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Foreword 
 

What does a young person do after having completed his studies? He normally 
starts working in the field he studied for. Or? Or he takes some time off to 
collect other experiences. In February 1968, social circumstances made it 
possible to dare to leave the trodden path and try something completely 
different. I read in the newspaper that they were looking for volunteers to assist 
in the reconstruction after the earthquake in the Belice Valley (Sicily). The next 
day I was on my way by train via Frankfurt / Main and Rome to Sicily. There was 
a special train from Rome to Sicily, packed with volunteers. I had never travelled 
so far south and thought I was in the Garden of Eden, as in Sicily along the 
railway line orange plantations, the trees full of mature fruits, became visible.  

Finally we reached Montevago, in the southwest of Sicily. The death toll of the 
earthquake in the Belice Valley was about 500. Many were killed in their beds by 
falling masonry of their own, laboriously built house. We camped in tents. 
Briefing at the campfire in the evening. Nights cold, near frost, during the day 



temperatures around 20°C. We volunteers were impressed with the commitment 
of Danilo Dolci (1924 - 1997), Italian architect, sociologist, social reformer and 
pacifist. The "Ghandi of Sicily", who encouraged the Sicilian peasants to join 
together in cooperatives as a counterweight to the otherwise dominant mafia. So 
it was clear to us volunteers to support especially these small farmers: in the 
construction of barracks, in the harvest of oranges. 

A nocturnal aftershock made a lasting impression. One was shaken in his sleep, 
with a noise like that of a subway that raced right underneath. Then a short 
period of silence. Immediately afterwards, an outcry by the creatures. Cattle 
mooing, dogs barking, sheep and goats bleating miserably. It lasted a long time, 
until finally the silence of the night returned. 

After 4 weeks I returned home. It was clear to me that I was going to look for a 
longer stay abroad as a volunteer. 

I applied at the International Volunteer Service in London. Promptly came the 
answer: as from August they were in need of an architect in Serowe, Botswana, 
at Swaneng Hill School! Just as fast I said ‘yes’  to this commitment……  

 

"Do not you know the laws of this country?" 

Just 5 months later, I found myself in the transit area of Johannesburg Airport, 
all on my own. The flight to Botswana, my new location, left the following day. I 
just had a 16-hour flight from London via Rome and Luanda (Angola). At the 
airport I was admitted to the transit area – I did not have a visa for South Africa 
and could not leave the airport. In the restaurant I had an elephant schnitzel 
and spent the night in a hotel room in the transit area. 

Previously in London, I had a 4-day introductory course. There I learned about 
the peculiarities of Botswana and how volunteers in the host country had to 
behave. 

This was followed by a visit to the Ambassador of Botswana in London. And on 
the last night there was a farewell party for students from Botswana who had 
completed their studies in London and were due to travel back to Botswana 
shortly. I quickly made friends with the friendly young people from Botswana. So 
I was really happy to see these new friends the next morning at Johannesburg 
airport just before departure to Botswana. I ran towards them, held out my hand 
and I wanted to hug them as we had when saying goodbye in London. However, 
I got a very cool reception. I looked at them questioningly and irritated. They 
were discussing something in Setswana, a for me still incomprehensible 
language. I asked what was going on. After a short break, someone asked me: 
"Don’t you know the laws of this country?”  Of course, I had heard of this terrible 
apartheid policy and made them understand that I disagreed and hated these 
laws. Still stony faces. Once again I gave them to understand that I feared no 
problems. Finally one of the group said: “It is not you who will get into trouble, 
but us ...” Immediately I took a step back, because the last thing I wanted was 
for the others to have problems due to my behaviour. 



With stony faces, we boarded the small plane to Botswana. Tension, no 
exchange of words, no friendly looks. Strangers among strangers. 

Landing in Gaborone, the capital of Botswana. The stairs are attached. The few 
passengers descend the stairs. For me it meant, for the first time, to feel the the 
soil of Botswana under my feet 

The ground of Botswana, their homeland, is the signal: happily the new friends 
from Botswana come up to me, hugging me and shouting with relief: "welcome 
to our country Botswana!" Here the curse of apartheid is no longer omnipresent. 

 

Swaneng Hill School in Serowe 

Finally, I reached my location, the Swaneng Hill School just outside Serowe. The 
school was founded in 1963 as a private school (primary and secondary school) 
by Patrick van Rensburg. It was an educational approach without segregation 
and with a focus on professional skills. The students should not only receive 
general education, but after graduation be able to orient themselves 
professionally. The job-oriented educational goal was of great importance for still 
underdeveloped Botswana. Parallel to the academic education were so-called 
"brigades". For example, the Farmer’s Brigade and the Builder’s Brigade, as well 
as a textile workshop. Focus of the brigades was to give young people a practical 
training, with a certificate in the respective area. 

The school was situated on a very large piece of land at the foot of Swaneng Hill, 
the adjacent hill Mma (Mother) Swaneng and the Rra (Father) Swaneng - lying a 
little further into the Kalahari. One can say that the school grounds with all 
outbuildings, such as boarding, residential and general facilities, formed a small 
village. There was a farm which supplied milk and vegetables for students and 
residents. There was no electricity during the day. The power generator ran daily 
from dusk until about 10 PM. 

Above the farm was a dam, so after the rainy season, for a few months, there 
was water for watering the fields and orchards. The classrooms were arranged 
around a "courtyard". Every morning before classes, the students and teachers 
gathered there. There was a small speech by the headmaster Patrick van 
Rensburg and the national anthem of Botswana was sung (fatshe leno la rona ... 
one of the few African national anthems then in the national language). 

The classrooms were structurally finished only. The school hall existed until then 
as a  steel construction with a sheet metal roof, with an unfinished gable wall 
and without closed side walls or windows. The adjoining kitchen could provide all 
pupils with simple meals. 

For the teaching staff there was a separate common room, which was also used 
for conferences and parties. Everything created in a simple design, but 
appropriate for the local conditions. 

I moved into a rondavel, a round hut with a diameter of about 4 meters. Without 
water, toilet or additional rooms - that was only available next to the common 
area, in a separate small building. Naturally also in simple construction, without 
electricity and heating. In the beginning, I lived in the rondavel alone, later I 



was joined by  a colleague from former Rhodesia - Steve Noko or Mr. Porcupine, 
according to the translation. Of course that was more entertaining and I learned 
a lot about the life of the black population of former Rhodesia and Southern 
Arica. When he for instance travelled to Rhodesia, he would jump on a freight 
train. I assume he was a political refugee and had to travel to his home country 
illegally. Or he walked long stretches at night, as many Africans did at that time. 
They covered up to 50 km. That would never have been possible during daytime 
because of the heat.  

The school founder Patrick van Rensburg lived in a house on top of the hill. 
Other residential houses clustered around it. For the most part, the teaching 
staff consisted of volunteers from many countries, mostly with a contract for a 
limited period of time. There were also teacher families, who created a home 
there for the time being. I was the only one from Germany, others came from 
Great Britain, USA, India, Denmark, Sweden, South Africa and Namibia (at that 
time still South West Africa and with apartheid regime). The common language 
was  English, to which I had to get used. This meant not only a different 
language, but also other units of measurement (British), other ways of 
calculation (not only with decimals), mental arithmetic in English, dreaming in 
English... And in addition we tried to learn the national language Setswana. So, 
we did a Setswana language course - that was enough after all to have simple 
conversations and to make ourselves understood on the phone. Of course there 
was only telephone in the offices (school and brigades). To make it clear – 
without internet and mobile phones! 

My arrival at the school fell during the winter holidays (August). So I had time to 
prepare myself for the lessons: Building Science in English. From my British 
predecessor, who had left a few weeks earlier, I had received a template for the 
lessons which I used.  

I was also taken to Francistown. There was a new school under construction on 
the edge of the Kalahari, I had to oversee the construction work. I was 
accommodated in the materials store, slept on the floor in a sleeping bag. Again, 
no electricity or running water. That was a jump into the cold water: at night 
from everywhere the drumming and singing of the African inhabitants in some 
distant courtyards; later at night the howling of jackals. African nights - the 
night sky is so bright with moonlight and starlight that you can see your own 
shadow. Every morning check for scorpions in your shoes or snakes in the room. 

Pat and several colleagues joined later. During the day we together prepared the 
site for the new school. In the evening we sat around the fire and talked. Pat 
teased me about the "German question" - "die deutsche Frage",  as he always 
emphasized. And we followed the news as to whether the Warsaw Pact forces 
were moving to Prague to crush the Prague Spring.  

After this mission in Francistown, I moved back to the rondavel on the grounds 
of Swaneng Hill School in Serowe. After the holidays I taught "Building Science" 
in classes 3 and 4 of the Secondary School, that correspond to the German 7th 
and 8th grade. In total, I had to teach 200 students. The lessons included 
materials science, information about the tools used in construction, brick laying 
and the different types of wall construction, mixing concrete and mortar, etc. 



Lime was produced on the school grounds itself. Cement had to be imported 
from South Africa. Bricks were made near Serowe. With my students I went on 
an excursion to get to know more about brick making. The "school bus" was a 
truck, with benches mounted on the truck bed. So, with this "school bus" we 
drove to the factory. It looked like a blunt pyramid. After the soft clay was put 
into a mould for 3 mud bricks, the mould was inverted and  the mud bricks put 
in the sun to dry. Then the dried mud bricks were piled up with small spaces in 
between in a pyramidal shape. In between channel-like gaps and spaces for the 
hot air. In the lower layers pieces of coal were stuck, with connection to the 
outside. When the pyramid was completed, the coal was ignited. The fire burned 
for several days and the hot air in the inter-spaces baked the bricks. After the 
brick pyramid was sufficiently cooled the bricks were sorted according to 
different quality criteria: the heavily fired bricks for walls with higher quality 
requirements and the less heavily cured bricks for less demanding applications. 

 

Patrick van Rensburg 

Founder and headmaster of Swaneng Hill School was Patrick van Rensburg - or 
just Pat, as we called him. He came from South Africa and was as a South 
African diplomat Vice Consul in the Belgian Congo from 1956 to 1957. Protesting 
against the apartheid policy, he left the diplomatic service and joined the Anti-
Apartheid Movement and the ANC. Later he emigrated to Britain. There he met 
Seretse Khama from Botswana. Seretse Khama was successor to the King of 
Botswana, or British Betchuanaland as it was called at the time. Seretse Khama 
came from Serowe, in the east of Botswana. Serowe was the seat of the royal 
Khama family since the beginning of the 20th century. In 2016 the authentic 
feature film "A United Kingdom" was released which tells the story of Seretse 
Khama from exile in London, his love for a white English woman and finally to 
becoming the elected president of Botswana. 

Once Pat could no longer live in South Africa because of the oppressive policies 
of the apartheid regime,  he fled to Botswana. He realized that it was 
enormously important for the development of Botswana to build an education 
system that would allow young people to find productive and independent work. 

In 1963, Pat founded the Swaneng Hill School in Botswana. The school was built 
by teachers and students together. In addition to the Primary and Secondary 
School (following the British school system) so-called brigades were founded. It 
was about education with production, in short called ewp. 

Pat had repeatedly found sponsors and subsidies while traveling through 
European countries, so the school operation was secured. He always participated 
in voluntary work and set a good example. In several writings he explained his 
point of view, such as how education and productive activity can be linked. And 
always from the point of view of giving a developing country an important 
impetus. His impetus has spawned further initiatives on this basis in other 
developing countries. In 1981 he was one of the first to receive the Right 
Livelihood Award, the so-called alternative Nobel Prize. 

On 23.5.2017, Patrick van Rensburg died in Serowe, aged 85. 



Bessie Head 

Bessie Head was a well-known writer in South Africa and Botswana. She was 
born in 1937 in South African Pietermaritzburg, from a relationship between a  
Scottish woman and a black domestic worker. Due to the apartheid laws, she 
was not allowed to grow up with her mother. She grew up in a "coloured" family. 
Bessie Head started writing early and began working as a journalist. In 1961 she 
married Harald Head, and in 1962 her son Howard was born. The marriage did 
not last long and in South Africa she could not stay for political reasons. So she 
emigrated to Botswana in 1964 and lived there in different places. 

In early 1969, Pat introduced me to Bessie Head. Pat had been friends with 
Bessie for a long time and helped her in difficult situations. She wanted to build 
a small house on the grounds of Swaneng Hill School in order to have a 
permanent place to live after a nomadic life. So we walked around the area to 
find a suitable place for the house. We found an empty space near other 
residential buildings of the college and near a large thorn tree as a possible 
location.  

I talked to Bessie on her ideas about the house and what she needed in the way 
of space. It was clear that it should not cost much, so it had to be simple and 
cleverly designed. Being an architect in the southern hemisphere requires a 
change of mind: the sun shines from the north and the sunny side has to be 
shielded. Sunrise goes from right to left and not from left to right as we are used 
to in Europe. When I had finalised the plans Bessie agreed to them. After 
determining the quantities for foundations, concrete, masonry and roof surface, 
I checked the cost calculation with the young men from the Builders Brigade. We 
agreed on the budget. The young men executed the construction works well and 
quickly. And as previously agreed, they got paid their bonus for the good work. 

Bessie Head felt very comfortable in her house and it became her home for the 
rest of her life. In 1985 she died at the age of 48 in Serowe. In 2010, her son 
Howard who had taken over the house, also died aged 48 in Serowe. 

Tom Holzinger, formerly a volunteer from the United States, who continued his 
life in Serowe and Swaneng Hill, took care of the estate of Bessie Head. The little 
house became the Bessie Head Museum. That I only found out about a year ago 
from the internet. 

Thus, I can say that in addition to many other projects in my professional life, I 
also planned and built a museum! 

 

Builders Brigade and Building Science 

The brigades included practical training as a farmer, for the construction sector, 
as a mechanic and the textile workshop. The builders brigade carried out various 
small-scale construction projects such as residential houses, shops etc. If 
necessary, I made the plans and provided for the procurement of materials. In 
consultation with Pat, I introduced a bonus system for the builders brigade: once 
I had done the drawings and had written the bill of quantities, I had a meeting 
with the brigade. Most of this happened in the shade of a thorn tree. I explained 



the execution plan and let them calculate the necessary time for excavation, 
foundations, floor slab, masonry etc. If I considered  the amount of time 
estimated by the young men too high, I intervened, indicating that they could 
not get the job because the price would be too high. If the estimated time was 
too little, I practically illustrated that they could never do this in such a short 
time. We always came to a consensus for the respective construction project. 
And I accompanied the execution so that the work succeeded. The young 
construction workers always got a bonus because they did the work under, or 
within the time allowance. That of course motivated them for the next 
construction projects and it was a very effective and interesting method. I 
realised that giving the young men an extra reward was good for their pride and 
their economic situation. I, too, really liked it a lot. 

Unfortunately that practise was not continued after my departure. Pat wrote to 
me that it was not pursued any further. And the élan of the builder brigade went 
down again. 

The builders brigade office was a small barrack. Secretary Gothe worked there 
(pronounced Chote). And I had a place to draw and write. I drew up plans on 
transparent paper. To make copies or blueprints, we put the transparent paper 
on top of a sheet of photocopying paper and stretched both across a slightly 
curved plate, which had a clear foil on it. One stepped in front of the door with 
the stretched drawing and held this briefly in the sun. There was an oblong box 
in the office, filled with ammoniac. A short time later the duplication, that is the 
blueprint, was complete...  By the way, I knew about that from my time of 
architectural apprenticeship in Stuttgart also - except that there the exposure 
was done by a device, but the stinging smell of ammoniac was well known to 
me. 

The teaching of building science in the 3rd and 4th grade of the Secondary 
School was another challenge for me. In the first place, I did not have any 
pedagogical training nor very good English language skills (3 years of school 
English...).  And at the start of school in September I had in the two grades the 
task to teach 200 students at a time. Not all were very enthusiastic about the 
subject. But every Saturday, after "voluntary work" was announced, I had an 
energetic construction group of students together. I organised the tasks for the 
voluntary work. Every Saturday morning I drove with the pickup honking in front 
of the school's dormitories and the guys jumped in excited and we drove to the 
construction site. The construction site was initially to finish the masonry on the 
large gable wall of the hall. With that we achieved that the open hall was closed 
and protected - from sun and wind. However, the side walls were not yet glazed. 
Later came landscaping and drainage works on the school grounds. 

As already mentioned, the school bus consisted of a truck with an open loading 
space. Since I had to drive it regularly, I had to get the HGV driver's license. I 
went to the DC of Serowe, a white district administrator. I told him that with my 
German driver's license I was allowed to drive a truck up to 7.5 ton total weight. 
On the basis of that he issued me the "Heavy Goods Driver License" for 
Botswana. 



Sand is needed for mixing mortar and concrete. And although in the Kalahari 
there is sand as far as the eye can see,  this sand is not suitable. It contains too 
many fine particles and impurities. You need river sand for that. Such rivers also 
exist in the Kalahari – but of course, these are dry rivers and rarely do these 
carry water, but when they do it is a flood. As we needed sand again, I went 
with my student construction group into the Kalahari to such a dry riverbed. The 
students knew this place. So we went for about an hour on bumpy, hardly 
travelled dirt roads. On the way we met ostriches. It is very impressive to see 
these big birds in the wild. 

I drove down the riverbank, the students were scooping up the sand with great 
enthusiasm onto the truck. Since the starter was defective, this happened while 
the engine was running. I drove with a full load back up the bank again, turned 
and we took the way back. On the way we stopped at a cattle post (cattle farm). 
There we were supplied with fresh watermelons. 

When I started again it happened: I stalled the engine. Defective starter motor. 
Would cranking be possible?  but I had never tried. Fortunately, we stood on a 
slightly sloping sand track. With a big cheer, the boys pushed the truck and 
actually I managed to restart the engine in third gear. 

At the end of 1968, I had to write 200 reports for building science. Reports, that 
means: performance in percentage and a short written comment. In English. 
That alone brought me out in a sweat!  - but I made it! By the end of 1969, this 
was a bit easier! 

The students learned how to make lime, how masonry bonds work, how concrete 
is mixed by hand, what reinforced concrete means - each subject with a little bit 
of theory on building materials added. Once I had given a student bad marks but 
when his tears flowed, I felt sorry for him and made sure that this situation soon 
took a positive turn... 

 

Diamonds in Orapa 

Botswana is rich in mineral resources. Once we organised an exploratory 
expedition to the Kalahari as a day project with the students. It was about 
discovering what was there. Plants, stones, minerals, etc. I had  found for 
example an iron ore-containing stone. In the school lab I determined the 
volume, the exact weight and the density. The density was 5.6 – which in my 
opinion points to ore-bearing rocks. And of course there was a lot of minerals, 
especially the well-known Botswana agate. Coal deposits were discovered 
nearby. 

We volunteers hiked on a free day on Mma Swaneng and Rra Swaneng, the 
mountains in the immediate vicinity that gave name to the school. On Mma 
Swaneng we found basalt columns, that were laying there in natural formation 
as if piled up. The Kalahari is full of thorn trees, that herds of goats like to graze. 
If it rains – which happens only a few days a year, these trees blossom 
immediately and the flowers attract a lot of insects.  



Rra Swaneng is an impressive, extinct volcanic cone that stands free in the 
Kalahari. Despite dense shrubs and thorn trees, there were many paths that cut 
through the landscape. Especially at night, these are used frequently by the 
locals. In addition to quartz crystals and amethyst, there were numerous slices 
and stones of Botswana agate. One hardly bothered to take a closer look. Only 
recently did I learn that the Botswana agate has very good healing powers. 
Since then I always have a Botswana stone under my pillow. 

In mid-1969 came the exciting news that in Orapa, about 220 km from Serowe 
towards the Kalahari, large diamond deposits were discovered. How do you think  
that such diamond deposits are discovered? Prize question: 1. with shovel / pick 
axe, 2. With metal detector, 3. By airplane?? With the first two methods it would 
have taken decades to discover the diamonds. No, it is, most unlikely, the third 
method that leads to success. 

By plane? How does that work? You have to know how diamonds are formed. 
Diamond consists of pure carbon (C). Graphite too. So there are two different 
physical states of C (carbon): the black, soft graphite and the hard, transparent 
diamond. Diamond is created under enormous heat and pressure in volcanic 
chasms. Such volcanic vents were first discovered in Kimberley, South Africa, 
the so-called Kimberley Pipes. These Kimberley Pipes have a diameter of several 
hundred meters. Within these areas thrives a denser vegetation. So if you cross 
the Kalahari by small plane,  these circular, denser vegetation areas become 
visible from the air. That's how the diamonds were discovered in Botswana. 

Orapa was in 1969 a collection of a few cattle ranches, spacious and far apart. 
Even while I was in Botswana, Orapa had one lion attack reported in which a 
human life was lost. Orapa means in Setswana: Resting place of the lions. The 
heavy traffic connected with the development of Orapa, mostly trucks, went in 
that period exclusively over dirt roads through Serowe. 

In 1971 Orapa was founded as a city and today has about 10,000 inhabitants. 
The city is complete fenced in, has a hospital and a football team. The diamonds 
are mined in an open cast mine. As far as I can tell, it is now a pit of about 
1,500 x 800 m in size and up to 400 m deep. It is the richest diamond mine in 
the world. The Botswana government has managed to get a share of the wealth 
for the country by taxing the diamond mining companies. Whether this was also 
beneficial to the social development of the country is debatable. The very high 
HIV rate in the Botswana population is not such a good development. 

 

Apartheid and colonial times in Southern Africa 

In Southern Africa, by 1968, the countries Botswana, Lesotho, Swaziland, 
Zambia, Malawi and Tanzania had achieved their independence. Angola and 
Mozambique were still Portuguese colonies. South Africa was ruled by a white 
dominated government with apartheid. In 1920, after German colonial rule, 
Namibia was put under South African administration by the League of Nations. 
That meant that in Namibia, the laws of apartheid were enforced and Namibia 
was de facto a South African colony and was called South West Africa. 



Zimbabwe, formerly Southern Rhodesia, from 1965 Rhodesia, was controlled by 
a white minority government.  This regime was not recognized internationally. 
But the former Prime Minister Ian Smith had oriented himself on the apartheid 
policy of South Africa and cooperated with the South African regime.  The black 
population majority was excluded from any participation in Government. 
However the racial segregation was not as formally instituted as in South Africa: 
there were no benches with the inscription "only for whites", "only for blacks, 
coloured", etc. But, as one of my students from Rhodesia told me, the system 
was even more humiliating, because you did not know what was allowed and 
what was not. For example, blacks got thrown out of a restaurant if there were 
whites in it. As a black man you could always be refused admission without 
giving a reason. Due to the international imposed embargo Rhodesia was short 
of fuel. Whites who lived in the east of Rhodesia therefore regularly drove to 
Mozambique to refuel. 

I found the situation in Mozambique depressing. The whites lead a life of 
privileges. The black majority lived in poverty and social insecurity. Only life in 
the extended family and in the security of the tribe could prevent the worst. 
When I travelled through Mozambique in August 1969, I learned the usual 
national greeting. But mostly when I greeted someone I only got strange looks. 
In Botswana this greeting always resulted in a friendly exchange. As I learned 
later, the end of 1969 was the beginning of Mozambique's liberation movement 
from the Portuguese colonial rule. At that time I was not aware of that fact. But  
I do remember a lot Mercedes-Unimogs of the Portuguese military driving 
around. And my roommate Steve Noko explained to me later that anything 
white, even white chickens, was being shot at..... 

In Malawi I could not observe any racial tensions. But it was also clear that for 
example restaurants and hotels were run by whites. And the staff was black. 
And the guests white. That's why I kept my distance as far as possible from such 
facilities. The atmosphere of these places did not appeal to me anyway. 

Swaneng Hill School had a number of political refugees from Rhodesia, 
Southwest Africa and South Africa. They were teachers or students. The 
situation in the two countries was very bad. That even had an effect on the 
people of Botswana. In the office of the Builders Brigade (a small corrugated iron 
hut) worked a black secretary. If we had to order materials in South Africa, she 
did not dare to do that by phone. So I had to call them and order for example 
cement, glass or window frames. For those coming from Namibia or South 
Africa, the experiences in their home countries must have been traumatic. There 
was not much talk about it, but the burden was evident. On the other hand, they 
were certainly happy to be in Botswana living a free life. However, marked by 
the uncertainty as to how things would develop in their home countries. 

 

Chocholosa 

The song Chocholosa is probably the most famous song in Southern Africa. The 
melody is catchy and rhythmical. Chocholosa is a train, more specifically a train 
with a steam engine. The song is thus modelled on the sound of a moving steam 



train. Meanwhile, there exist diverse text versions of the song. However, the 
original text and content originated differently. At least, following my stay in 
southern Africa, I can explain it as follows:  

From the north of the former Rhodesia to Cape Town, the "Rhodesian Railways" 
ran the steam-powered railway line. Mostly single track, only two or more tracks 
in stations, the railway was over 3,000 km long. Once a week a train drove with 
young men from the north Rhodesia / Malawi to Johannesburg in South Africa. 
In former Rhodesia, Malawi and Mozambique they were recruited to work in the 
Johannesburg gold mines. They were formally dressed, with a suit and - often 
for the first time - with sturdy shoes. To me their suits looked more like prisoner 
clothing. Navy blue, with red vertical stripes on the trouser legs. But for the 
young men, these were the first suits of their lives, so they felt proud. However, 
worse experiences would follow. Often the service of the young men went on for 
several years. And in the barren environment of the goldmines, many of them 
got into drugs or alcohol, or they suffered severe injuries in the mines. 

The original text of the song was something like: chocholosa, chocholosa 
esimtaba estimila se puma Rhodesia and the second verse: wenya wa baleka, 
wenya wa baleka esimtaba estimila se puma Rhodesia. It expressed longing for 
the homelands and that they want to return home soon. Each Wednesday, this 
train full of young men drove through Botswana. Whenever the people in 
Botswana who lived along the railway line or just happened to be near the track, 
heard the train coming or the signal of the steam locomotive, they would sing 
chocholosa and danced to it. 

Every time we had a school party at Swaneng Hill School in Serowe, that song 
was the highlight. One danced in a circle, the arms moving rhythmically like the 
pistons of a steam locomotive and sang fervently. In turn, somebody would sing 
the chocholosa and then all joined in. 

 

Travel: to Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), Victoria Falls, Maun 

January 1969: holidays without any work to do. I took the opportunity to travel. 
Because I wanted to get to know other parts of South Africa, the landscape and 
the people. The only way I could travel, mainly for financial reasons, was by 
hitchhiking. And hitchhiking was quite common among travellers at that time. 

In Francistown I had a formality to deal with at the District Council: following the 
death of my 28 year old brother in Germany, I had to send home a certified 
statement of renunciation of my inheritance. So I spoke to the authorities in 
Francistown, read the text of the disclaimer out loud in German and signed it. 
The English-speaking white district attorney certified this in turn with signature 
and seal. 

I went to the station and took the train (at that time still "Rhodesian Railways") 
to Bulawayo, the nearest town in former Rhodesia. I did not dare to cross the 
border as a hitchhiker. So I bought a 2nd class ticket. The 1st and 2nd classes 
were reserved for whites, 3rd and 4th for "coloureds" and blacks. 



For the first time I left Botswana, and I had a visa for Rhodesia - today's 
Zimbabwe. From Bulawayo I took the road North; my destination Victoria Falls. 
The roads were all sand tracks. When a car approached, it was already at a 
distance recognisable by the column of dust long before a car or truck became 
visible. As a result we were all covered with the red sand of Africa. Sometimes 
there was a strip of asphalt in the middle of the sand track. If a vehicle came the 
other way, both had to take to the sand in order to pass each other. Obviously  
it was quite dusty at such meetings. Closing the windows helped little and, as 
there was no air-conditioning anyway, it was too hot to keep them closed for 
long.  

I was particularly impressed by road signs depicting an elephant. In such areas 
it was a good idea for the driver to keep a  close eye on the edges of the 
forest....  Finally I reached Victoria Falls. Impressive masses of water that I had 
never seen, certainly not in Serowe. A noise like thunder as these immense 
quantities of water crashed to the bottom of the falls. The air was filled with 
water droplets, that made the air cool. At the foot of the falls the bubbling and 
seething water became a quiet river, that disappeared on the horizon. 

Directly at the Victoria Falls is the border of 4 countries, the only point worldwide 
of its kind: Zambia, Zimbabwe, Botswana and Namibia (then South West Africa), 
dominated by the South African apartheid system. Adjoining Namibia is hardly 
noticeable. Only a narrow strip of land – the Caprivi Strip - extends towards the 
Victoria Falls. From this 4-country point I returned to Botswana. There I stayed 
in a small rondavel, one of the few tourist facilities in those days. 

Caprivi Strip: when I heard this word in Serowe for the first time, it sounded like 
this: capriwisipfiel...  I had no idea what that meant. When I later looked on a 
map, this long stretch of land was called Caprivi Zipfel.  I was afraid, that 
German colonial history was behind it. It was only later that I learned about its 
relevance: on 1.7.1890 England and Germany signed the so-called Helgoland-
Zanzibar contract. It was agreed that Germany would relinquish all claims 
regarding the independent Zanzibar Island, and in return get access to the 
Zambezi River – along this Caprivi Strip, a strip of land up to 100 km wide and 
about 500 km long. In return, the island of Helgoland in the North Sea was given 
back to Germany. Negotiator was the German Chancellor (1890-1894) Leo von 
Caprivi. With certainty there were other colonial power considerations behind it, 
which fortunately were not fulfilled. Only in 1908/1909 a German expedition 
reached the eastern end of the Caprivi Strip, at the Victoria Falls. Today this 
area belongs to Namibia and in 2013 the region was renamed Sambesi. 

For the next morning I booked a flight to Maun. In time I went to the airport. 
This was a gift from the United States to Botswana on the occasion of 
independence. The plane had room for 6 passengers and the pilot... and stood in 
a meadow under a tree. So no runway. I was naturally very curious; excited. But 
the plane took off in the meadow and finally got into the air. At the stopover in 
Francistown all other passengers got off. I was asked if I insisted on the flight to 
Maun. When I answered "yes", the pilot climbed back into the plane and I sat 
down next to him. I was so to speak the co-pilot ... Of course he only flew on 
sight. 



We crossed the Kalahari, showing no green because of the dry season. As far as 
you could see, red sand desert. Once there was a group of Bushman to be seen. 
The pilot turned the machine sideways, so I got a good view of the wandering 
group of people....  When we landed in Maun, a Land Rover came  towards me. 
The driver asked me if he should bring me to the - only - safari hotel. I declined 
with thanks, I told him I was visiting friends. But above all, because I had 
virtually no money left. Although I knew that some students at Swaneng Hill 
School came from Maun,  I had no idea where to find them. There was almost no 
town centre, the rondavels and "courtyards" were widely scattered. I was in 
good spirits and I trusted that I would find a place to stay. I went to the Maun 
River. There were continually people, especially children, to fetch water. Metal 
buckets were filled with water from the river and carried on the heads of the 
locals back home - a balancing act! Under a big tree, right by the river, I came 
across a group of bushmen men and their sons. Next to them were their self-
carved dugouts, right on the river bank. I joined the group. I rolled out my 
sleeping bag in the shadow of the tree, right next to the bushmen. I had nothing 
to eat. But I had a few bottles of Fanta in my bag. I exchanged a Fanta for a 
small freshly caught fish grilled over a small fire. It tasted wonderful! I spent 
some time with the bushmen at the campfire and listened to the sound of the 
"Bushman Pianos" - spoon handles, of various lengths, attached to a small 
wooden plate. This produced a subtle, melancholy-sounding sound, masterfully 
played by the men and boys. 

Maun and the area around is a natural wonder. A river flowing in the middle of 
the inhospitable Kalahari desert, and even swamps. In the dry season, the water 
attracts roving animal herds, that come from far away to survive. Hard to 
describe is the sunset, that colours the horizon deep red in parts. And then the 
night, filled with the drumming of the people and the bell-like croaking of frogs. 
Finally, a deep sleep sets in. 

Fresh morning air makes me shiver. The children are back at the river again 
collecting bucketfuls of water. Other children are standing in the water, their 
backs bent towards the water. With lightning speed, they dive with head and one 
hand into the water and emerge with a fish. It disappears into a bucket – so 
today there will be fish for lunch... 

I  packed my – on the most 7 - things and went to the dirt road in the direction 
of Francistown, from where I came the day before by plane, about 500 km away 
- through the Kalahari. Indeed a Land Rover passed by soon…. I made myself 
comfortable in the back, enjoyed the cooling headwind and the cloudless sky. 

In Botswana, it goes without saying that whenever the customary greeting is 
shared with a stranger, that person becomes his guest. In Setswana it goes 
something like this: Dumela rra - dumela rra; wena u tsugile? Kea tsugile sintle, 
wena u tsugile? Kea u tsugile sintle. Freely translated: Hello sir - good day sir; 
How are you? I'm fine, and how are you; I am well. Most of the time you put 
your left forearm on your right forearm. If the person to be welcomed is sitting, 
the other one squats: under no circumstances should anyone point a finger or a 
hand at someone! One tilts the head in the direction of the person to be 
addressed. I was always addressed with "Dumela rre", so “good day 



grandfather”. You have to know that the indigenous people of southern Africa 
have little hair growth - both men and women. So someone who has long hair 
can only be an older person. And I had long hair and a beard. An elderly person 
is treated with great respect. And this is reflected in the greeting, i.e. "rre" - 
with two rolling Rs spoken consecutively. Of course I had already learnt the 
greetings and the resulting hospitality. That's why it was clear that I could spend 
the night with the traveling family. It was a father with his school-age son. When 
I mentioned that I was a teacher at Swaneng Hill School, I was warmly 
welcomed. Swaneng Hill School was well known everywhere in Botswana and 
had a good reputation. And of course I was also invited to dinner. The next 
morning I went back to the dirt road and the rest of the way back to Serowe was 
mastered soon. 

 

Journey: Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), Mozambique, Malawi, Zambia 

Of course, this trip required a longer preparation. Visas had to be organized one 
after the other. Originally, I intended to travel to Tanzania, but there was not 
enough time to get that visa.  

I started the journey from Serowe, on the back of a truck, together with 
shepherds and their goats. From the next stop, Palapye, I quickly got a lift with 
a car towards Francistown. After a long drive, I realized that I no longer had my 
passport with me! After a brief pause it was clear that probably I had lost it on 
the previous truck. With a heavy heart, I said goodbye to the driver and 
travelled back to Palapye. In fact, soon a vehicle came and after some time we 
reached Palapye. I asked the driver to let me out where I had left the truck 
some time before. No sooner had I got out and walked to the other side of the 
street, or wildly waving people came towards me: actually one of them had my 
passport in his hand! That would never happen to me again and I have always 
guarded my passport like my eyeball. Because without the passport I would 
have enormous difficulties anywhere! 

In Francistown I looked around the station. There was a freight train. In the last 
car was the train guardsman from England. I spoke to him - and indeed, I was 
able to get a ride to Salisbury (today Harare).  

From Salisbury I was able to travel by car to Mozambique. The driver was a 
white sales representative or fitter or something. Anyway friendly enough to 
invite me  to dinner on the way. His destination was the city of Tete in 
Mozambique, for me a suitable place to stay. The driver took me to a hotel. 
There I asked for a room for the night - but was dismissed. He drove me to 
another hotel, where I could stay. I did the paperwork and then went to the 
room. When I looked in the mirror, I realized why I was turned down in the first 
hotel: I was completely covered in red sand - the long drive on the sand tracks 
had left traces. I washed my clothes at the sink in the bathroom and took a 
shower. Already during the night everything was dry again. 

Refreshed and strengthened, I returned to the street the next morning. My next 
goal was the city of Beira, Mozambique, on the Indian Ocean. Several times I 
had to change, also some routes went through the local savannah forest. But 



finally I reached Beira. Given my limited financial resources, I decided not to 
spend a night in the hotel and slept on the beach. Beforehand I had 
strengthened myself with cold beer and peanuts. After all, I was able to feel the 
waters of the Indian Ocean. 

The next morning I strolled around in the harbour. And behold, there was a 
cargo ship under German flag in the harbour. I was invited on the ship for a chat 
with the captain. It was a ship of the DAL (German Africa Line). I wanted to 
know if it was possible get a  job on such a cargo ship. This was affirmed and 
having been provided with the address of the shipping company,  I went back to 
the street. 

The goal now was to reach via Malawi, Lusaka, the capital of Zambia. In fact, 
hitchhiking worked just fine. Somewhere in Malawi I was able to get a ride from 
an Indian spice dealer (he had two large sacks of curry in his car). His 
destination was Lusaka. 

Finally we reached the border of Zambia. I entered the barrack-like customs 
building and presented my passport. There was an entry request, which I filled 
in as required. The customs officer looked at the completed entry request and 
alternately at the passport. With a sharp voice, he complained  that I had 
entered the wrong name. At first I did not know what he meant. I know my 
name ... Karl-Hermann Handwerk….  But he told me that my name was Ilarl-
Itermann Itandwerk. At first I did not understand. But then I realized: the 
passport was handwritten. And with a little imagination you could interpret it in 
the way of the customs officer. I explained again that this is Karl-Hermann 
Handwerk ... But he insisted on his reading style... 

It became clear to me that I could not enter Zambia with my own name. I asked 
for a new form, entered “Ilarl-Itermann Itandwerk” and returned the request. 
That was fine with him. Now he asked me to open my purse. I was required to  
disclose my funds. Well, of course there was not much in it... I did not need 
much, was always invited, partly spent the night outdoors or at the fence of a 
hotel, etc...  

For Zambia I still had a trump card with me: the headmaster of Swaneng Hill 
School, Patrick van Rensburg, formerly himself a diplomat, had given me a 
signed letter that I was in Lusaka guest of the Danish ambassador. I now 
presented this, with the hint that I would be returning to Botswana afterwards. I 
had to be back again by the end of the holidays. All this did not convince the 
immigration officer, there was nothing to be done, he would not let me enter 
Zambia! I said goodbye to the Indian spice trader, who had been waiting for me 
all the while and made my way back to Malawi.  

Pretty fed up and brooding over why I was not allowed to enter Zambia, I stood 
on the street. A lot had gone wrong. When I was asked where I came from, I 
always said West Germany. In Southern Africa, in today's Namibia, still the 
apartheid regime was in power. The area was colloquially known as “South 
West”, or “German South West”. And I just had a little bag with a few things in it 
- it could be difficult to imagine that I came from Europe and not from the South 
West.... Nowadays I still ponder sometimes, what went wrong. That's it. 



Towards evening I reached Lilongwe, the capital of Malawi. I was very hungry. 
So I decided to have some food. I found a restaurant in a hotel. Actually a bit 
too fancy. I had to put on a tie over my fishnet shirt that I always had on. The 
tie I got at the reception. The food and drink tasted good - but it was clear that I 
was not going to stay overnight. Not just for financial reasons, but mainly 
because of the ambiance - arrogant whites.... 

I walked into the city and passed a police station. Police station....? Why not? I 
entered and asked if there was a cell left for the night. Actually, there was one 
left and they agreed that I could sleep on the simple bed. And I was glad to have 
found free accommodation. Tired and a bit depressed about not entering 
Zambia, I fell asleep. In the early morning a very loud roar woke me. My cell 
neighbour had probably realized where he had landed after his intoxication. And 
unlike me, he could not leave the cell on his own. Further sleep was out of the 
question and I looked for the policemen. After a cup of tea I said goodbye, with 
heartfelt thanks to my hosts. 

Being in Malawi, I should go to Lake Malawi. I got a bus ticket and set off on the 
journey. To keep me going, I had bought some fresh bananas, which I 
consumed immediately. After some time, I realized that my stomach was 
inflating significantly. That was of course not a pleasant feeling. An allergic 
reaction. Did I have to see a doctor? In Malawi? Fortunately, the bloating 
subsided after some time and I was able to continue without worry. Those were 
the last bananas I bought in Africa. 

Lake Malawi is more like an ocean. It is the third largest lake in Africa, about 
570 km long and 75 km wide and up to 700 m deep. It is rich in fish. Along the 
shore wooden sticks were stuck in the ground, on which fish hang to dry. The 
fishermen went out in their wooden boats and came back with a rich catch. The 
arriving fishermen were greeted by the whole village joyfully and everyone 
helped to bring the catch ashore and unload. 

That night I slept in a sleeping bag at the fence of a hotel. The proximity to man  
is enough to protect me from snakes or other wildlife. I enjoyed the mild 
maritime climate and the warming sun. As I sat by the lake, some boys came 
out of the nearby courtyard with a braided lion mask, ran to the lake and 
washed arms and upper body. It was probably the initiation of boys. Curiously, I 
followed them back into the courtyard and wanted to blend inconspicuously 
among the other guests. Of course, I was recognized as a white man and 
stopped at the entrance. A master of ceremonies addressed me: "our fathers do 
not like it" – he gave me to understand. What he really meant: our ancestors do 
not like that. Ashamed, I withdrew and regretted being so intrusively curious. 
The accompanying drumming had stopped. Only when I was a long way away 
did the drumming begin again. First hesitantly, then again at full speed. 

I made my way back to Botswana. I had already given up my original plan to do 
a round trip via Zambia. This meant that I had to retrace my steps via 
Mozambique and Zimbabwe. All dirt roads, partly through endless savannah 
forests. 



When no car or truck came, I went by foot. Once I walked for 6 hours without 
seeing a vehicle or another human soul. That gave me a slight feeling of panic - 
what if I did not get any further, died of thirst, or was bitten by a snake? For 
safety's sake, I took a picture, so my last hours would be documented. 

Finally, a car passed by. I recognized on the license plate that it was from 
Johannesburg. But.... it passed without stopping and I was alone again. That 
could not have been a black African! I swore at the arrogant and ignorant white, 
but that did not help. I just kept going. 

Not long afterwards, a truck approached - in fact, it stopped and I got in. There 
were two men from Portugal in the truck loaded with corn sacks going from 
Mozambique to Salisbury, today Harare. That was exactly my route! Very 
relaxed, I enjoyed the ride through the savannah forests. Somewhere in such a 
forest area they stopped in the evening and spent the night in a lodge there. I 
made myself comfortable in the cab of the truck and slept peacefully. The next 
morning we continued until we finally reached Salisbury. 

I had talked to the two men as much as possible. Amazingly, I found that their 
dream was to come to Germany as a guest worker. That kept me busy for a long 
time. Because I thought, how bleak their everyday life must be, if that is their 
dream goal! In the afternoon we reached Salisbury (today Harare). 

After staying in a hostel for older, of course exclusively white, men - for me not 
a pleasant atmosphere, I went the next morning to the train station. I had had 
enough of hitchhiking for now. I bought a ticket for 4th class, the Rhodesian 
Railways. This meant: wooden benches arranged along the sides of the carriage, 
no seating in the middle, about as comfortable as a goods train. And I was sure 
that I would be the only white among blacks. And that's how it was. It was one 
of the funniest train rides I ever experienced. With laughter, singing, clapping 
and happy conversation. The black fellow travellers liked that I was friendly with 
them. And the accompanying goats and chickens did not bother me. 

At the border station (in)to Botswana the train stopped. I looked interested from 
the window. Two white customs officers saw me. They had no option, probably 
for the first time they had to climb into the 4th class to check the passport of a 
white man. I can still hear the one tell his colleague: "Kafferfriend". "Kaffer" that 
was the less derogatory term for blacks ... Sullenly, they checked my passport 
and left immediately. I was relieved and after some time the train reached 
Palapye in Botswana. From there I hitchhiked back to Serowe. This was, so to 
speak, native territory: the Swaneng Hill School, well known in Southern Africa 
and respected everywhere, at least by the black population. 

 

Return to Germany: Cape Town and boat trip 

Towards the end of the planned duration of my employment, i.e. the end of  
1969, I was considering whether I should stay longer. There were some reasons 
for doing so and Pat would have been happy if I had continued the successful 
work with the builders brigade. Nevertheless, I felt that this was not "my" 
country, despite much sympathy and understanding for the people there and 
their situation. One of my pupils once asked me: if you help us here, then 



everything in your country must be OK ... Of course I did not understand what 
he meant. And in the end I thought he was right, I could also work to improve 
things in my home country. 

For my return journey I developed the following plan: I’ll get a job on board a 
ship in Cape Town instead of flying home. The return flight to Germany would 
have cost the International Voluntary Service (IVS) about 1,400 DM. So I 
negotiated with IVS: IVS should donate half the cost of the flight to Swaneng Hill 
School, i.e. 700 DM. The other half should be paid to me as IVS "Reintegration 
assistance". Finally IVS agreed. 

And I had another reason to get hired on a ship: at the age of 16, I read a book 
from the dept. of employment, in which various professions were listed, as a 
career aspiration. The nautical ship's officer in the Merchant Marine appealed to 
me. I told the agent at the employment office...  He looked at me, I was then a 
slender young guy and he looked into his job offers. Then he offered me a job in 
shipping on the Rhine.  Of course, that did not appeal to me at all! And so I 
decided to study building construction and become an architect.  

And now I had the opportunity to get a taste of the sailing profession.... I made 
a written application with the shipping company  DAL (German Africa Line) in 
Hamburg to be hired in Cape Town. In fact, I received an offer to work on the 
Cape Town - Rotterdam route with daily work and free food and lodging. 
Intended duration of the voyage: 10 days and departure from Cape Town was 
planned for early December 1969. I accepted. 

At the "Rhodesian Railways" I bought a ticket, this time for 2nd class. I didn’t 
want to get problems at the border. And of course I also wanted to make the 30 
hour train ride more bearable for me. Time came to say farewell and the solemn 
departure from Swaneng Hill School. For the festive occasion, I wanted to wear 
the tartan necktie which I had brought from Germany. I had never worn a tie 
during my stay, but now that was the occasion. But, oh what a shock, when I 
went to get the tie out of the bottom drawer, it had been mostly eaten by 
termites! A fresh shirt then had to make do.... As a farewell gift I got a short-
sleeved "Africa shirt", made in the Swaneng Textile Workshop. I still take care of 
it today. 

So I took the train to Cape Town and had a whole compartment to myself. I 
enjoyed the train ride very much, with beautiful views of the wonderful African 
landscape. A rude awakening in the main station in Cape Town. In Serowe 
people always talked about Cape Town being the most liberal city in South Africa 
in terms of apartheid. For me though it was sobering. Compared to the former 
main train station in Stuttgart you have to imagine something like this: arrival of 
the many coaches of the 1st and 2nd class, that is to say whites, in the central 
station. At the rear of the train the 3rd and 4th class. Their arrival means getting 
off at the freight yard! This does not just refer to the distance, but refers to all 
areas. A separate way out, as well as the entrance; hardly any benches, no food 
outlets, etc ... For the whites on the other hand, opulent amenities, spacious, 
with restaurants. The waiters here: black!, porters: black!, but no benches for 
blacks!  The exit leads directly into the city centre.... Here too there were no 
food outlets for black people. Certain restaurants offered the possibility for 



blacks and coloureds to order takeaway food at specially marked rear exits! That 
was for me hard to bear after having experienced so much warmth and 
friendliness from African people, during the last one and a half years. I took the 
bus to a Youth Hostel located near the beach. Ticket from the bus driver. The 
first half of the bus “Reserved for Whites only”, then a few rows for "Coloureds", 
and then a few rows for "Blacks". For me there was only one thing to do; 
demonstratively I sat in the last row.... Astonished views from all bus 
passengers. I always did the same thing during my stay in Cape Town. Of 
course, I would never have taken a seat away from a black African. 

When I inquired the next day at the port about my ship, I got the information 
that as a result of a strike in Mozambique, the ship was expected to be delayed 
by 2 weeks! In the following days I asked again and again, but it stayed with the 
delay of 2 weeks. So I made use of the time to make some excursions. In the 
distance you could see Robben Island, the prison island where Nelson Mandela 
was imprisoned. At that time just the first 6 years of his total of 27 years of 
captivity had passed! 

The port area of Cape Town was closed off by a high fence made of steel bars. 
One day I looked down from a hill, and saw how a white overseer with a whip 
was beating several black dockers! I vowed never to forget this picture all my 
life and never to forget how racist whites behaved towards people of different 
colours. 

During my bus trips I kept seeing the sign "Groote Schuur Hospital". This 
hospital was then known worldwide: here on 3.12.1967 Dr. Christiaan Barnard 
and his team carried out the world's first successful heart transplant. 

I really wanted to go to the Cape of Good Hope. This cape is infamous in 
maritime history because of its dangerous coastline. The visible rock reef 
continues under the sea level. Due to different water levels and strong winds, 
many ships were driven against the rocky reefs and sank. The cape is about 45 
km south of Cape Town. I hitchhiked via Stellenbosch and the equally famous 
vineyards. Both impressively soft and wild landscapes immediately side by side. 

Finally, the cargo ship "Stellenbosch", named after the famous South African 
wine village, arrived in the harbour of Cape Town. With my luggage (a metal box 
as was usual in Botswana) I reported on board. I was assigned a bunk in a ship's 
officer’s cabin on the deck, above the waterline. The ship belonged to the DAL 
(German Africa Line), but sailed under South African flag. Captain, ship's officers 
and most of the crew were German. But there were also auxiliaries, most came 
from the Philippines. Usually this ship had a crew of 44. I was the 45th. This I 
took from a list on the notice board, in which all crew members were listed in 
order and by name. This also corresponded to the strict vertical hierarchy that 
prevailed on the ship. This was done to make clear who continues to be 
responsible in the event of a person dropping out due to illness or any other 
reason. That I was last on the list did not impress me much. But I found the idea 
exciting that if only 44 people ahead of me were sick or seasick, I could take 
over command of the ship. I have never in my life been so close to commanding 
a ship! 



When the ship sailed off, I was instructed in my work. During a long voyage the 
ship is always kept clean and usually repainted. This is done by painters sitting 
on a beam which has been lowered over the side of the ship travelling at full 
speed. Although I did not have to do that, there was always something that 
needed cleaning.  

The only stopover was Walvis Bay. There some more freight was taken on board. 
Although I had little to do with loading, I was not allowed to leave the ship, since 
I didn’t have a visa for South West Africa (later Namibia). But the view of the 
coast was unforgettable: as far as one could see, everything flickered along the 
coast in a pink colour: it must have been thousands of flamingos! In front of 
them the dark blue sea, above them the endless sand dunes! 

The ship left again in the evening of the same day - the next port of call was to 
be Rotterdam! For days the ship ploughed its way through the Atlantic. It was 
approaching Christmas and the mood of the crew sank because they rather 
wanted to be at home for the festivities. There was a brawl, with one sailor 
injured. The captain considered heading to the port of Conakry, because of a 
suspected nose bone fracture. In the end that was not necessary, but he was ill. 
He was put in the galley. So I became his replacement. That meant laying the 
table, serving food, clearing away, washing up and every morning preparing 90 
Mexican fried eggs. Mexican meant fried egg with chili. Usually the sea was fairly 
calm, I managed the workload well. But as the ship sailed through the Bay of 
Biscay, we hit a bad storm. The movement caused by the big waves was so 
strong that you saw nothing but water or just clouds. The tables were covered 
with table cloths which were wetted with water. This stopped plates and cutlery 
from sliding around.  

While the Atlantic was still warm in the early days, I was allowed to swim in the 
large pool filled with seawater, as long as none of the 12 passengers was using 
it. One morning, flying fish lay on the deck. And at some point the snow-covered 
Top of the Mt. Teide on Tenerife appeared on the horizon. On Christmas Eve 
1969, I stood on the bridge of the ship and was also allowed to steer the ship's 
rudder.  

When ships sail for days without seeing anything else - and then suddenly 
another ship appears on the horizon, there is a hive of activity on the bridge. 
They check which vessel it is, and make contact with it. Then there is also the 
popular “chicken game”: the ships approach each other on a collision course. 
The first one who evades is then the chicken. This is celebrated by the winner 
ship sailing past with much horn blowing. Luckily our captain was not a chicken 
player. But I realized why there are sometimes collisions on the open sea, 
despite the latest navigation technology. 

Finally we reached the port of Rotterdam. The train journey via Cologne, 
Frankfurt and Stuttgart was soon mastered. 

 

Epilogue 

I got home just before New Year's Eve. Of course deep down inside I had not yet 
arrived. I was still too deeply impressed by what I had experienced in Africa. I 



looked for a job in an architectural office. In fact, I soon found one interesting 
job  in the architectural firm Heinle Wischer and Partners, Stuttgart. They were 
working on some interesting projects such as universities, university clinics and 
the Olympic Village for the 1972 Olympics in Munich. 

On 1.2.1970 I started to work in the office, on the project University of 
Regensburg, more specifically the faculty of Natural Sciences. Regensburg was 
not yet a university town, so this project was of great importance for the city. I 
was happy to drive there to get a better picture of the local situation at site. 

In the early morning of 11.2.1970, a Wednesday, 4 of us set off. A partner of 
the firm, the project manager Mr. Zwirn, a colleague, Mr. Kreisz and me. I sat 
behind the driver's seat and had trouble putting on the new safety belt in the 
Mercedes (that was not standard at the time). Finally, when crossing the 
Klettplatz in Stuttgart, it clicked - I was strapped in. Even today I can hear this 
clicking sound. At the motorway service area near Aichach the 3 colleagues went 
to the toilet. I stayed strapped in, I was worried about getting my seatbelt on 
again - and I was not in urgent need of the loos anyway. The colleague Mr. 
Kreisz drove on, after a short distance we left the motorway towards Aichach. It 
was winter road conditions and as we drove on a main road and not a motorway, 
the road had not been gritted. In a long right hand bend we got into a skid and 
went into the oncoming traffic, hitting a truck head on. It came to a crash, our 
car was flung back to the right side. After the huge bang – there was suddenly 
extreme silence. I sat there, felt if everything was still ok with me. Mr. Zwirn  
next to me was also conscious. Driver and passenger were unconscious and 
seemed to be seriously injured and trapped. 

Mr. Zwirn and I were taken by ambulance to a doctor's surgery in Aichach. There 
we received first aid. After that we were ready to travel. That's why we decided 
to take a taxi to Augsburg and from there by train back to Stuttgart. Opposite 
the doctor's surgery was a garage, and our damaged vehicle was parked in the 
courtyard. When we asked the garage owner if we could take our bags out of the 
boot, he looked at us in disbelief and asked if we had been travelling in the car. 
The car was flattened from the front to the middle! 

The next morning the doorbell rang – there was an ambulance at the door. The 
paramedics had orders to take me to the clinic in Waiblingen, lying down. I was 
of course surprised, but let them get on with it. Since we did not have a phone 
at home, I was not informed as to what had happened in the meantime. As it 
turned out, our driver was flown by helicopter to the university hospital. There 
he died of internal bleeding. The passenger was seriously injured and in the 
clinic. The wife of Mr. Wischer was a doctor and she took control of events and 
was responsible for my being picked up. They also suspected I might have 
internal bleeding, and that it why I was taken to the clinic und put under 
observation. This, of course, was a dramatic development: my colleague Mr. 
Kreisz had just become a father for the second time four weeks earlier. 

To me, this event showed how fragile life can be. And I learned this lesson: to 
live every day of my life to the full and to be grateful for every single day. 
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