world. 

Our hostess, Rosa, a bright and welcoming woman I guessed about Nargis’ 

age, showed us inside and asked Vanoush to come along, too. It was a large 

pleasant two-storey home with rooms upstairs for each of us and a bathroom 

for us to share. he three of us beamed as we went back downstairs. Rosa, 

her husband and their teenage son lived downstairs. As was their custom, 
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in the evenings we would eat and spend our free time with them in their 
large kitchen-dining-family room.

his large room had a pot-belly stove in the middle that kept the room 
cosy, a mid-size television in the corner, a long dining table that would easily 
seat ten, a large worn but comfortable sofa with lots of pillows, and a couple 
of overstufed easy chairs. he kitchen was next to the outside entrance to 
this large open room. We sat visiting with Rosa and her sister who had 
come over to help. hey served us strong black tea and were amused that 
I liked mine with sweetened condensed milk; I told them, “It comes from 
my Canadian upbringing.” hey were surprised to hear I am a Canadian.

“We thought you were an American!” they exclaimed and I explained that 
while my home was in California, I am a Canadian and worked in countries 
like Armenia. hey were delighted. Rosa’s husband, Avetic, was the chief 
of the local military police detachment; it would be interesting getting to 
know him. We told Rosa we would like to stay with them during the week 
for the next two or three weeks and asked if she could be ready for us to 
come to stay in a couple of days. She replied, “Yes, of course, you will be 
most welcome.” Driving back to Yerevan in the gathering dusk, we talked 
about how lucky we were to have such a nice place to stay.

• • • • •

Bari Luce

Ater a weekend back in Yerevan we returned to Lake Sevan with the irst 
balmy zephyrs of spring. It was good to feel the sun again and see it warming 
the cold, soggy landscape. We dropped of our stuf at Rosa’s and went on 
to Artsvanisht. Mayor Boris and most of his council were there, some ready 
to come with Nargis and me as we began to scope out what could be done 
to get water in quantities suicient for irrigation up onto the long bench I’d 
been shown the previous week. Before we set out up the gorge, there was 
an animated discussion between Boris and the other men. I asked Nargis, 
“What are they saying?”

“Oh, they’re planning a bari luce for you up the canyon this aternoon.”
“What’s a bari luce?”
“A bari luce is a celebration of anything. It involves a great deal of eating 
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and drinking. It is a favourite pastime among Armenians, especially the men. 

hey’re talking about who is responsible for bringing what.”

“Oh, that should be fun! I’m delighted that several of the councilmen 

will be with me up the canyon today.”

“Yes, it will be fun!”

he way Nargis said this last comment made me pause to wonder what 

I was in for. For a moment I thought about my colleagues at FMC Interna-

tional who had worked with large combinat farms in the Soviet Union in 

the seventies and eighties and had told me they always made sure they were 

wearing cowboy boots when they went to a dinner celebration in the USSR. 

hat way they could pour the toasts into their boots so they wouldn’t get 

totally plastered. I wasn’t wearing my cowboy boots! Oh, well ...what the hell!

Along with Nargis, Girik the Deputy Mayor, and three other men from 

the council, we drove a little way up the creek to where the wheel track ended 

then walked slowly up the canyon occupied by the creek. hey were very 

interested in the pocket altimeter and hand-held Abney level with a gradient 

arc that I used to keep track of the canyon’s elevations. We stopped frequently 

to talk about what we were looking for and looking at. Eventually we reached 

the remains of a small diversion structure where the old Soviet-era irrigation 

ditch used to begin. It was in the best place to put a diversion: at a narrowing 

just below where two branches of the creek joined. Along the way two of the 

men had returned to where the other vehicles had parked; looking back, I 

could see a ire had been built and large pots and other stuf were being set 

out. here was also a sheep tethered a little way from the picnic preparations; 

from my times in Yemen I knew what awaited the patient sheep.

About one o’clock Girik told Nargis it was time to head back down to 

the site for bari luce. For the picnic, eleven places had been set on two large 

oilcloth tarps spread on the ground, and logs or boulders dragged up to sit 

on or rest against. Steaming pots of potatoes and ish sat on the stones around 

the ire along with grilled liver, kidneys and heart. One pot, the largest, 

contained mutton stew from the sheep that had just sacriiced its life for 

this special celebration. For the bari luce, there were six 26-oz bottles and 

six 12-oz cans of vodka, and beer, champagne and Fanta. here was a small 

glass tumbler at each person’s place. Surveying the scene, I thought, “Well 

now. I’m glad I can lie down for this feast. When it’s over they’ll probably 

have to carry me home!” he picnic lasted until 4 p.m. For the duration 

there were innumerable toasts all around; I soon lost count as I carefully 

nursed 1½-ounce shots of vodka. hey asked Nargis, “What’s wrong with 
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these foreigners who don’t drink their vodka?” But further into the afair 
they were three sheets to the wind and I was only two. Vanoush drank only 
Fanta; such a good man, I needed him to get me back to Rosa’s this aternoon!

Ater the meal inished and we were down to the cans of vodka, they 
asked me how old I was. I started the game of “Guess” and the guesses ranged 
from forty-three to ity-two. When I told them I was sixty-two there was 
stunned disbelief, “How could it be?” hen they asked me to guess their 
ages. At irst I was as far of as they had been and there was great laughter, 
but I was stunned to hear the oldest one there was forty-ive; he looked like 
seventy-ive! Girik, the deputy mayor, handed me his ID card and Nargis 
told me he was born forty years ago this day! So I made a big toast to his 
birthday, and we all had another round of bari luce. At supper that evening 
at Rosa’s I discovered that a litre of “good vodka” cost about $3.00 and a 
12 oz. can of “the cheap stuf ” about sixty cents. As Levon, who was there 
for supper, said, “I cannot remember my own name until I’ve had my bari 

luce in the morning.” I hoped I wouldn’t go blind working in Artsvanisht!
At the bari luce I had noticed that some of the men were calling me 

“Bill-Jan.” On the way home I asked Nargis what it meant. Nargis replied, 
“Oh, Bill-Jan…‘Bill-Jan’ means ‘Dear Bill’ or ‘Beloved Bill’.” I was silent for 
a few moments while it sank in.

With tears in my eyes, I replied, “Oh my! I’ve only been called that by my 
family and a few very close friends. Words fail me!” As my visits in Armenia 
extended over the next eight years I would hear it again and again; it made 
my work there the most rewarding of my career.

At breakfast the next morning there was a fresh bottle of vodka at my 
place. Noticing that I wasn’t touching it, Avetic asked me if I’m not well. I 
told Avetic and Rosa about my family’s tradition of not drinking “until the 
sun was over the yardarm” and explained its origins in my seafaring father’s 
family and added that its practical application meant, “No drink until ater 4 
pm” Recognizing a family tradition, they readily accepted it and vodka did 
not appear again at my place at breakfast. I was grateful they had the same 
respect for family traditions as did I.

Up the canyon the next day, lunchtime was a somewhat reduced version 
of the previous day’s bari luce but the vodka still lowed and I realized that 
if this kept up I wouldn’t get their pipeline designed, let alone those for any 
other village, before my time in Armenia was up. Although I could still 
stand upright ater a bari luce, I was quite useless for any productive work 
for the rest of the day. I could only return to Rosa’s and sleep it of. Amid 
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great laughter, I explained this to my Arstvanisht friends and told them that 

I must put of bari luce till ater 4 pm Again, there was incredulity. “How 

could you possibly work all day without stopping for a bari luce?” I just 

smiled; they knew I meant, “Just wait and see.”

While yarning one evening with Avetic in their kitchen, I asked him 

about his work as chief of the small military police detachment at Martouni. 

He told me it was very quiet in the Lake Sevan region. here was very little 

crime and few disturbances so there was not much for them to do. I asked, 

“So what do you do? Like today for instance?”

“Well, today we visited an old lady who is a shut-in. She has no family 

let and has very little to live on, so we brought her lowers and food and 

some irewood. hen we stayed and visited a while.”

I thought, how lovely! and asked Avetic, “Do you do this oten?”

“Well, yes, quite oten. Whenever we hear about a need.”

“And do you do any patrolling?”

“Oh yes. We’re patrolling all the time.”

“On foot?”

“Yes, we only use our vehicles when we’re in a hurry. hat isn’t needed very 

oten because on foot the people respect us and we know what’s going on.”

“Good for you.” I said, “hat’s the way good police work is done—keeping 

people out of trouble rather than getting them into it. We used to do it that 

way at home in Canada, but it is not done that way in the US any more.”

Avetic said nothing. I appreciated his diplomacy. I was also learning how, 

in small communities anyway, Armenians managed their public behaviour.

And so it went. he weather grew steadily warmer and we enjoyed 

working out the details of their pipeline—an “inverted siphon”—a 300-

mm steel pipeline starting from a new diversion structure to be built at the 

old Soviet site, then following down next to the creek for two kilometres, 

then going 350 meters up the side of the gorge to a point near the top end 

of the long bench-terrace we’d reached on our irst day out, and ending in 

a concrete irrigation control structure to be built with a diversion pipe to 

carry clean water to the village. By taking repeated measurements with my 

pocket altimeter and doing my hydraulic calculations conservatively, I had 

assured myself that there was enough “head” on the pipeline that the water 

would, indeed, low uphill to the outlet.

here was enough scrap pipe lying around the countryside to build most 

of it and Save the Children would help them line up the rest; they had a 

welder in the village who could it it all together. I would provide drawings 
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and written instructions for building it, Nargis would translate it all and 
they would build it themselves. Levon from the ‘Save’ oice in Sevan would 
help them with parts they may have to buy, such as large valves. Although 
some villagers protested that it was impossible for water to low uphill, 
Mayor Boris and the men on the council promised them it would work. 
“Bill-Jan says it will, and we trust Bill-Jan.” I felt a huge responsibility on 
my shoulders, but that is part of a civil engineer’s profession. If we make a 
mistake it is terribly public.

• • • • •

A Workable Solution in Zoragugh

Although still a run-down remnant of the Soviet era, the village of Zor-
agugh was in better shape than either Artsvanisht or Zolakarsh—it was 
located within sight of the district town, Martouni. We met with the village 
council and I discovered that a couple of years earlier they had received a 
$50,000 grant to refurbish and improve their domestic water system. hat 
project went well but when they were inished they discovered that part of 
the village, comprising about a ith of its area that was on higher ground, 
still had little or no water. hey were wondering whether Save the Children 
could help them inish it.

So we went to take a look on the ground, starting with the pumps that 
lited water from copious nearby springs, the watermain that went up to 
the distribution system, and the standpipe risers for domestic water placed 
about every 100 meters throughout the village. heir water superintendent 
walked with me all around the village and easily answered my questions; he 
knew and understood the system well. I asked the superintendent if he had 
the ittings so that we could take pressure readings at the standpipe risers 
with my pressure gauge that had North American threads. He looked at it 
carefully and replied that he could rig that up later that day.

I replied, “Good. I’ll come back tomorrow morning and together we 
can take readings on a representative sample of standpipes in the system, 
particularly the part going up to the upper area where the pressure is too 
low. hen we can sit down together and igure out the best way to solve your 
problem. It won’t take long.”

he next day the superintendent and I got a good picture of the pressures 
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in the system and could see that a moderate change in the pumps’ “discharge 

curves” would provide adequate water all the way to the top without over-pres-

suring the lower levels. his would require diferent impellers in the pumps 

and the superintendent assured me they could be obtained in Armenia; 

the rest of it could be let “as is”, the motors driving the pumps had enough 

extra capacity to handle the added pressure. I told the superintendent that I 

would put all this in my report to Save the Children, including speciications 

for the new impellers, and they would be in touch with him and the village 

council about what help they could provide.

Everyone smiled as I said goodbye to them. I thought to myself, “hey 

are now assured they have a workable solution in hand and they have the 

will and conidence to go ahead and do it. It doesn’t get any better than this.”

• • • • •

A Return to Zolakarsh

I had promised Aram, the young fellow from Zolakarsh who walked the 

canal with me on that miserably cold day nearly a month earlier, that I 

would get back to them with my suggestions on what they could do to ix up 

their canal. I didn’t want to let him or his village down. On our way back to 

Yerevan for the weekend, we stopped in at Save the Children’s Sevan oice 

and I briefed the director there on everything I’d found, what each village 

wanted, what would work for them and what wouldn’t. Levon had been with 

me and had kept them up-to-date all along, so there were no surprises. I told 

the director that before I let Armenia, Save the Children would receive my 

reports about each village complete with drawings and speciications and 

preliminary cost estimates. I also mentioned that I needed to meet with the 

mayor and council of Zolakarsh to tell them my conclusions; I didn’t mind 

being the fall guy—better me than him. he director agreed and arranged 

for me to meet with the mayor of Zolakarsh the following week. Good, that 

let me the weekend to begin writing up the reports; the calculations for all 

of them were completed and so were the initial sketches for the drawings.

Ater the weekend we were back at Zolakarsh at the appointed hour for 

lunch, but there was no sign of His Honour the Mayor. He arrived an hour 

and a half late and I joshed him about whether he got lost. He didn’t get it 

and claimed my watch must be wrong. I readily accepted that possibility 
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and asked to see his watch, an enormous thing that he proudly showed me 
so I could set my watch properly. Feigning surprise, I pointed out to him 
that his watch said the same as mine; so his watch must be wrong too! He 
still didn’t get it; clearly, this fellow had no sense of humour but Nargis 
immensely enjoyed translating this back and forth.

I began by telling the mayor what Aram and I found and that the diversion 
dam and washouts could be easily ixed, but he would hear none of it. Aram 
chimed in to say that he igured they could do it, but he was immediately 
put down and quashed by the mayor. We all knew why he was so set on 
rebuilding the gigantic pumping station; it’s called “dash” in Nigeria.

he mayor had dragooned a dirt-poor shepherd to prepare a bari luce 
picnic for us; when his council and we arrived, the poor fellow was struggling 
to do his best. hen one of the councillors accidentally tipped over a large 
pot by the ire, dousing it. It went downhill from there. Hizzoner the Mayor 
tried alternately to sandbag me into approving his beloved pumping station 
idea or to latter me with toasts. As he launched into yet another endless 
speech, Nargis turned to me and murmured, “I do not like this man.”

Ater a while he got into telling such crude jokes that Nargis refused to 
translate them, which he noticed and started bullying her. hat was a BIG 
mistake. She launched into him and tore a strip of him up one side and 
down the other. hen the mayor’s uncle, a ine, diplomatic and courteous 
man who had come along, and Vanoush who was the other older man at 
the picnic, put the Mayor in his place. Properly chastised, he glumly sat in 
silence; everyone ignored him. Again, it was interesting to watch how my 
Armenian friends handled the unpleasant situation. During all this, Aram 
and I had some brief and funny “conversations.” Eventually, the mayor got 
up and let. I was glad to see the back of him.

• • • • •

Days Of in Armenia

On Saturdays or Sundays during my assignment in Armenia, Vanoush and 
Nargis would take me out to see the countryside. “Where would you like 
to go tomorrow?” was their frequent inquiry and my reply would be “Oh, I 
know very little about your country. Let’s go to a place you’d like to show me.”

We started with the Matenaderan, the national museum of Armenian 
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history in Yerevan. It was housed in a large building located at the base of a 

clif. A major boulevard approached it slowly uphill and ended at this beautiful 

piece of monumental architecture. Climbing an achingly long, broad, stone 

stairway, I realized that I was about to go back through centuries of Armenian 

art and literature and a people’s struggle to survive. Nargis explained that 

the museum contained over 100,000 manuscripts in a continuous record 

from the founding of the irst Christian church outside Palestine in the 3rd 

century AD through modern times. It was a staggering collection of priceless 

works lovingly kept, restored and beautifully displayed. here were tomes on 

philosophy, art, literature, mathematics, medicine, astronomy, botany, civil 

law—the fundamentals of a civil society. From these collections it became 

clear that the ancient Armenian culture was centuries ahead of its time. 

I was struck by the tragedy that in modern times this richly acculturated 

and educated society should have come to such a small remnant of people. 

Armenia had been squeezed to a fraction of its original geographic size with 

about half of its people wiped out in the genocide of 1915, about a quarter of 

its people now in a Diaspora around the world, and the remainder cut of, 

isolated and brought to their knees economically by wars with its neighbours 

started by others.

We visited ancient sacred monastery fortiications on small hilltops in 

the broad plains of the Araxis valley. With Turkey on the west side of the 

river and Armenia on the east side, there were manned lookout towers all 

along the Armenian side. I saw places such as the Sardarabat monument 

not far from Yerevan where a great battle was fought with the Turks several 

centuries ago; whole families of pilgrims go there to remember and worship 

at an Armenian Orthodox church. It had a beautiful cathedral-like church; 

the music in their services was gorgeous. We also visited the monastery of 

St. Gregoir, one of the founding saints of Armenia. It, too, sat on a lonely 

fortress-hillock in the broad Araxis valley not far from Yerevan. In the for-

tress part there was a dungeon where St. Gregoir had been imprisoned by a 

local warlord for sixteen years before being pardoned. Carefully, I climbed 

down a long course of iron rungs set into the wall to reach the dank bottom 

of the dungeon and sat a while in the semi-darkness with the spirits of the 

ancients who in their day kept the light of Christianity alive in their country.

Other weekends we went further aield to visit ancient monasteries tucked 

away on terriically steep hillsides in hidden valleys. hey were scattered 

all across the country, each one still maintained by a few nuns and monks. 

One we visited had a beautifully preserved small Greek temple nearby; they 
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shared the peacefulness of a remote, dramatic setting. More accessible than 
most, the site was visited on weekends by locks of family groups. Slowly, I 
began to recognize how our own civilization had come to us at great cost 
through the lives of so many others from far across the seas.

In Yerevan, Nargis and I took in concerts in a large and beautiful concert 
hall and theatre built in Soviet times; it was set in its own impressive public 
square. here I found those elements of local culture that the Soviet regime 
did not try to snuf out—music and dance and theatre—all too valued in 
Armenian society for the Soviets to try to eradicate. Concerts that I remember 
best were by the National Symphony Orchestra, which had a large number of 
young performers, and the Armenian National Folkloric Ensemble of singers, 
dancers and accompanists. Both groups were superb. In all my travels, that 
by then were going on forty years in hird World countries, I had never 
been introduced by my hosts to such a depth and richness of culture. he 
contrast between the wealth of Armenian culture, which still survived, and 
the appalling economic poverty of the country was stunning.

I was reminded how, back in California, friends would occasionally ask 
me, “Tell me, Bill, how do you manage to live and work with people who 
live in such hunger and disease and poverty? How do they manage? It must 
really grind you down.”

And I would reply, “Well, yes, they have hard lives. But although their 
physical conditions are beyond our imagining, there is a strong sense of 
community in their families, in their villages, and through their customs 
and beliefs that have been handed down through the generations. hey look 
ater each other; they know they are not alone. And when I am among them, 
they look out for me.” Sadly, sometimes a friend would just stand there and 
shake their head in disbelief.

• • • • •

Departure of the “Easy Keeper”

My reports were complete and had been handed over to VOCA and Save 
the Children. As I packed in preparation for departure I expected I’d never 
return; that was the usual pattern in an overseas consultant’s work. hen, to 
my surprise, during my inal debrieing with VOCA/ Armenia, Paul asked 
me if I’d be interested in coming back the next year.
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“Of course.” I said. “I would be delighted to.” Glancing at the drat report 

open on his PC’s monitor, I noticed a phrase, “He’s an easy keeper,” in refer-

ence to me. I liked that. hat is one of the qualities I value in my retrievers.

• • • • •

Artsvanisht Revisited

A year later, in August 1998, I was on my way back to Armenia for VOCA 

and Save the Children. Ater my light experience on a decrepit Tupolev 154, 

and having banked a pile of Pan Am air miles, this time I decided to take 

Delta and Swissair to Vienna and then ly Austrian Airlines to Yerevan. he 

lights were all on late-model airliners. Clearing through Zvartnots Airport 

was like coming home, only better—Vanoush and Nargis were there waiting 

to greet me. Once again I was taken to stay at Haikush’s home.

he welcomes at VOCA and Save the Children were more happy reunions; 

I simply picked up where I’d let of. he village of Artsvanisht had asked 

for my help in continuing the work I’d started the year before and Save the 

Children also had some new villages for me to look at. Happily, I learned 

that with Herculean efort Artsvanisht had completed the construction of 

their pipeline through bitter winter weather and it had been inaugurated 

that spring.

Shortly ater arriving in Artsvanisht, Mayor Boris Hambartsunian took 

me along with Nargis and Vanoush up to the pipe’s outlet high up on the long 

bench where the pipeline ended. And there it was—water happily pouring 

out! Boris and I gave each other huge hugs. here was a small sign next to 

the outlet, written in Armenian Cyrillic. I asked Nargis what it said. “Well, 

Bill-Jan, it says ‘Pipeline built in 1997 by the Village of Artsvanisht with funds 

from Save the Children Armenia and the help of William Ellis from North 

America who showed us how to build it. We have named it the William 

Ellis pipeline.’” Once again my eyes illed with tears and smiles and I was 

speechless. I’d never seen a plaque with my name on it before!

I asked Boris how it went when it came time to ill the pipeline and get 

it lowing in the spring. Boris said that on the appointed morning there had 

been a large gathering of village people at the outlet, and when the water 

didn’t appear, there was growing apprehension as they waited and waited. 

Some began to grumble and agitate that the whole thing had been a huge 
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scam: “See! We told you it wouldn’t work!” hey waited and waited …and 
then, about an hour and a half ater the water had been turned into the 
pipeline …out it poured! People were cheering and singing and crying and 
dancing. he rejoicing went on for ages. Later, I asked Levon, who was there 
from Save the Children’s Sevan oice for the inauguration, how it had been 
for him. Levon replied that the tension had grown so thick that he had to 
walk away and be by himself for a while. hen, from a short distance away, 
he heard the rejoicing.

Ater obtaining a supply of clean water, the village required some help 
with the pipeline that went to the Soviet-era storage reservoir above the 
village. From there they could pipe it to the standpipe spigots in the village. 
We had a look at the reservoir structure and I climbed down inside it and 
slopped around in the slime and mud with a lashlight to look at the precast 
concrete panels that formed the walls of the reservoir. I assured them that it 
could be repaired satisfactorily without much too diiculty.

Up on the benchland where the water issued from their new pipeline, the 
villagers had already set out the irst irrigation channels. hey had planted the 
irst of their “new” land and were looking forward to the harvest. I showed 
them how to gradually expand the system and at the same time keep control 
of the water low so they wouldn’t waste any water and so that it wouldn’t 
“get away from them” and start erosion. As I’d done with their pipeline, I 
drew up plans, instructions and drawings for what needed to be done and 
handed them over to Save the Children’s Sevan oice to have on hand for 
Artsvanisht when the villagers were ready to go ahead with each piece.

On our way to the reservoir we had walked past the village cemetery and 
Girik, the Secretary/Deputy Mayor with whom I’d also built a friendship, 
quietly said, “Do you know that Boris’ wife is buried here now?” I didn’t 
know, and I was stunned. his lovely woman, a nurse who had served her 
community so well—gone! I stopped dead in my tracks stricken with this 
sudden unexpected loss. I asked Boris if I might go over to her gravesite and 
spend a few moments there. We went and stood together in silence for a few 
moments. She had died in the spring before the pipeline went into service; 
she let a large empty space in her community.

• • • • •
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Tsakkar

My next task was to have a look at the village of Tsakkar’s water needs. 

Tsakkar was a bit smaller than Zoragugh, located along the top of a gentle 

ridge above the croplands on the lakeside plain below. hey obtained their 

water from the same springs as Zoragugh where large groundwater lows 

emerged from volcanic strata fed from far up in the mountains. hey had 

quite enough water to irrigate the ields below their village, but they had 

the same kind of problems with getting clean drinking water to the village 

as the others had.

We met with Tsakkar’s council in their neat and tidy “town hall”—a 

converted bungalow on the single street that meanders through the village. 

heir mayor, Vachik Vazdanian, had lived in Kiev in the Ukraine for ten 

years where he had his own business. In his absence, the village had recently 

appointed him mayor! When he got word of this he dutifully let his business 

in the hands of a partner and returned to Tsakkar to serve his community. 

As we talked through their needs it was plain Vachik was a very efective 

leader. Soon it was time to “go take a look.”

We piled into his late model SUV to drive up to the springs they shared 

with Zoragugh. As we drove through the village Vachik stopped to talk with 

anyone who wanted to speak with him; he was clearly very accessible. hat 

was better still! We drove to the springs then walked back along the 1½-km 

open ditch that brought their drinking water to the village. Formed in porous 

native material along its length, the channel leaked badly. It appeared to lose 

much of what water entered at the top end to seepage along its way to the 

village. he open channel also did not have a shallow enough gradient to 

end up higher than about the mid point of the village. Vachik and I and a 

couple of men from the village council talked about the whole situation as 

we walked along and Nargis translated.

“Vachik,” I asked, “It seems like the thing to do is to put a pipeline in 

the channel to carry water to the village, but it looks like it might be a close 

thing to have enough “head” to push the water to the top end of the village. 

Is there a qualiied surveyor around?”

“Yes, we have a surveyor who lives in the village. We can engage him.”

“Great! Here’s what we need to know…” and I described to the nearest 

ten centimeters the elevation measurements we required.

We walked back to the springs and discussed what had to be done to 

ensure that the water issuing from the rock face was kept clean right up to 
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its entry into the pipeline. We sketched out and agreed on what should be 
built there and I told them I’d provide drawings for this “captation” structure; 
they assured me the village could easily handle its construction. As was the 
case with Artsvanisht, Tsakkar would take care of rounding up the pipe, and 
they would ask Save the Children if they needed help to purchase some of it.

In a week or so the surveyor provided the essential numbers; as we 
expected, there would not be quite enough “head” on the pipe to push the 
water to the top end of the village. But never mind I thought, we could put 
a small booster pump on the end of the pipeline and it would lit the water 
clear up to the two disused but serviceable water storage tanks located higher 
up from the village. hen they would have a reliable supply of clean domestic 
water for the whole village. I would do the hydraulics of the whole thing and 
write it up with drawings and speciications, so they could build it.

• • • • •

Southern Armenia

here was another village ‘way of in the mountains in the southern part of 
Armenia near Jermuk that had had much the same problem as Artsvanisht. 
VOCA and Save the Children wanted me to see how they were doing with 
their new pipeline. A few years earlier the village had been helped by a VOCA 
volunteer like me but that volunteer, who was likewise much beloved of the 
people in Armenia, had developed heart trouble and was not able to travel 
any more.

his sounded vaguely familiar, so I asked who the volunteer was. hey 
replied, “It was our dear friend Kit Carpenter.” I knew about Kit through 
a mutual friend and colleague, Jim Wolf, a vice president at Development 
Alternatives Inc., a consulting irm I’d done work for in the past. On occasion 
I had backed up Jim at DAI when he was away on assignment; we were both 
Agricultural Engineer-Hydrologists with similar experience.

Jim and I had also team-taught a course in planning and management 
of irrigation projects in developing countries at the U.C. Davis Graduate 
School of International Agriculture. We took it on together so that if one 
of us was away the other would cover for him. We taught there for two 
spring terms; Jim would drive down from Sacramento and I would drive 
up from Orinda. We both looked forward to those hursday aternoons; 
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we had fun and the course was a great success. It turned out that when Kit 

could no longer travel he asked Jim who he would suggest to take his place 

in Armenia and Jim had suggested me. hat’s how VOCA had called me a 

year earlier! It was a small world; the three of us lived within 100 miles of 

each other in California.

At the village near Jermuk where Kit had helped, I found much the same 

situation as at Artsvanisht except that the pipeline was much longer and the 

terrain more rugged. It had been quite a feat planning and building it. In 

places they had required a bulldozer to let sections of pipe down a long steep 

slope, across a stream then winch them up the other side. But the pipeline 

was functioning well and the villagers only needed some suggestions on 

how to make sure it stayed put in the steep places. hey immediately asked 

ater Kit and were saddened and dismayed to hear that he was no longer 

well enough to travel. I was sent home laden with good wishes for Kit-Jan.

Ater visiting Kit’s village I spent the remaining time visiting other villages 

in the central mountains of Armenia, iguring out what would work for 

them. hen it was time to go home to California. Once home, DAI wanted 

me in Egypt on a USAID project and I was soon on my way to be part of a 

team of senior engineers, agronomists and agri-economists assessing the 

Egyptian Ministry of Agriculture’s Irrigation Improvement Program. In the 

following years while also working in Armenia and elsewhere, I worked with 

DAI on introducing more eicient ield irrigation methods and found a way 

to reduce the impact of deep irrigation seepage on the antiquities in Luxor 

and hebes. I enjoyed working with DAI; they had very capable people who 

took on the hard questions.

While I was home in California I visited Kit and his wife Dottie, and 

over the next year we became good friends. he outlook for Kit’s heart 

condition was “not good” and his doctors were buying time by patching 

him up with surgery.

I went back again to Armenia with VOCA the summer of 1999. Before 

that departure Kit was waiting for a heart transplant. hat was his last hope. 

I went to see him before I let and I made a deal with him. “When you get 

your new heart and the doctor says you’re it to travel, you and I are going 

back to Armenia together!”

• • • • •
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An Uninvited Visitor

In 1999, during my third visit to Armenia, I had an unexpected visitor one 
aternoon at Haikush’s home in Yerevan. While I was sitting on the end of 
my bed working on my ield notes, the door suddenly opened and in barged 
a stranger I’d never seen before. From his dress I could see he was not an 
Armenian. He grabbed the only chair in the room, picked up my briefcase, 
dropped it on the loor and ponderously settled his bulk on the small chair. 
He was a large man with a huge belly, a massive square head with close-
cropped grey hair and small steel-rimmed glasses that made his eyes look 
even beadier in his lorid face.

“Hi! I’m Raymond B. Gumby—the co-operative development and mar-
keting expert. I’ve just come back from Georgia!”

I greeted him and expressed some surprise that he could have got into 
Georgia from Armenia let alone back again.

“Well, I was on the border…and I put my foot across!”
I thought, “My, my! You’re a lucky man, Mr. Gumby, that there wasn’t 

a tripwire there where you put your great lat foot into Georgia.” But I said 
nothing.

“You’ve been here before, eh? What sort of work do you do?”
“Water resources,” I replied.
hen he said, “I hear these Soviet pumps have really pulled some of these 

lakes down.”
“Yes, at Lake Sevan for instance, it has been drawn down about thirty 

feet over the past thirty years, but that was for hydro-power generation.”
“hirty feet is a lot, but I guess over that period it doesn’t make much 

diference.”
“Well, it has made a great diference. It changed the climate there. he 

lake was about four times the size of Lake Tahoe and was very shallow so it 
has shrunk a lot and their winters have become noticeably colder.”

“hen it’s the size of Lake Michigan! It’s shallow, too. I live near Lake 
Michigan and because the lake is shallow they have seeches there. You know 
what a seech is?”

“Yes.” Seech was Mr. Gumby’s mispronunciation of a somewhat arcane 
technical term hydraulic engineers occasionally use, Sèche, from old French 
(as does, sèc—“dry”). It applies to rare circumstances when a large area of 
a shallow lake with a very gently sloping smooth foreshore experiences a 
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deep low pressure area ofshore and the edge of the lake temporarily recedes 

or “dries.” Clearly, he’d missed the point, but I wasn’t about to belabor it.

Whereupon Mr. Gumby’s interpreter Anna, a combative whiner who could 

only shout, barged into my room and over my head she and Gumby had a 

loud argument about what to do about a person he couldn’t get in touch with 

because the phone line was out. I inally asked them to take their discussion 

into his room. hey let without apology. A short while later he was back.

“You know there’s been these missile attacks?”

“Yes.”

“Is there six o’clock news on the television? Do these people have 

television?”

“Yes they do, but I don’t watch it.”

Mr. Gumby looked at me quite uncomprehendingly. He barged into 

Haikush’s tiny kitchen and barked, “Can I watch your TV? I want to watch 

the six o’clock news! Do you have CNN? I want to watch the missile attack.”

Arshok explained, “No, we don’t have CNN. We have no English language 

news. It is only in Russian or Armenian.”

“Oh. But I want to know about the missile attack!” So Arshok began to 

tell him about it and Gumby soon rudely interrupted with, “Oh, I know all 

that!” I stood in the doorway of my room—ashamed that I was an American 

citizen.

Next day he was back in my room.

“Jeez! You know, when I was up north there with these people all they 

did was pile food and drink into me. Can’t they do anything else? I didn’t 

get to see any of the people I wanted to. And you know what? Every meal 

was the same! Can’t these people cook anything else but one dish?”

“Why of course,” I said. “Look at the extraordinary meals Haikush prepares 

for us here. She really tries to give us variety.”

“Yeah. I guess. But I was told she cooks Armenian and all we get is this 

danged sliced tomatoes and cucumber, sliced tomatoes and cucumber at 

every meal—even at breakfast! I want my orange juice and cereal and cofee 

at breakfast!”

“hey don’t have orange juice and American cereal here.”

“hey don’t?” I didn’t tell him of a popular dish detergent there, called 

“Barf ”.

Next we heard Anna lighting into Haikush because Mr. Gumby had told 

her the water in the shower was too hot. Whereupon he started complaining 
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to me that everything he said to her she repeated to someone else, and that 
“really screwed things up.” I chuckled and replied, “Yeah, I’ve noticed.”

Later, he was back again. “Why can’t we have cold water from the shower?”
“Because that’s the way it’s plumbed,” I said. “It comes out of the shower-

head at the end of the plastic hose directly over your head and there’s only 
one pipe to it. But I’ve found that if you sit down on the loor it has cooled 
a bit by the time it reaches you and it is comfortable enough.”

“But why can’t they put cold water into it?”
“Well, it is cold when it goes in, but then it gets heated by the electric 

element that’s in the tank. If it is heating and it is too hot, you could just 
unplug the lex that comes out from the heating element.”

“I could?”
“Yeah!” Secretly, I hoped he’d try it—when he was all wet and standing 

in a puddle of water!
Now this was a guy who had told me he was a retired Professor of Man-

agement from a community college in Naperville, Illinois, that had 35,000 
students; but I doubted it. And he claimed he’d been a volunteer advisor 
in Kazakhstan, the Ukraine, Poland and other former Soviet states with a 
whole bunch of organizations with names like Citizens Initiative, Citizens 
for Democracy, Citizens for Progress, the Executive Service Corps (known 
in the profession as “the Paunch Corps”), etc., etc.

I guess he was a slow learner. Sadly, he was not unusual. I occasionally 
ran across his ilk in the US State Department and especially the CIA. He 
would’ve it right in there.
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CHaptEr tWEnty-tWO

Return to Armenia and Egypt

New Directions

O 
n my fourth summer visit to Armenia, in 2000 with VOCA and 
Save the Children, the Director of the Center for Agribusiness and 

Rural Development (CARD), a US Department of Agriculture project there 
in Yerevan, asked me if I would be interested in coming back the following 
year to work for them. In this case, I would be paid for my work in Armenia 
and the CARD project was known to be one of the USDA’s most successful 
overseas “Farmer-to-Farmer” projects. It was a medium-sized efort, well 
thought out and very well managed; I was delighted. Its main focus was to 
help Armenia’s ledgling private-sector farm operators to grow their crops and 
move their produce and products in good condition with suitable packaging 
to markets in Armenia and later penetrate new markets in the former USSR 
and Eastern Europe.

hey recognized that the growers needed help with better ield practices, 
including irrigation, in order to increase and stabilize production, assure 
quality produce and hit choice markets at “market windows.” hey needed 
to learn about drip irrigation that was then unknown in the country. USDA 
asked if I could help set up demonstration plots around the country. I was 
pleased at the prospect. Before I let Armenia that summer, I had a quick look 
at a couple of places where the people from CARD had lined up prospects for 
drip irrigation demonstrations; one was a small private orchard, the other a 
government viticulture research plot. Both were close to Yerevan and both 
would do just ine as demonstration plots.

With VOCA and Save the Children, I continued my work through the 
summer on village water supply projects in the Lake Sevan area and further 
aield. Word had gotten around that they could really help communities 
which were willing to contribute as much as they could themselves to the 
work and that would make it easier for Save the Children to make up the 
rest. My eforts were bearing fruit.

One weekend I went back up to Artvanisht on my own just to see how 



395Return to armenia and egypt

they were doing. When we reached the village, a remembrance service for 

one of the villagers who had recently died was in progress; I hoped it would 

not be for someone I knew. We inquired for whom the bell tolled and were 

relieved it was no one we knew. We waited outside in the sunshine until the 

service was over. As the mourners streamed out of the house into the street, 

there was Boris and Girik and several others from the village council that I 

knew. You can imagine the surprise and welcomes that ensued.

Mayor Boris invited me home to his house where we had a great visit and 

I met his new wife. I was glad that he had a new partner and mother for his 

children. We talked about how it was going in the village. hings were really 

looking up, the women no longer had to carry polluted water from the stream, 

the general health of the people in the village, particularly the children, was 

noticeably better and the area under cultivation for their basic crops and 

some new ones they’d been able to start had grown from the original forty 

hectares to now over 200 hectares! hey had plenty for themselves and were 

bartering or selling potatoes and other food commodities in the market in 

Martouni. For the irst time in memory, they had money in their pockets. 

I thought, “Hurrah for Save the Children! his is what they’re all about; it 

is so good to see their work succeeding!” he day was getting on and it was 

time for me to head back to Yerevan. It was hard taking leave of these good 

friends with whom I’d worked of and on for the past several years.

• • • • •

Friends—From California Back to Armenia

Meantime, back in California, Kit had a new heart donated by a young man 

killed in a motorcycle accident. Kit was on a strict regimen to make sure his 

body did not reject his new heart and it was going well.

But our good friend and colleague, Jim Wolf, had been diagnosed with 

an advanced cancer. Before he died, Jim asked me if I would take a small 

quotient of his ashes to Armenia to scatter in a particular stream in a partic-

ularly beautiful valley in northeastern Armenia. It was in a natural reserve 

in the Dillijan Valley where Jim had loved to ly ish for trout. Jim, too, had 

spent time in Armenia and grown to love the country and the people there. 

As Jim described the stream to me, I realized that I had been there and we 

talked a while about our experiences at the place just to make sure we were 
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thinking of the same stream. I said to Jim, “Okay, I know that very stream 
and I’ll ind a spot to scatter your ashes there. And you know what? When 
Kit is well enough to travel, the two of us will do this for you together.”

Driving home from Sacramento I wondered, “Why is it that some of us 
get to live on while such good persons have their lives cut short? Perhaps it 
is because Kit and I have work to do yet. But, really, it is a mystery.”

In California, I continued my work for CARD. With their okay, I roughed 
out “generic” designs for drip irrigation systems for the two “demo” plots and 
began rounding up all the piping, tubing, emitters, pumps, ilters, ittings 
and adhesives so it could be shipped all together to Armenia. All the parts 
were gradually collected at one of the suppliers in California for shipment 
to a freight forwarder in Boston and then loaded on a once-a-month cargo 
charter light that USDA and some NGOs used for getting large shipments 
to Armenia. here was nearly a ton of equipment in the order so getting 
charter rates was a help. It was shipped over before I went back in 2001 to 
begin work with USDA / CARD.

Kit was a big help in rounding up all the stuf. He was healing very well 
and we kept our ingers crossed that Kit would get the OK to travel from his 
doctor. In time that permission was granted; Kit and I were very grateful his 
doctor was willing to take a risk with us. Although USDA would pay only 
me, we easily persuaded VOCA and CARD that if Kit came with me he could 
help me “part time” and he and I could visit some of the old VOCA / Save 
the Children villages together on the weekends. Kit would come over on his 
own ater I was established there with CARD and stay a couple of weeks. I 
knew that the VOCA staf would make sure he was very well taken care of in 
Armenia. Of course, it became my responsibility to badger and cajole him 
to shorten his ield days and take lots of naps.

Back in Armenia for my ith summer, it was wonderful having Kit there 
to help with the installations and with training the men assigned to us from 
CARD to learn about drip irrigation. One of these was a young engineer, Karo 
Yeritsan, from the Armenian Agricultural Research Center with which CARD 
worked closely. Karo quickly picked up the fundamentals of drip irrigation 
and was soon happily working away on his own to the extent that Kit and 
I were able to leave the whole crew under his direction for a day or two at 
a time. In the following three years when I would return each summer to 
continue my work with CARD, it was wonderful to watch and help Karo grad-
ually set up his own drip irrigation business. He became known in Armenia 
as “Mister Drip Irrigation.” hat was the way CARD was supposed to work.
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While Kit was there, one warm summer Sunday a VOCA driver and 

interpreter took Kit and me on the long drive up to Lake Sevan, over a pass 

and down into the Dillijan Valley to the nature reserve that Jim Wolf and I 

knew. I remembered where to turn of the main road and go up a forest road 

and park near the creek where Jim used to ish. Together, Kit and I walked 

along the creek through a lovely, open forest of beech trees till we found a 

“good place.” We each had a small quotient of Jim’s ashes and we each picked 

our own spot to scatter the ashes. I stood in silence watching the haze of 

ine dust on its surface drit of down the stream. he words from the hymn, 

“Time like an ever lowing stream bears all its sons away” came to me and I 

said quietly, “here you go now, Jim. We are made of the dust of the cosmos, 

and you are on your way home now.” Soon ater, Kit’s time in Armenia was 

up and I saw him of early one morning on the Austrian Airlines light to 

Vienna. Dottie met him there and they went of on a two-week river cruise 

through Europe to Amsterdam.

• • • • •

Return to Egypt

In 1999 and again in 2000, I was back in Egypt with DAI on two diferent 

assignments for their clients USAID and the Egyptian Ministry of Agriculture. 

he irst, part of the Irrigation Improvement Program, was to help improve 

the water application methods of the fellaheen, the very skilled peasant farmers 

of the Nile valley. I remember one of my DAI colleagues remarking, “he 

fellaheen aren’t farmers, they’re gardeners!” I introduced them to a simple 

water application method called “gated pipe.” hey caught on quickly and I 

went about inding ways for the pipe and ittings to be manufactured under 

licence in Egypt.

On the second assignment, their client the Egyptian Ministry of Agri-

culture had asked DAI if there was anything that could be done about the 

waterlogging of farmland around Luxor and hebes that was causing decay 

of the foundations of the archeological treasures there. So DAI asked me to 

have a look at the problem.

Once on-site, I soon realized the high groundwater problem was similar to 

a situation we had in the highly productive lower reaches of the Salinas valley 

in California. here, the problem was seawater intrusion from over-pumping 
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the lower reaches of the valley for irrigation water. At hebes the problem 
was the reverse - an excessively high water table from over-irrigation next 
to the Valley of the Queens. But the solution was the same: put in a line of 
moderately deep wells that would form a “hydraulic screen” while drawing 
the water-table down.

We spent much time taking around oicials from four diferent ministries, 
explaining the situation, and showing them how the screen of wells would 
solve the problem while making the pumped water available for irrigation 
elsewhere. hen we called them all together for a PowerPoint presentation 
with lots of photos and diagrams of what was happening to the water table 
there - right under their feet! We readily got the whole group’s agreement 
that it was “the thing to do”—an almost unheard of degree of co-operation!

Unfortunately, USAID in Washington put the kybosh on it, telling DAI 
that doing “engineering work” was not part of their brief. hey were there 
to do “agriculture!” I guess AID didn’t know there was such a thing as an 
Agricultural Engineer! Later, I heard the Swedes took it up, and came out 
covered with gold for solving a problem of great concern to the entire Egyp-
tian populace. Egypt’s “antikitties” are extremely important to them, and to 
the rest of the world.

• • • • •

Changes

When I returned to Armenia with USDA in 2001, I was billeted in a nice 
apartment building near the center of Yerevan and within easy walking 
distance of the oice building occupied by CARD. My apartment was one of 
several that CARD maintained for visiting iremen like me. It was eicient 
and comfortable. I could make my own meals or go out to local restaurants. 
I ate lunch with colleagues at the tiny cafeteria in our oice building; it was 
a good time to sit and visit when I was in town. I found a couple of small 
restaurants near the apartment that had nice menus. Both were also part 
art gallery or bookstore frequented by young people; most of the time I was 
the only foreigner there. I got a lot of smiles.

In the four years I’d been working in Armenia, there had been a steady 
improvement in conditions in Yerevan. he city was gradually getting cleaned 
up, public services were improving, the displays in shops were growing and 
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new shops were opening, and traic was steadily increasing. he people 

were looking and feeling better and the police were less in evidence. In 

time, Mercedes or BMW sedans began appearing. I asked what such cars 

would cost in Armenia and was astonished at the low price that was quoted. 

Apparently, they were all “hot”—stolen in aluent European countries, driven 

to Romania or Bulgaria where all identiication was removed, then sold into 

the former Soviet Union. I found this an amusing illustration of how the 

trappings of aluence arrived.

But a diferent trend was giving me growing concern. With its roots in 

Greek and Christian culture going back centuries, Armenia had long been 

associated with Western Europe. Following the dispersal of much of its 

population in the Diaspora that followed the genocide in Turkey during the 

First World War, that connection grew even closer. Over the last half-century 

a large portion of the Diaspora had settled in California where they had 

prospered. Repatriations from the US had become an important inancial and 

political support for the country and the Armenians became very attached to 

the United States. Practically everyone had family there. Because I was taken 

for an American I was automatically welcome; yet when people discovered I 

was a Canadian, their respect immediately showed. his was nothing new to 

me; for years while traveling in neighbouring Muslim countries, whenever 

I had worn a small Canadian lag in my jacket lapel I was always treated 

courteously.

Friendship with America was alive and well when I irst began working 

there in 1997, but as the 20th Century concluded and the 21st began, fam-

ilies that I stayed with and colleagues I worked with began to express their 

deepening concerns about America’s behaviour in the world and in the 

Middle East in particular. hey were growing uneasy about being seriously 

afected by backlash from the wars that America was picking with Armenia’s 

neighbours. hey were particularly anxious about Iran. I frequently heard 

from my Armenian friends, “If America attacks Iran, we’re toast. Iran is our 

only open land connection with the rest of the world.” I quite understood 

their predicament. During my thirty-six years working in Africa, the Middle 

East and South Asia, I had watched relations with America slowly deteriorate 

from friendship to distain to, in some countries, visceral hatred. It had been 

coming for a very long time.

From time to time I needed to go to the US embassy on USDA project 

business. he palaver of security was endless even for an American citizen; 

it was even longer for Armenians who had to stand outside on the sidewalk 
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for ages. I disliked the lack of trust that made it diicult to work with the 
US government in foreign lands; the Armenians resented it deeply. It had 
been the same in Cairo ten years earlier.

A huge new US embassy compound was under construction well outside 
Yerevan on the road to the airport. he new embassy building resembled a 
giant blockhouse; the Armenians called it “he Fortress.” I was ashamed. At 
the CARD project there was a motor pool of late model SUVs all itted with 
diplomatic plates that began with the numeral “1”. Traveling in them meant 
Americans stuck out like a sore thumb. I didn’t like the conspicuousness of 
it all; I’d always gotten along just ine by itting in like everyone else. Some of 
my colleagues felt the same way but said to me, “On US Government work 
you have to do it—it is for security.” It seemed to me that the US Government 
had it backwards.

As my work in Armenia extended over another three years to 2004, 
the local reactions from young male bystanders on Yerevan’s streets to our 
SUVs’ presence increased in intensity from glares, to a shaken ist, to “the 
inger,” to angry spitting. American diplomats had plenty of time to see this 
aggressive progression, but it appeared they either didn’t or chose to ignore 
it. I noticed that they were taking circuitous back routes to hole up in their 
fortress embassy as they had been doing for some time.

On a personal basis my work in Armenia remained as open and helpful 
and friendly as it had been from the start. I believe that if you’re going to 
help people in very diferent circumstances you must be willing to walk with 
them and stand in their shoes. hat was why the CARD project remained 
so successful. CARD continued to help new growers get established and 
established ones improve their operations. Vegetable row crops, which had 
been an important part of Armenia’s agriculture decades earlier, took longer 
to re-establish because the irrigation system in the Araxes valley where they 
had been grown had fallen into disrepair; rebuilding that was far beyond 
the USDA’s brief. Some food producers traveled to industry fairs in Europe 
and gained notice there, even winning awards for their products.

Along with Karo Yeritsan and others from CARD, I was busy helping 
growers around the country plan and set up drip irrigation systems on small 
plots on their farms—mainly orchards and vineyards. hrough CARD and 
the Armenian Agricultural Research Center they were getting advice from 
European and American horticulturalists as well as from French vintners. 
I particularly enjoyed working alongside the French advisors - I learned a 
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lot about viticulture and making wine! Once the farmers got the hang of 

managing their new plots they expanded on their own as they were able.

Soon it was time to head for home …and I dreaded the prospect. For 

years I had been trying to breathe life into a long-dead marriage. Jackie’s place 

had become a place of darkness and there was nothing I could do about it. 

From time to time, one or another friend in the helping professions would 

tell me, “Bill, get out of it while you still have your health!” but I would reply 

“No, I can carry it.”

It was time to heed my friends’ caring advice. On my return to the States 

in 2004, I visited the clinical psychologist who had been my counsellor from 

time to time over the years. He referred me to a psychiatrist who interviewed 

me carefully and thoroughly, and promptly put me on Prozac. he response 

was “textbook”; it worked like a charm. hen the psychiatrist said to me, “Yes, 

Bill, with gradually increasing amounts of Prozac you could go on ‘carrying 

it,’ but is that the way you want to spend the rest of your life?”

I thought for a moment and replied, “No.” His reply was simply, “Well…?” 

Within the year Jackie and I were divorced. It cost me a bundle but was worth 

every penny. I got my life back.

he following year, the US Government, intent on pouring half a billion 

dollars a day into its wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, reduced much of its 

hird World development budget. he CARD project was not spared. It was 

sad for all of us, Americans and Armenians alike, to see it go; it had been 

one of the most successful programs in the US international aid program. I 

knew, too, that sooner or later US support for the kind of work I do would 

dwindle down to nothing more than a trickle of tokenism.

At age seventy, I resolved to go on doing what I could.
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CHaptEr tWEnty-tHrEE

To Central Asia and Kyrgyzstan

F 
inally I had the chance to go to a part of the world that I’d longed to visit 
ever since reading Richard Halliburton’s book Wonders of the World 

given to me as a school prize when I was a boy—the steppes of Central Asia!

In January 2005, VOCA called to see if I would be interested in helping 
out on a USAID contract they had for a village water supply project in the 
remote and poverty stricken southwestern part of Kyrgyzstan. he assignment 
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would begin in April. I replied, “Would I!” Having said that, I knew that VOCA 

had merged with Agricultural Cooperative Development International in 

2004 and now called itself ACDI/ VOCA. hey had only recently been in the 

business of subcontracting its volunteers’ services to the US Government. I 

was a bit uneasy about their government connections, but I set my concerns 

aside. I wanted to go to Kyrgyzstan and explore a part of the world I’d not 

been even close to where, in Halliburton’s words, “people live in yurts and 

ferment the milk of mares, and the High Pamirs rise in a snow-white wall.”

For the irst time in my travels I hadn’t the foggiest idea of how to get 

there, but never mind, I would. I almost sabotaged my trip when, at the end of 

February I broke some bones in my right hand while skiing at Squaw Valley. 

Having fun with a group of friends, I happily ignored a painful and slowly 

swelling hand and skied the rest of the day; that put some doubt on whether 

I’d be able to get away to Kyrgyzstan in time. But my good friend Dr. George 

Tischenko, the orthopaedist who had done a superb job of mending my let 

leg a year earlier (I was playing squash), ixed me up with a cast on my arm 

to replace the splint put on at Squaw Valley, and said, “You heal quickly, Bill. 

We’ll have this of in four weeks.” he cast came of on the Friday three days 

before I let for Kyrgyzstan. I didn’t tell ACDI/VOCA about it.

• • • • •

Journey to Osh

Central Asia is just enormous. he light from Vienna to Bishkek, the capital 

of Kyrgyzstan, on a brand new Turkish Airlines 737, took six hours—about as 

long as from Montréal to London. Like most lights to this part of the world, 

it arrived around two in the morning, but I had a room booked in a lovely 

small hotel, the Silk Road, owned and operated by two adventurous young 

Englishmen. Ater a good sleep I returned to the airport for the aternoon 

light from Bishkek to Osh where I would be based for the next month.

It was snowing hard that day in Bishkek and, as I waited for my light 

to depart from the deserted airport, I watched US Air Force ground crews 

sweeping snow of the wings of giant C-17 Starliter military transport 

planes—with push-brooms! I realized, “Oh, of course. he US needs bases 

in countries close to Afghanistan to ferry munitions to the war there, and 

Kyrgyzstan is one of the closest. I wonder what sort of deal they’ve made 
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in order to obtain landing rights here. And I wonder how their neighbours 
feel about it?”

I was looking forward to the light to Osh and crossing range ater range 
of mountains between Bishkek in the north and Osh in the south, but we 
lew in solid cloud the whole way. I fervently hoped the pilots had not taken 
on a load of vodka the night before and that none of this cloud we were in 
would suddenly become solid rock, then reassured myself with thoughts of 
how they lew this route twice a day. Ater I arrived in Osh on a cool spring 
evening, I had dinner at a Chinese restaurant with the Project Director of 
the USAID project, called “CAIP” which was the acronym for “Community 
Action Investment Program.” Later, I was taken to my digs in the best apart-
ment building in town, previously, I found out later, the abode of the KGB! 
Needless to say, it was very comfortable. As I groped my way up its unlit 
stairwell to the third loor, I realized it was exactly the same as the apartment 
buildings I’d stayed at in Yerevan, so I had no need of a lashlight. Besides, 
it was packed.

Osh is an ancient city of about a quarter million people located near 
the eastern end of the fertile Fergana Valley that drains westward toward 
Uzbekistan. he Kara Dar’ya river, a tributary of the Oxus river, known 
in that region as the Amu Dar’ya, lows through the Fergana Valley on its 
way to the Aral Sea where the Oxus reaches the Aral as “a foiled, circuitous 
wanderer.”7 Osh had celebrated its 3,000th anniversary just two years earlier 
and was still a major centre on the Silk Route from Kashgar in far western 
China to the Near East and Europe.

Osh was a crossroads of Central Asia—Kyrgyz, Uzbek, Tadjik, Turkmen, 
Kazakh, Uigar, Mongol, Han and Afghan people all passing through from 
various directions. Its bazaar, as old as the city itself, stretched for two kilo-
metres along the banks of the Akbura River in the center of the city. People 
arrived mostly on enormous trucks swaying under huge loads of cargo or 
in mini-vans also swaying under huge loads of jam-packed passengers with 
baggage piled on the roofs. Some travelers came on horses pulling travois—
handsome people on good-looking steppe ponies with well-fed dogs trotting 
along beside them.

I loved to just wander in the bazaar and watch the crowds; I was trans-
ported back in time. he variety of shapes and shades and colors of faces 
and hats and coats and sashes and boots was fascinating. It was always busy, 
but in a relaxed sort of way with lots of laughter. Unfortunately, practically 

7  From the conclusion of “Sohrab and Rustum”. Matthew Arnold, 1852
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nothing remained of this ancient culture’s architecture, for everything had 

been built of mud brick. Centuries of earthquakes, slashing winter rains and 

bitter cold had repeatedly destroyed any structures. Since time immemorial 

they had been nomadic people; so much of their history was oral and the 

culture thrived.

Kyrgyzstan was once again oicially an Islamic country free of the USSR. 

Being at a crossroads of Central Asia, it hosted a wide mix of Islamic as well 

as other religious beliefs. In my wanderings about town in Osh, one day 

was especially memorable. On a Friday aternoon I sat by myself on a small 

spine of rock that ran through a park-like open space in the city. Families 

with children came there to enjoy the spring sunshine and have picnics. It 

was not a large space, so there were not a great many families there. Perched 

on the ridge near me was a very small mosque, more like a chapel than a 

mosque, and men were coming and going to worship. I nodded and smiled 

to those who noticed me and they nodded too; shortly the men came out, 

nodded again and sometimes smiled. he religious practice I witnessed was 

something I’d not seen before; perhaps these men were attending something 

like confession.

Ater a little while the mullah, if that’s what he was, came out to where 

I sat, and though he didn’t speak English, he invited me to come into the 

mosque. I was astonished and in very broken Arabic I thanked him for his 

graciousness. We went inside the small “chapel” and he motioned for me 

to sit down near the door. As I sat there, men continued to come and go; 

individually, they spoke briely to the mullah and then let. I began to feel 

uncomfortable as I imagined that some of the visitors must wonder what on 

earth this Inidel was doing sitting in their mosque. So I stood up and, with 

palms pressed together and a small bow, ofered the mullah a “Namaste”—I 

didn’t know what else to ofer—and quietly let the building. I was deeply 

impressed with his graciousness.

• • • • •

hirty Days—hirty Villages

My assignment was to work with the Public Works departments of Osh and 

its suburbs and the village councils of some villages in the mountains to 

solve their domestic water supply problems. I was assigned a very capable 
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interpreter, Sardor Kayumov, a likeable young Kyrgyz who, like Nargis in 
Armenia, spoke ive languages. Sardor turned out to be just as capable as 
Nargis. I was also assigned a young Kyrgyz engineer, Tariel, from the Com-
munity Action Investment Program (CAIP) who was to work with me. Igor 
was our driver. Igor wasn’t nearly as careful a driver as Vanoush in Armenia, 
but like Vanoush he had his own car. I was glad of that—it meant no diplo-
matic plates! I was given a list of the municipalities and villages we were to 
look at in the next month; there were nearly thirty of them! hat was a lot 
of places to visit and report on in a month. I’d be on the road a lot and we 
wouldn’t have weekends free; but I igured I’d do all right.

But I was puzzled about what the Community Action Investment Program 
was all about. So was Wayne, an American volunteer from VOCA who had 
arrived to work with me. He and I were quite unable to determine CAIP’s 
purpose or its goals for our assignment. Astonishingly, the CAIP Project 
Director and Deputy Director, whom we visited separately, were unable to 
answer our questions about what they expected from our assignment. In 
fact, they seemed quite disconnected from whatever it was that we were 
sent to do, and moreover, seemed not to care. Yet they were the ones who 
had assigned us a list of thirty-odd villages and municipal water systems to 
assess—in a month!

Ater our meetings with the CAIP leadership, I thought, “he Director 
seems to have no idea what is involved in this work. And he doesn’t want to 
know.” It reminded me a bit of my experience with the Peace Corps’ Coun-
try Director in Mauritania, except that here the whole management team 
seemed aloof and disconnected from what Wayne and I’d been sent to do. 
“Uninterested” wasn’t too strong a word to describe their interactions with us.

Ater our meetings I told Wayne, a newcomer to this game, “his is 
going to be a bit of a chore. he people we just talked to probably won’t 
bother checking back with Washington because they don’t see the need, and 
Washington is probably as uninformed as they are. We’re on our own here, 
so we’ll just play it by our own lights and let the chips fall where they may. 
We’ll do just ine with the people in the ield; they’ll tell us what they need.”

Wayne and I decided to spend the irst two weeks going out to the villages 
on the list to see what they needed; their requirements would probably be 
within what CAIP could support. We would leave the last two weeks to look 
at the seven or eight municipal water systems that were much closer to Osh. 
In each village, we could ind out what resources they had for doing the job, 
and work out with them how they could go about ixing the problem with 
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some help from CAIP. As with my experience in Armenia, I anticipated 

that our response to the villagers’ needs should be quite do-able and thus 

rewarding for all involved. We launched into our work.

• • • • •

Avletim

We drove for nearly eight hours, north across the Fergana Valley and then 

over a couple of mountain passes to the village of Avletim near Karakol. 

It was nearly half the distance back to Bishkek. We had set out from Osh 

early in the morning and arrived at Avletim in the low-slanting sunlight of 

late aternoon. In Avletim we passed a pick-up volleyball game as we drove 

along a grassy track to a farmhouse where we’d stay the next few nights. 

Entering the farm house through a glassed-in summer room, we passed 

through the front door into a large warm kitchen, through a small living/

dining room, and were shown to our bedrooms and how to ind our way to 

the out-house beyond the chicken coop at the back of the yard. he ceilings 

and doors were low and the loors of the bedrooms thickly covered with 

rugs. My sway-backed cot was piled high with comforters. he village was 

at about 6,000 feet and it was still frosty at night.

I walked back to watch the volleyball game and joined in rooting for 

or razzing whoever was behind or ahead until it was too dark to play any 

longer. Soon, I was called in for supper. We sat around the dining table—two 

Americans, our Kgrgyz translator, a Kgrgyz driver, and a young engineer 

from Osh. he head of the household joined us for a tasty and illing farm 

supper served by his wife and eldest daughter. Ater supper, we all sat around 

the table drinking tea and yarning with the family till our eyes grew heavy 

and we drited of to our beds.

Working in the villages was always far more rewarding than in the cities. 

In the countryside, I could “walk the ields and kick the clods” with the mayor, 

a couple of village councillors and any curious peasant farmers who tagged 

along. hat way Wayne and I found out what the local people really needed 

and could advise them about what aspects they could do themselves. It was 

all about sharing ideas and encouraging autonomy with workable solutions.

We had to complete thirty consultations in as many days. Although each 

village was diferent, typically a consultation went something like this: “Forget 
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about trying to ix that huge old Soviet pump station. Here’s a way you can 
go upstream a ways, put in a small diversion works there, and run the water 
down the new channel you’re already building. We’ll show you how you can 
cross those two side-streams and irrigate that lovely sixty hectares of ields 
you’ve shown us as well as bringing water to your village. And to the next 
one, too. You can do it!”

We’d go backwards and forwards over the route of the channel and discuss 
what had to be done where. We also looked around for other things that 
could be done, such as channelling the water to their neighbouring village. 
Because I was not likely be back in this village again on this assignment, I 
made sure that Tariel understood each step of the assessment and assured 
him that together, back in Osh, we’d draw up the designs for the required 
small structures. hat way, he would have a set of drawings to use in future 
consultations with the villagers.

he work in the villages went well; we were able to give them solutions 
the villagers could complete mostly on their own; ater all, they had no-one 
else to turn to. As we went along, Wayne and I briefed the Director of CAIP 
on what we’d found in the villages and the villagers’ ability to complete basic 
things that their situations required once they had been shown what would 
“do the trick.”

Once again we were met with polite indiference. We were surprised 
and puzzled that our verbal reports brought little or no response from the 
Director. Did he just not understand what we had been doing? Was he really 
that uninterested in what he’d assigned us to do in the villages? Wayne and 
I couldn’t tell because the Director didn’t ask any questions or make any 
comments.

Wayne was nonplussed with the Director’s behaviour. So I said to him, 
“It’s okay, Wayne. I’ve seen this before, although not quite so blatantly. We’ll 
just continue with our work as best we can and turn in our report on the 
villages and towns we’ve been able to visit. I have my suspicions about what 
is at the root of this, but I’ll wait and watch what develops. Only then will 
I have a clearer picture.”

• • • • •
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Fencing with the Client

On the list CAIP gave me, there were seven diferent municipal water systems 

in urban areas serving populations of between 6,000 and 40,000 people. 

In each one of them, Wayne and I discovered that there was nothing the 

CAIP project could do to help. heir systems each required major capital 

expenditures—starting with the services of an established hydraulic/ civil/ 

sanitary/ engineering consulting irm to plan and design solutions as well 

as help ind funding.

It became increasingly evident to me that somehow the CAIP project had 

been conceived with no idea of what was involved. he people in Osh, espe-

cially, felt very let down and thus were very angry. hey had been “promised” 

help from the project and were demanding that they see the CAIP Director. 

So, separately and privately, I consulted with Sardor and Tariel about what 

they knew about this aspect of the project and they each said, “Yes, helping 

communities with their water supply is the purpose of the project.”

“ Have any engineers been out here to look at the Project before Wayne 

and me?” I asked.

“No, you’re the irst engineers who have come here to help us.”

hings were starting to fall into place; the problem was worse than I’d 

thought. he next day I met with the very disappointed Chairman of the 

Osh Municipal Water Company and asked him, “Tell me, how was it that 

you were told that this project would ix your water system?”

“Why, the American Project Director told me!”

“Well, ...I’ll see what I can do.”

On my return to the project oices I asked to see the CAIP Director but 

was told he was busy. From the beginning of my assignment I’d found him 

diicult of access and I didn’t want to be put of, so I asked for an appoint-

ment. I was granted one in a couple of days. At that meeting Wayne and I 

explained the situation with the Osh Municipal Water Company and told 

the Project Director that its Chairman was very upset and wanted to see 

him. I sensed the Project Director wasn’t much interested.

When I reminded him that some of the other municipalities were also 

complaining about the inadequacy of the project’s response and that this 

was not an isolated situation, he replied, “Oh well, these people are always 

demanding that we do everything for them. here’s no need.”

“But you have told the Osh Municipal Water Company yourself that the 

project will help them ix their water system,” I replied. “hey are disappointed, 
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and thus angry, and they’re not going to go away. here are others who are 
on the verge of demanding to see you. I would suggest that you talk to them 
yourself and pull this thorn before it starts to fester.”

he CAIP Director made no reply, he just sat there in silence, but I was 
not going to let him of. So, although probably at least twice his age, I said, 
“Look, Sir. You, the Project, and America’s reputation with the Kyrgyz people 
will all come out ahead if you deal with this now. So let’s set a time for the 
Chairman of the Osh Municipal Water Company to come and talk with you 
while I’m still here. I’ll take him the message.”

Reluctantly, the CAIP Director said, “Well, all right,” and set a date and 
time a few days hence—the day before I was to leave. I took the message to 
the Chairman myself.

On the appointed day and hour the Chairman and some of his colleagues 
on the Board of the Water Company met me at the Project oices and I ush-
ered them into the room where we were to meet with the CAIP Director. As 
time dragged on without the Project Director showing up, I excused myself 
and asked his secretary of the CAIP Director’s whereabouts; I knew he was 
in the building. he reply was a brusque. “He is not available.”

I went back to the meeting room, apologized profusely, and told the men 
from the Water Company that the CAIP Director would not be available for 
the meeting. As I said goodbye to the men from the Osh Municipal Water 
Company their Chairman said, “Meester Beel. We are not angry with you. 
You have been straight with us and we trust and respect you. Good luck 
when you go back to America.” All I could say was, “hank you.”

he next day I turned in my report outlining what could and could not 
be done at each of the communities we had visited and suggesting an order 
of priority for those projects that could be accomplished with the resources 
at hand and what additional resources would be needed for the others. hen, 
late that aternoon, I lew back to Bishkek to stay overnight in the Silk Road 
Hotel before beginning the long lights home.

On my return to the US, I sent the CAIP Project Coordinator at ACDI/
VOCA in Washington a conidential memo stating my concerns about CAIP’s 
capacity to “deliver” in Kyrgyzstan. As part of her reply she sent me a very 
attractive four-fold, full colour brochure with lots of pictures of Kyrgyz and 
Kazakh people sitting around tables, ostensibly in discussions. Apparently 
CAIP had a similar project going in Shymkent, Kazakhstan!

In the brochure I found its Mission Statement: “CAIP serves as a catalyst 
to actively engage individuals, communities, and institutions in participatory 
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processes that will contribute to their enhanced capacity for efective 

decision-making.”

I thought to myself, “How nice, that’s vague enough. It says absolutely 

nothing.”

Further on, there was a section on “How Communities Are Selected” 

where it stated, “CAIP works with communities that are perceived to be 

conlict-prone or have signiicant potential for conlict arising.” Some of the 

attributes of “conlict-prone communities” were listed as “Ethnic tensions,” 

“Cross-border issues” and “Lack of trust in and an inability to efectively 

work with local authorities.” Immediately following this was a paragraph 

that, among other things, stated “Information gathering is conducted on an 

ongoing basis…with community representatives, local non-government orga-

nizations, international development organizations, USAID, the US Embassy, 

and regional-level authorities.”

I thought, “Well, that pretty well covers the waterfront, but what really 

matters is the phrase in the middle, ‘Information gathering.’ hey just let 

the cat out of the bag!”

Later, in a telephone conversation with the CAIP Project Coordinator in 

Washington, I asked her how it was that the Project had been conceived. She 

replied, “Oh, Mr. Ellis, State (the US Department of State, of which USAID 

is a part) is very concerned about the stability of these countries. hey do 

not want these countries upsetting our relations with that part of the world. 

hat is why we are working in Osh and Shymkent.”

I didn’t say anything but thought, “Yup, there it is. It all starts with those 

giant C-17s refuelling at Bishkek airport. he US cannot countenance the 

thought that any of ‘these countries’ may become ‘unstable’ and not support 

the US wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Funny thing, though: in my month of 

living and working with the people there, I didn’t come across any sign of 

‘ethnic tensions’ or ‘cross-border issues’ although we had frank discussions 

on sharing precious water resources with their neighbours. But, oh my, the 

crew that’s there running the CAIP Project has really torn it through their 

own ‘lack of trust and inability to efectively work with local authorities’. No 

wonder they have no idea of what municipal water services are about, that’s 

not what they’re there for! And this sweet, well-intending Project Director 

from VOCA is none the wiser.” I also thought of how “Civil Society” projects 

had become in vogue with USAID and perhaps the “Community Action 

Investment Program” fell under this category: basically “ishing in troubled 
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waters.” And how, even if the waters weren’t troubled, this kind of program 
would soon make them so for America.

Some years earlier when VOCA was preparing to link up with ACDI and 
contract directly with USAID, I had warned them to be very careful of who they 
were getting in bed with because they could ind themselves way over their 
depth. Not surprisingly, my advice was not heeded—nor was it appreciated.

I was let with the long familiar recognition that America is quite inca-
pable of “removing the shard from its own eye before looking for the speck 
in their brother’s eye,” and that, if anyone in this story needed to heed the 
advice they said they were giving the Kyrgyz and Kazakh people, it was the 
United States itself.

For a moment I thought of Raymond B. Gumby whom I’d met in Arme-
nia a few years earlier. I didn’t see him in Kyrgyzstan, but perhaps he was 
back in Kazakhstan. Or perhaps he tried pulling the plug on that hot water 
heater in Armenia.



413To central asia and kyrgyzstan



414 By Dead Reckoning



415

CHaptEr tWEnty-FOur

Epilogue—A Look Back

A Personal Overview of Development Aid in the hird World

I
 
n the early 1960s, as I inished graduate school and began my profes-

sional career, the world was rapidly changing. It was only a little more 

than iteen years since World War II had ended. In his farewell speech to 

the American people in January 1961, President Eisenhower had warned of 

the danger to Americans of the growing power of their “military-industrial 

complex,” a reference to the coordination between government, the mili-

tary, and the defense industry. he interactive relationship between these 

sectors involved political and bureaucratic oversight that had implications 

for not only the maintenance of military might, but also the preservation 

and development of foreign markets and alliances.

In Western Europe, Great Britain and North America there was a con-

sensus that on-going, large-scale aid such as the Marshall Plan for rebuilding 

a shattered Europe would be needed for developing countries to get on 

their feet and survive. At the time, a widely-held and accepted economic 

theory held that hird World countries, once given a hand up from their 

impoverished economic conditions and put on the road to growth through 

ongoing economic development help and diplomatic advice from the West, 

would be able to continue developing on their own over time in the same 

manner as the advanced western countries. I believed this myself when I 

started on my journey working in Pakistan as a consultant to the World 

Bank. Pakistan and India, bitterly divided over some unresolved issues from 

the time of partition, agreed to the World Bank being an impartial arbiter 

for sharing the precious water resources of the Indus Basin, and it worked.

From the positive experience with the Marshall Plan in rebuilding a 

shattered Europe ater the devastation of World War II, it was only natural to 

believe that a similar commitment to building from the foundations begin-

ning at the grass roots with agriculture and public health would succeed. If 

the people in the developing world could feed themselves and not be deci-

mated by famines and epidemics while they got organized to manage their 
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own development, they could have the same outcome as we had had in the 
developed western world. hat possibility was recognized and accepted by 
many of the industrialized nations and initially most countries gave devel-
opment aid without cultural, political or strategic strings attached. Aid was 
then founded in compassion and designed to be transformative. It worked 
well—for a short while.

he Cold War, brought on by the constant threat of conlict between 
the two superpowers, the Soviet Union and the United States, perpetuated 
the military-industrial complex as it fuelled an arms race between the two 
antagonists. Soviet goals for expansionism throughout the developed and 
the less developed “hird World” was a very real threat to American security, 
prosperity and liberty. he US responded with strategies of containment by 
providing inancial and military aid to challenge Soviet power. he super-
powers’ struggle for dominance was played out in regional crises and wars 
that erupted around the world. he Vietnam War was raging in the Far East. 
Pakistan was a young country, only seventeen-years-old and facing sectarian 
violence that would eventually erupt in civil war. Some new developing 
countries were even younger; some had not yet come into being. It was a 
struggle that would continue into the 1970s and had deep consequences for 
international aid programs.

he need to aid less developed countries and the ensuing capitalist beneits 
to those ofering the aid was accepted dogma in international development 
circles and was supported by leading economic and development think tanks 
(although that term had not yet come into general use) such the Center 
for Population Studies founded at Harvard University in 1963 by Dr. Roger 
Revelle to focus on the application of science and technology to the problem 
of world hunger. It was comprised of some of the brightest and best minds 
in international policy and development theory. Our client, the World Bank, 
would on occasion refer to their studies as a guide.8

he World Bank would also refer us to Walt Rostow, an American econo-
mist and political theorist who had been centrally involved with the Marshall 
Plan and was a National Security Advisor to Presidents Kennedy and Johnson. 
As an advisor to President Eisenhower he promoted economic and foreign 
policies that would increase US foreign aid to increase US bilateral interests 

8  Dr. Revelle also founded the Scripps Institute of Oceanography 

and was for many years its Director until he left to form the Harvard Group. 

Fifty years before others began to catch on, Revelle was the irst to warn 
of the “greenhouse efect” that would cause global warming.
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and global markets through the spread of American-style capitalist growth 

backed by the military.

In 1968 some far-sighted Western historians, statesmen and scientists 

founded an informal association known as “he Club of Rome.” Its members 

shared a common concern for the future of humanity and the planet as they 

focused on the nature of global problems. hey took a long look at coming 

worldwide growth through the end of the 20th century and beyond and 

recognized the realities of what this could mean for the world’s burgeoning 

population. heir magisterial report, “he Limits to Growth,” was a shocking 

revelation to the conventional wisdom of mainstream political leaders and 

economists who worshipped at the altars of Gross National Product and 

Market Growth. he report’s detractors could not countenance the possi-

bilities raised in “he Limits to Growth.” It was promptly pooh-pooh’d and 

held up for derision. For several decades its warnings disappeared from the 

public conscience.

he impressive discoveries and early results of the “Green Revolution,” 

borne of research, development and technology initiatives to increase agricul-

tural production in the developing world were just beginning to show up in 

farmers’ ields in the mid-1960s. At that time most of us on the Indus Basin 

Study, while aware of the promise of the Green Revolution, did not dream 

that India would ever be able to feed itself let alone have wheat or rice to 

sell to its neighbours. Some decades later we were pleasantly surprised, and 

much encouraged, when we saw that it was actually beginning to happen.

But those of us working in hird World agriculture knew that “he Limits 

to Growth” was founded on sound scientiic principles and valid evidence 

that we could already see in the ield. We knew we had only a brief window 

in history before our eforts would be swamped by population growth. We 

could see that if the scenario in the Club of Rome’s report played out, Mother 

Earth would impose the limits. She simply would not be able to support the 

demands on the earth’s resources and ecosystems of a steadily burgeoning 

and increasingly aluent population.

Practically no one foresaw the range and size of the problems involved 

in undertaking this development task, the time it would take (generations 

rather than years), and the amount of national treasure it would require. 

hose of us “on the ground” in emerging hird World countries could see 

that, although the results were very encouraging, in the long run it was 

only buying time before humankind would have to reign in its insatiable 

demands on our planet.
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• • • • •

hings Start to Come Apart in the 1970s

Early on in my career I learned by experience not to go back to projects I 
had worked on. Too oten it was heart breaking—a whole farm lying idle and 
growing up in weeds for the lack of a few critical tractor parts or some basic 
inputs. At FMC International we insisted on a clause in our contracts for us 
to stay alongside the client’s personnel ater construction was completed as 
they learned how to manage and maintain their new farm and processing 
facilities. But that clause was oten abrogated. Too oten a client told us, in 
efect, “You’ve built it for us. here’s no need for your services any longer. We 
know how to run it, you can leave now.” And we knew that if we persisted 
and attempted to stay on, the client could cancel our visas.

Another illustration was to see land overwhelmed by population growth. 
On a light from Kinsasha in Zaire to Zurich Switzerland in the early 1990s, 
I’ll never forget looking down on the African landscape from 30,000 feet and 
noticing a straight line on the terrain below running generally southwest/
northeast. here were lush forests on the south side and barren worn-out 
lands on the north. I looked at my watch, did some quick mental arithmetic 
and realized I was looking at the border between Cameroun and Nigeria. 
Nigeria was not yet the most populous country in Africa but already its lands 
were becoming worn out from just too many people. My heart sank at the 
realization of how far “behind the curve” we already were.

As the Cold War dragged on, the strategic military value of many less 
developed countries became paramount and the superpowers’ priorities 
became entangled in most international relations. In the worldwide strug-
gle between the Soviet Union and the United States, military “security” 
considerations soon outstripped concern for the basic needs of food and 
water, shelter, and peaceful co-existence in the hird World. Foreign aid 
programs gradually became subsumed to strategic considerations and many 
less-developed countries became pawns in the competitive game of strategic 
positioning. Wendy and I ran smack into this in East Pakistan in 1970–71 
when we witnessed the devastating civil war and genocide that ended with 
the creation of the new country of Bangladesh.

By the 1990s it had become increasingly diicult to attract national sup-
port for development aid programs. Non-governmental organizations and 
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volunteer organizations carried on doing good work but had nowhere near 

the inancial support to have a widespread impact. Oicial US government 

aid steadily shrank and became increasingly surreal.

In America at this time large areas of US foreign policy were hidden, not 

only from the public but also from the government itself. he fallout from 

these disastrous policies brought unbelievable sufering to large swaths of 

the hird World and long-term negative blowback to the US. he genocide 

in East Pakistan that Wendy and I lived through is a particularly egregious 

example.

At the grass roots level, as USAID projects became more and more the 

ief of security analysts, the gap between the public “intended” purpose and 

the actual results grew steadily wider. By the irst decade of the 21st century 

“deniability” became an important consideration in US foreign policy plan-

ning in order to sustain denials of upside-down priorities and projects that 

had little to do with their stated purposes. he CAIP project I worked on in 

Kyrgyzstan is an example.

I had irst hand experience in the decline of government aid. In the latter 

1970s while I was with FMC International we were approached by USAID 

about helping establish a program in Afghanistan’s Helmand region to wean 

the peasant farmers away from growing heroin poppies by showing them how 

to grow food crops on an even larger scale. We opened our discussions with 

USAID by telling them that we would have to be provided with lak jackets. 

It went downhill from there. It was obvious the project didn’t have a prayer 

of succeeding, and you can guess whose skins would have been hung out to 

dry if we’d agreed to their request. he American drug problem would have 

been better addressed back home in the US.

Two decades later, in the atermath of the military campaign to remove 

Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq, an international development consulting 

irm that I had worked with over the years, Development Alternatives Inc., 

DAI, was selected by USAID to plan an overhaul of Iraq’s shattered agricultural 

sector. I had high regard for this irm and was on their roster of outside 

experts. hey called to ask if I would go there to be in charge of planning 

the rebuilding of Iraq’s wrecked irrigation sector. I knew I would need to 

be out in the ield a good part of the time in order to ind out what was 

there, what was or wasn’t working, and what could be done about it. Before 

calling them back, I talked it over with my wife. She agreed there were three 

possible outcomes: I would come back in a box, I would come back minus 

a limb or two, or I would come back relatively whole. We agreed that the 
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irst two each had a far higher probability than the last. I called them back 
and declined. DAI valiantly tried anyway but couldn’t get much beyond the 
“Green Zone” in Baghdad.

• • • • •

A Chance Along he Way To Re-Order Priorities

Ater the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989–90, the US was let as the sole 
superpower in the world. It was faced with redeining or reinventing its role 
in the international arena. he basic issue was what to do with its immense 
military capacity held in readiness for over forty years against the threat of 
World War III. he question was “What should we do with it? Should we 
beat our swords into ploughshares? Or continue with resolve with what 
we’ve been doing these past four decades? Or do a combination of things 
that lie between these two poles?”

For a brief time, behind closed doors and out of sight, there were real 
debates at the highest levels of government about what to do. Statesmen, 
demographers, planners, economists and other policy advisors in places 
like Princeton, Harvard, the University of Chicago and other development 
institutions set about making a strong case for the US to lead the world into a 
new era of international cooperation and mutual aid by shiting a signiicant 
portion of its defence budget to international cooperation and development.

Some of us involved in overseas development heard on “back channels” 
that critically important discussions were being held. We held our breath 
while we awaited the outcome. Tragically, the arguments of the supporters 
of “the military-industrial complex,” about which Dwight Eisenhower had 
warned America decades earlier, won the day and the militarization of US 
foreign policy continued.

When it became evident it was going to be “business as usual” we in 
the hird World Development game recognized we had no option but to 
knuckle down and keep doing what we could in the face of growing strife 
while whole countries descended into widening tribal confrontations and 
came apart politically, economically and socially. In that climate of violence, 
destruction and fear there is not much one can do “on the ground” in such 
places, but that in itself was not suicient reason to stop trying.

Trying to deal directly with government agencies became increasingly 
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surreal. In this climate of ‘security’ and covert operations, professionals like 

myself and our corporate partners could either “Sup with the Devil” and lose 

their integrity or get out of the game. As the consulting irms that I worked 

with gradually withdrew from the game, whether for economic or ethical 

reasons, I had fewer and fewer “contacts” to work with and I spent more 

and more of my time working as a volunteer. I was able to continue on for 

a few more years, until I retired at age seventy.

• • • • •

Domestic Realities Come Home

When I was just short of seventy and knew I should be preparing to spool 

up my work in developing countries—potential clients thought I was too 

old—the atmosphere of fear emanating from the fraught relations with the 

Middle East caught up with me at home.

It began quite unexpectedly in the summer of 2004 during the run-up 

to George W. Bush’s re-election to the White House. Suddenly, I could not 

send e-mails overseas. Ater some sleuthing in the gibberish of my PC Mailer 

Daemon’s replies I discovered they all said “Unauthorized sender” and I 

realized “Holy cow, that’s me!” So I called my ISP about what could be wrong 

with my account. hey replied, “Send us copies of some of the returned 

e-mails and we’ll have a look at the Mailer Daemon’s entries. We’ll get back 

to you within a week.”

When they called back they said there was nothing wrong with my account 

or my connection and added, “We have never seen this before so we sent it 

upstairs to our Industrial Espionage people. heir answer is that it appears 

you have been blacklisted by the National Security Agency. We take this 

very seriously and we’ll get back to you.”

On further inquiries it was plain there was nothing they could do or even 

say about it. A journalist friend of mine who had a career with a national 

newspaper and was au fait with things Internet and political said, “You 

belong to Move-On.org don’t you, Bill?” Yes. “And they are giving the Bush 

campaign its?” Yes. “Just change your ISP.” I did, and could once again 

communicate with friends around the world.

But I was concerned about what this kind of manipulation meant for 

the basic freedoms of American citizens. I contacted my Senator and 
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Congressional Representative, both Democrats, and they each demanded 
an explanation from Homeland Security. Some months later, its reply arrived, 
a smarmy letter basically saying “We would never do such a thing! It must 
be somebody else!” I thought, “Methinks they protest too much!” I didn’t 
know whether to laugh or to swear. Instead I just said to myself, “Lord, lovin’ 
Jaysus! he great Guv’mint of the USA is afraid of Willy Ellis! What a scream!”

I thought that would be the end of it, but thereater on my returns to 
American soil from overseas assignments I would be sent aside for question-
ing by a thuggish weight-liter in INS uniform who, looking at my passport 
and the computer screen in front of him, would interrogate me.

“You were in Armenia! hat’s the Soviet Union, isn’t it!?”
“Not any more.”
“What were you doing there!?”
“Working for USDA.” (hat’s the U.S. Dept. of Agriculture.)
“Who’s USDA!?”…I stare at him in silence…. hen,
“I see you were in Egypt!…Oh! Many times!…Why were you in Egypt!?”
“I was working on USAID projects.”
“Who’s USAID!?”…A silent stare from me…and he lets me go.
he best one was the time when irst looking at my passport my inter-

rogator said, “You were in Kyrgyzstan! hat’s the Soviet Union, isn’t it!” and 
I replied,

“Not any more.” By this time I was getting good at it as it followed the 
same pattern as before.

hen, intent on his computer screen and scanning back over iteen years 
of my comings and goings, he said,

“I see you were in Yemen! …and Saudi Arabia! Why were you in Yemen!?”
I think, “Oh, shit! hat’s where ‘terrorists’ come from!” but reply evenly, 

“Working for USAID.” … And, as previously, the same interactions ensued.
hen, looking at the irst page of my passport, my interrogator said, “Oh!…

You were born in Zimbabwe! How come you were born in Zimbabwe!?”
I stared at him and said nothing.
(Really, I’m not making this up.) I felt like saying through gritted teeth 

and out of the corner of my mouth, “Because my parents were there, doing 
what young parents do! You eing idiot!” But I didn’t. I knew that if this 
thug didn’t like the way I part my hair—and never mind that I don’t have 
enough to part—I would be in the slammer with no recourse. Not a pleasant 
thing to come home to. And I knew that once on a “list” you don’t ever get 
of. And I knew I was not alone. Besides, I didn’t need this.
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hat prompted me to inally start looking for a place to live in that kinder, 

gentler, and so much more civil country to the north. hroughout all our 

wanderings we are always drawn to return to “the leafy lanes we have known 

in childhood or the populous streets in which we have played”—the geo-

graphic places of our growing up. Although my life started in Africa and its 

iconic place as the original home of all of us stayed with me all my life, I grew 

up in Canada among Canadians. Canada is my geographic home and my 

heart’s home. Within a year I had found a place to live on Canada’s west coast.

• • • • •

How I got Along in My Journey

From my earliest childhood I was brought up with the understanding that 

I, like “all God’s children,” am a person of intrinsic value and as such have it 

in me to be a person of value to others, just as they can see themselves to be, 

too. And, although I myself and others would not always exhibit that respect 

for others in our personal and public behaviours, I must work at maintaining 

the self-discipline and courage to hold onto those principles and show them 

in my behaviour with the people I deal with, whatever the circumstances. 

hey in turn can pick up on it and relect it back. Conversely, if I go around 

making enemies that’s all I will have—enemies. And who needs that?

hat was not to say it was all right to be a pushover. Pushovers were not 

well regarded in my family. My mother warned me early on that being a 

small, skinny kid I would likely be a target of bullies, but if I showed them 

I was not afraid of them they would be more likely to respect me and leave 

me alone. Only once, in third form at Hillield School, did a playing ield 

bully set upon me. In short order he received a bloody nose and a split lip; I 

had only some cuts on the knuckles of my let hand. Nothing was said about 

it and bullies didn’t bother me again.

he foundational values of Family, Personhood, Looking Out for Others, 

and Taking Care of the Natural World which were instilled into both Bengie 

and me by our mother from the time when we irst asked, “Mummy, why are 

we here?” served us well all our lives. hose basic values were essential to 

us in inding and choosing our callings —Bengie to be a Registered Nurse, 

farm wife and mother and to serve the needs of others in hospitals or her 

extended rural community, and I to seek ways to work with the poorest of 
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the poor in distant lands. It didn’t work out for me to have a family; that is 
something I deeply miss.

For both Bengie and me it was our duty to serve a higher calling than 
ourselves. We were taught that although humans are truly remarkable crea-
tures we are but one species on the face of the earth. We are not the masters 
of all we survey and by looking out for others and the world around us we 
are looking out for ourselves as well. hese foundational principles served 
me well throughout my career. hey enabled me to get along in the world 
with colleagues and strangers alike whether at home or in foreign countries 
and cultures, some of whom were predisposed to regard me as the enemy. 
Along the way I looked down the wrong end of a gun barrel more times 
than I care to recall. But by facing them squarely and showing “the little man 
on the other end of the gun” I was not afraid, I could show him I was not a 
threat and there was no need for him to pull the trigger.

Looking back at this my journey, I am reminded of a passage in Con-

sciousness and Tradition by Dr. Jacob Needleman:

…In the personal crises of my life, what sort of help do I seek? And the answer, 

in all sincerity, seems to revolve around the following fact: it is in the peri-

ods between crises that I relect upon diferent paths and set up standards 

regarding whom I will trust and who has the truth about human nature. he 

point is that when I am in the moment of crisis it is not the spiritual guide 

or psychotherapist that I turn to. It is something in myself, a part of myself 

that I turn to. Some principles, some habits of thinking, some memories, 

some reports settled in my mind, some emotional associations. hese are 

the guides that lead me. In the moment when life is crushing me, it may 

seem that I take any hand that is ofered. But it is not true. I have an inner 

guide that leads me.9

In all these situations my upbringing at home and school combined with 
my training in the Canadian Army gave me, whatever the situation, the 
faith to trust in my calling and the courage to deal calmly with the situation 
and survive unscathed to live another day. It has something to do with why 
mariners and explorers go to sea. We go to sea deliberately but we also plan 
to return. In order to return safely we must believe in what we do, with all 
its uncertainties and indeterminacies.

One does not have to be in a position of power to do this, which is not 
to say it is easy. he road less traveled doesn’t have a great many people on 

9 Jacob Needleman, Conciousness and Tradition. Crossroads Publishing Co. 1982.
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it, and from time to time you may ind yourself all by yourself. But on that 

road it is far easier to ind common ground with the people you meet or 

work with along the way—you need each other. You need only a few trusted 

truth-telling companions to share your journey. Having such friends makes 

it even more rewarding, I am very fortunate to have always had one or two 

of those friends for company along the way.

Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime; therefore we 

must be sustained by hope. Nothing which is true or beautiful or good makes 

complete sense in the immediate context of history; therefore we must be 

sustained by faith. Nothing we do, however virtuous, can be accomplished 

alone; therefore we must be sustained by love.10

We can all do it. he necessary strength and stamina to follow our calling, 

whatever it is, is built into each of us. he world could be a much happier 

place for all of us. It is up to all of us to make it so.

Together, we can do it.

10 Reinhold Niebur, The Irony of American History. With a new Introduction 

by Andrew J. Bacevich. University of Chicago Press, 1952, 2008.
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Glossary

2 i/c  Second in Command of a military unit. 

A&E  mechanic An aircrat mechanic certiied to work on both airframes 
and engines.

Ab initio Latin term: starting from the beginning.

ACDI  Agricultural Cooperative Development International

Aik  he numeral “One” in Urdu.

Al-Hajji  An important person who has made the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca; 
a mandatory religious duty for Muslims that must be carried out once in 
their adult lifetime.

Ant Hill  A tall heap or cone of earth built up by underground ants.

Athey-wagon  Of-road earth or rock hauler with two large wheels in front. 
With rear wheels steering, they were very tricky to steer.

Au brusse  “In the bush” in Francophone West Africa

Axe-man  Lowliest person on a survey crew who “cuts line” through the bush

Bailey Bridge  Portable, pre-fabricated truss bridge

Baksheesh  A small sum of money given as alms, a tip, or a bribe

Basement complex  A geological term describing the thick foundation of 
ancient, and oldest metaphoric and igneous rock that forms the crust of 
continents; may be located under layers of sedimentary rock, or be visible 
at the surface 

Baobab  A short tree with an enormously thick trunk and large edible fruit; 
it can live to a great age

Batouri  Hausa for “white man”

Bed Load  Any sediment, including large boulders, that moves along the 
bed of a river.

Benchland  A long, relatively narrow strip of relatively level terrain bounded 
by distinctly steeper slopes above and below it. 
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Boosh  Bush

Bowser A tanker for refuelling aircrat or other vehicles or supplying water

British Raj  he period of British Rule in India, circa 1858 to 1947; a.k.a. 

British India

Bulkil Tiga Hinna  Common Pashto phrase for “Everything okay here”

Burkha  Long loose garment covering the whole body and worn in public 

by many Muslim women 

Buzkashi  Horseback sport in which players attempt to drag an animal 

carcass across a goal line.

Caliche  A mineral deposit of gravel, sand, and nitrates.

Campesino  Spanish: peasant farmer

Cat skinner  Operator of large Caterpillar crawler tractor earth movers, 

e.g. a “D8”

CAIP  Community Action Investment Program

Center (ATC)  Air Traic Control Center that monitors and directs aircrat 

over a wide area

CFI  Chief Flying Instructor

Chain-man  he person on a survey crew who measures the land with 100-

foot steel tape; used to be measured in “Chains”

Chapati  hin pancake of unleavened whole-grain bread cooked on a griddle; 

also cow dung fuel; plural is chapatis

Charpoy  A wood bedframe with tightly stretched webbing

Chitty  A hand-delivered note used in communities that don’t have telephones

Chorten  A stone memorial or cairn marking a sacred place in Buddhist 

cultures

Chukkar  A Eurasian upland gamebird in the pheasant family, or partridges

Chowk  Open market at the junction of two roads; market gate of a bazaar

Chowkidar  Watchman; literally “the keeper of the gate”



430 By Dead Reckoning

Chuplies  Peasant footwear of the Indian sub-continent

CO  Commanding Oicer of a military unit

Coal ship  (verb) To provide a vessel with a supply of coal

Copjie  Africaans word for a copse of small trees or a small hillock

Dacoity  An Udru/Hindi word for the actions of a Dacoit—a thief or 
highwayman

Dacoities  Plural of dacoity—an act of armed robbery committed by a gang

Dambo A large lat open space of tall grass in southern Africa that is swampy 
in the wet season

Dead Reckoning  A technique of navigating solely by time, speed and mag-
netic heading

Deile  A steep-sided, narrow gorge or passage.

Deodar  Tall conical cedar native to the Himalayas

Dhow  A lateen-rigged sailing vessel with one or two masts, used in the 
Indian Ocean

Drit   Small horizontal tunnel made in process of mining for ore

Dual Time  Flying time while under instruction from a Certiied Flying 
Instructor 

Esker  Winding ridge of stream-built stratiied glacial outwash material

Feluccas  Small vessels propelled by oars or lateen sails or both, used on 
the Nile

Flare  he transition from descending light to light just above the runway 
to touch down gently

Flashy  Adjective for watercourses in desert terrain which are subject to 
lash looding 

Freshet  Hydrologic term for spring high-runof conditions in a river or 
stream

Gauging Site  A hydraulically stable place suitable for measuring stream 
low in a river 
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Go-down  A pantry or storage room. Originally port-side storage warehouses

Ground  he Ground Control operator in an airport control tower.

Inna ikie  “Do you have work?” in the Hausa language; a greeting with the 

response: “Ikie nagodia”—“I am grateful for my work.”

Insh’Allah  “God Willing” common Arabic phrase in Muslim cultures; also 

Inshallah or In sha’Allah

Jambo Bwana  “Good day Boss” in Swahili

Jambo Mama  “Good day Madame” in Swahili

Jheel  A remnant of one of the old river channels which braid the lat, lat 

Bengali countryside

Jungli Wallah  Uncultured or wild person

Kameez  Long tunic worn by many South Asian people with a shalwar Kar-

akul  Cloth or fur cap made from or resembling sheep leece. Also Caracul.

Keiyeh  Scarf-like head covering, white with a red check pattern, worn by 

Saudi Arabian men

Khorpee  A traditional short-handled shovel with a reversed blade like a 

big hoe

Klongs  Canals in hailand

Kunjar  Large curved knife worn tucked into a leather belt

Laia  “How are you?” in the Hausa language; response: Laia lo: “I am well, 

and you?

Let Seat  he let seat in an aircrat cockpit, the pilot’s seat

Loo  British slang for a restroom of any kind

Mining plays  A new ind of commercial mineralization in the process of 

development

Mistri  Bengali word for any kind of cratsman

Mooti  Swahili for “medicine” or “man’s medicine” including the potions 

used by witch doctors.
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M’toto  Swahili for a small child carried on its mother’s back by a cotton wrap

Muezzin  Man who called Muslims to prayer from the minaret of a mosque

Mukhti Bahini  he guerrilla freedom ighters of East Pakistan/Bangladesh

Munshi  Urdu word for “tutor” or “teacher”

M’zuri Saana  “Just ine” in Swahili

Narrers  he Narrows

NCO  Non-Commissioned Oicer

Newie  Canadian term of endearment for a Newfoundlander

Ops  Operations oice

ORT cocktail  A solution of essential electrolyes used for Oral Rehydration 
herapy

Outport  A small harbour associated with the villages along the coast of 
Newfoundland

Pelton turbine  Cast steel wheel with small “buckets” around its perimeter, 
a type of water wheel.

‘Pindi  Commonly used slang abbreviation for “Rawalpindi” in Pakistan

Pinika Pawnee  “Drinking Water” in Urdu

Punkah  Large cloth fan on a frame suspended from the ceiling moved by 
pulling on a cord

Pye-dog  A stray mongrel.

RCSME  Royal Canadian School of Military Engineering, where Sappers 
are trained

Rod-man  A person on a survey crew who holds up the levelling rod for 
the instrument man

Rondavel  A traditional circular African dwelling with a conical thatched roof

Ronkadiddi  “Long life to you” in the Hausa language, usually addressed 
to an elder

Saddiq  “Friend” in Arabic
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Sahel  A vast semiarid region of Africa, south of the Sahara, that forms a 

transitional zone between the desert and the region known as the Sudan. 

adj. Sahelian.

Sahib  An address of respect in South Asia, equivalent to “Sir” in English  

Salaam  Respectful greeting. “Peace” in Arabic, commonly used in the Muslim 

world; pl. salaams. Salaam alaikum: Peace be upon you.

Sanu  “Hello” in the Hausa language.

Sapper  A Private in the Royal Engineers. Builds roads and bridges; lays 

and clears mines, etc.

Savanna  Extensive open grassy plain with scattered trees in Africa  

Sawatdi  he hai greeting referred to as the wai

SEATO  South East Asia Treaty Organization. A NATO-like organization 

in South East Asia 

Shalwar  Light, loose pleated trousers tapering to it tightly around the 

ankles. Also Salwar

Shank’s Mare  Old English slang for “on foot”

Shows  Prospectors’ term for surface indications of mineral deposits

Shukria “hank you” in Urdu

Shunting yard  Br. Term for a complex layout of railroad tracks for storing, 

sorting or unloading/loading railroad cars

Smack  A small ishing boat, oten equipped with a well for keeping the 

caught ish alive 

Sour dough prospector  An experienced prospector in the western US or 

Canada; an old-timer

Souk  Marketplace or bazaar

Span of oxen  A pair of oxen in a large team of oxen. “Ten span” would be 

a team of twenty oxen

Stopes  Step-like parts of a mine where minerals are being extracted vertically

Subaltern  Junior oicer in the Army below the rank of Captain; a Lieutenant 

or Second Lieutenant 
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Sunkers  Sunken ships

Tiga  “Okay” in Urdu and Pashto

Trucial States  Former name of the United Arab Emirates until 1971

USAID  United States Agency for International Development

USDA  United States Department of Agriculture 

VFR  Flight term: “By visual reference to the ground”

VOCA  Volunteers in Overseas Cooperative Assistance

Vulcanize  Harden rubberlike material by treating it with sulphur at a high 
temperature

Wali  Governor of a province

Wallah  Generic word for a man, used throughout South Asia; speciies 
speciic occupation or orientation

Ya-waah  Hausa word for “Yes! Right on!”

York boat  A small cargo boat with an all-wood hull. Propelled by sail, oars 
or by poling in shalllow water. Used by the Northwest Company Voyageurs

Zulu time  Greenwich Mean Time. Used around the world for navigation 
purposes.
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points. 

As it became increasingly di�  cult to work for pay in his � eld, with international aid agencies 
and consulting � rms distancing themselves from these strife-riddled areas, Ellis turned to 
volunteer work, staying on with his local colleagues so he could look out for them. His experi-
ences here would prove among the most rewarding of his career. 

At age 70, Ellis drew to a close his turn as an overseas humanitarian and returned to his home 
country of Canada. � is is his story.

www.bydeadreckoning.ca


