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It’s time to close the chapter on our 2015 South Africa trip, though in truth it’s part of a book whose 

covers remain obstinately open - for a multitude of reasons, not least of which being that a goodly 

part of my wife’s family still lives there, as does quite a chunk of my heart. Sad events such as the 

one referred to below may conspire to loosen the ties, and yet even if each of our visits takes a year 

or five to materialise, a forthcoming trip to SA is always somewhere on the Girdlestone agenda. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 To what end the above piece of sad news, then?    

Well, you may remember that January’s blog included the photo below, taken in 1964 at Addington 

Palace near Croydon - the then headquarters of the Royal School of Church Music, aka RSCM: 
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Featuring what you might call the five musketeers, the picture taken in the Palace grounds shows a 

team of trainee church musicians, if you can imagine such a thing. Halcyon days! We were bent on 

enjoying life to the full in the glorious surroundings of Addington Palace during that summer of 1964 

(particularly Violet and yours truly, who appear to have paired off, separating the musketeers into 

divisions of 2 and 3 – restoring at least a partial semblance of authenticity).  

Bunny….. The occasional mention of his name in this blog probably won’t have passed you by: 

Christian Mauritz Ashley Botha, to give him his full moniker. He died, as per Jacob Zuma’s statement, 

late in 2014.  

Bunny had turned up in England from South Africa at the end of 1963, a couple of months after I’d 

started as a student at the RSCM, and almost immediately made his mark by building a huge 

snowman in the palace grounds, much to our frightfully superior, condescending amusement. 

(postwar colonial attitudes… Violet, although Taiwanese, was similarly amused, it has to be said.) 

Neither Bunny nor I proved particularly outstanding students, but we spent a lot of time smoking 

and drinking, and talking about South African musical icons whose names meant nothing to me. 

(Including, by the bye, Barry Smith, Organist of St. George’s Cathedral, who was to conduct the 

orchestra and choir at my wedding in Cape Town nearly twenty years later….)  
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Circumstances eventually led to a parting of ways, as I went up to Oxford to read Music, while Bunny 

returned to his native land, but not before we had struck up a close friendship. An uncanny 

prediction on the part of my mother correctly described the future of this friendship as somewhat 

intermittent, and yet destined to remain lifelong.  

Mother, although ostensibly an old-fashioned schoolmarm – specialising principally in English 

language and literature – was at heart a leek-eating Welshwoman who taught me to pronounce 

Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwllllantysiliogogogoch with aplomb, and to count up to 

ten in Welsh. Furthermore I used to accompany her at the piano through endless verses of Ar Hyd y 

Nos, or Llwyn Onn  (the Ashgrove to you), or even better, Rhyfelgyrch Gwŷr Harlech (Men of 

Harlech), during the course of which her interpretation was apt to glow with an ardent, incandescent 

fervour, particularly after a good lunch. 

Among her many attributes was the ability to experience sixth sense premonitions - a 

characteristically Welsh gift, look you – which went hand-in-hand with a particularly useful sideline 

in reading teacups. (Tealeaves I mean - this is of course before the advent of teabags, which in her 

estimation contravened union regulations. Oh yes, she was a paid-up, card-carrying member of the 

Communist party.) Bunny happened to be visiting us during the holidays, and to entertain the troops 

one evening, Mother decided to read our teacups……... 

According to her prognostications Bunny and I would not see each other for many years, but would 

meet again in a far-flung foreign land, and beneath an archway.  

Which is exactly what happened.  

In South Africa, of course. 

Here’s the archway:   

The side entrance to the Cathedral of St. Andrew and St. 

Michael, Bloemfontein.  

My presence in SA had nothing to do with Bunny, but 

knowing I was on my way from Pretoria to Cape Town 

where I was about to take up a new contract, Bunny had 

grabbed me en passant to conduct an RSCM weekend 

choir course which he was organising.  

To cut a long story short, as Bunny was unable to meet 

me at Bloemfontein airport (too busy setting up the 

Cathedral), his wife Betty did the honours, fetching and 

dumping me off at this entrance, where Bunny strode 

forward to greet me after 14 years’ not seeing one 

another – under the archway! 

It didn’t occur to me straightaway, but when the penny 

dropped and I told Mother she retorted “of course”.  

Oops! 

During my four years in faraway Cape Town Bunny’s career went from strength to strength. In 

Bloemfontein he was a professional double bass player and then became Director of Music at St. 

Andrew’s School, an important position which got his foot on the rungs of the ladder. But what 
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clinched the deal, putting him on the map as one of SA’s most prominent musicians, was the 

appointment as Conductor of the Drakensberg Boys Choir in Natal.  This happened in 1980, while I 

was still in Cape Town.  

Happily, when Susie and I moved to Pietermaritzburg in 1982, things really picked up again. Bunny, 

Betty (or Benny and Butty, as they jokingly referred to themselves) and their three children were 

only a 90min. drive away from PMB, so frequent weekend visits to the glorious Drakensberg were 

high on the agenda. 

Which of course meant mountain hikes – a persistent habit that I’d picked up in Cape Town. 

Saturday, late afternoon…. the Drakensberg….. imagine looking back at the mountain range upon 

whose slopes you have been slithering and sliding since crack of dawn. Clutching a beer in the 

setting sun, surveying the scenery with a mixture of awe, aching limbs, and satisfaction, while the 

Nederburg Pinotage gets nicely chambré (I know, outdoors…), the lamb chops and boerewors on the 

grill, sizzling over the wood fire….. 

….boys’ voices can be heard as Bunny takes them through their last-minute practice before 

tomorrow morning’s Mozart Mass (my job’s to look after the fire and have a beer ready as soon as I 

hear, or fancy I hear, Dona nobis fermentum), followed by the weekly Sunday afternoon concert at 

the school. A good bit of rep. to get through, the aim above all being not to displease Maestro 

Bunny, but also violin, cello, piano, organ, and trumpet practice to be done before Monday’s lessons. 

Every day a day of reckoning. 

It’s the most wonderful preparation for life’s responsibilities, and in those surroundings……Paradise! 

Return matches happened too - Bunny bringing groups of boys down to Pietermaritzburg to listen 

to, or participate in, our symphony concerts, in which case he would bring along his bass and play in 

the orchestra.  I well remember a Rogers and Hammerstein spectacular where he brought the entire 

school down – over a hundred boys – to accompany the Pietermaritzburg Philharmonic Choir and 
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Symphony Orchestra, plus a line-up of soloists, performing the original movie scores from Carousel, 

The King and I, Oklahoma, The Sound of Music usw. Robert Russell Bennett’s celebrated 

orchestrations, if I remember correctly. Sumptuous. Not quite Mahler’s 8th, but we must have been 

at least 300 participants in toto, which was big-time for Pietermaritzburg. 

It’s simply not done to enquire from whence came the scores – naturally in time-honoured manner 

they fell off the back of a lorry….or something….well, can’t quite remember. In any event I enjoyed 

dolling them up with descants and ooh-aahs for the boys and chorus. You should have heard Climb 

every mountain. Not a dry eye/orifice in the place - plaster falling off the walls/ceiling etc etc. 

The boys’ descants would have put the Heavenly cherubs 

to shame. Indeed, the Drakies did just that very thing, 

winning international competitions, wrestling the Wiener 

Sängerknaben into second place on more than one 

occasion – oh yes, really. 

Bunny was no slouch, and took the Drakies choir school to 

dizzy heights - heights that it had never known, indeed 

never dreamed of scaling.  

(That mountain…..?) 

Here is the pair of us in more recent years, during one of 

Susie’s and my visits to South Africa, raiding the drinks 

cabinet. We didn’t know at the time, but he was probably 

already quite ill. I’d quite like to think of him up in the 

clouds doing exactly what you can see us up to here. 

1983 After the ball is over – happy Bunnies! At our home in Sweetwaters, overlooking PMB 
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Happy memories are all that remain. Well, and this…….. 

Sorry if I seem to dwell on matters morbid - both in this blog and the previous one. Hopefully the 

New Year 2017 will bring cheerful consolation, though the possibility of more people dropping off 

the twig during the dreary winter months of January and February is never entirely out of the frame.   

Neither is my RIP list, I’m afraid.  

Oh Gawd, not another one. Well, wheel ‘em in. (Or out 

rather). A-lists, VIP-lists, RIP…..the lists go on…. 

Now, this wonderful man – another choral conductor 

as it happens – passed away just after Bunny.  

You remember Nozuko Teto, our South African 

soprano in the role of Palmyra (Delius Koanga) at the 

2015 Wexford Festival? Well, she gave me the sad 

news of Joshua’s death as we got chatting during 

rehearsals. 

Nozuko worshipped Joshua Radebe as a god, she told 

me - in common with people from all over South 

Africa.me, as did so many in South Africa.  

The Drakensberg Boys Choir School remembers Bunny….. 

Joshua Radebe 
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I was dimly aware that Joshua had made his mark nationally after our departure and the fall of 

apartheid (no connection), but during our time in Maritzburg he was prominent mainly in local 

circles as conductor of a Zulu choir – the Pietermaritzburg Choral Society - which met almost daily 

after work at the Methodist church hall. He also sang in my Philharmonic Choir. 

Now, I have an intense dislike of politics which has got me into trouble on more than one occasion. I 

prefer people to be guided by common sense and their own finer feelings, which need to be 

informed and nourished by education and the arts to combat the baser traits of humanity. Education 

- something denied to black people by the appalling apartheid system.   

In point of fact, during the bad old days there were frequent attempts on the part of some members 

of the white community to defy the apartheid government by sleight of hand, despite the very real 

risk of prison such actions implied. I saw it all over the place during my eight years in South Africa, 

and I feel gutted that this important fact has gone largely unacknowledged in the takeover. 

Above all, this liberal thinking was manifested in higher education and the arts (remember – just to 

pick one example - the dangerously liberal of André Brink?). 

Reading Joshua’s obituary, sad as I was, I felt gladdened to see the following contribution by a 

member of his family in the official document: 

Remember I mentioned the family before? It was thanks to them that the small but valued Zulu 

contingent graced our PMB Philharmonic Choir, and that the Zulu Pietermaritzburg Choral Society 

had free use of the Methodist church to rehearse. Nat was organist there and fixed it up for them. 

Joshua’s choristers literally filed across the road to the City Hall to attend my Philharmonic rehearsal 

afterwards, and then were ferried back in relays to their townships late at night (illegally) by Ray, Nat 

and/or Nigel Fish. 

One day Joshua asked me if I’d pop in to one of his rehearsals in the vain hope that I might have 

some useful advice to contribute.  

Dutifully, come the appointed evening, I hiked round to the Methodist Church…… 

Wow! The sound that Zulu choir made in its quaint repertoire of Victorian/Edwardian English part-

songs quite blew me away! I particularly praised Joshua for getting them to sing without scores – he 

raised an eyebrow, grinned, looked quizzical, and made no comment. 

…AH! Of course, they don’t read music…silly old me. 

No, no, Errol, it’s worse than that – they can’t read, full stop. (As we have said, one of the nobler 

achievements of the apartheid regime was depriving black people of a proper education - not to 

mention a decent health system – but let’s not go there for the moment...) 

Never mind, I invited them to come and sing at our next “On your way home” concert – informal 

programmes given by locals for locals at the end of a Friday afternoon, in case you hadn’t guessed. 

They were always well attended. 
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Eight (real) tenors got up and sang Purcell’s (counter) tenor duo, Sound the trumpet, in a purely 

vocal arrangement which made me laugh and cry at the same time. I just had to invite them back, 

but in a worthier context, something designed to showcase their really amazing voices.  

So I invited them to come and sing Handel’s Let their celestial concerts all unite at the Christmas 

Promenade concert with the full Pietermaritzburg Symphony Orchestra. (Christmas means 

summertime in southern hemisphere) One of their party pieces, they’d have it well in hand – or so I 

thought… 

Come the final rehearsal with orchestra I prepped the musicians, tackling the Black choir 

accompanied by white orchestra? On your nelly! issue head on by commenting that they 

were about to hear something outstanding. Mostly happy, confident, trusting smiles…..but here and 

there a wry, cynical grin, sadly. An ugly thought in these comparatively enlightened days…. 

We launched into the intro molto con brio – I gave a massive cue to the choir   

nobody sang   

they all just stared at me  

the orchestra ground to a halt - audible sniggers from a couple of the musicians. 

(Ess aitch one tea!!) 

Joshua was down the front in a trice. “Sorry Errol, they’re gobsmacked - never heard or seen a live 

symphony orchestra before. Sorry. I’ll go back and talk to them.”  

A moment later, “OK Errol – please let’s try again.” 

Again the introduction molto con brio. Enter the choir ancora piu stupendamente! Stunning Rolls 

Royce sound. At the end the orchestra bursts into spontaneous and prolonged applause. That’s what 

it’s all about. That’s why we’re here – to serve the cause of music, and in so doing, humanity. To 

thank Joshua for his wonderful work in the service of music I gave him a lovely wooden bookcase 

which I had specially had made to to house my scores, for him to use to house his – a tiny, but 

heartfelt token of my estimation. 

My final concert in Pietermaritzburg was a mixture of joy and sadness all jumbled up. Joyful for me, 

because I was conducting Verdi’s Requiem for the first time, and yet sad because of the number of 

dear friends we had made there, whom we would badly miss. I can say with certainty that I have 

never known such a community of unselfregarding, public spirited, beneficent, warm-hearted, 

decent and jovial spirits.   

It was simply a choice I had to make – either to return to Europe or stay in South Africa for ever.  

The immediate closure of opera, theatre and ballet companies following the fall of apartheid 

confirmed my timing and choice as correct. Nevertheless even in 1985, eight years after leaving 

London, it wasn’t easy getting back into the swing of things there either. Gauleiterin Thatcher had 

viciously cut back on public spending in the arts, and the job which had been kept open for me for 

several years at the ENO was no longer available. And so I ended up in France – but that’s another 

story! 
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As I said, conducting the Verdi Requiem was very special, Verdi having been my favourite composer 

since before Cape Town days, ousting Wagner from top position in my affections, though not 

necessarily in my estimation. One thing Maestro Franco Ferraris taught me was that, contrary to 

naïve opinion in northern Europe, Verdi is vastly more than a purveyor of good operatic tunes. We 

immediately think of amazing voices (a prerequisite in all Verdi of course), but for one thing his use 

of the orchestra is original, adventurous, theatrical, and largely responsible for the distinguishing 

tinta of each piece.  

His orchestration may not be the immediate thing that springs to mind of the average opera buff, 

but the four bassoons in the Requiem make their unforgettably sombre effect, and the gloriously 

original soaring cello melody of the Offertorio is nothing short of miraculous, not to mention bloody 

difficult to get in tune, assuring perfect homogeneity of intonation and tone-colour.  

I remember Nigel getting the entire cello section out in the corridor during the pre-concert break 

and giving them all hell, doing it over and over again just to keep everyone on their toes. Here we all 

are in 1985, fresh from Nigel’s stirring call to arms, launching into the Offertorio: 

I was delighted to hear from David Tidboald (my ex-boss in Cape Town) that Nigel has recently taken 

up the baton (Nigel is now back in South Africa for good, having spent a significant part of his 

lifetime in Germany) and actually conducted the 2016 Messiah in Pietermaritzburg! Apparently he 

did a great job and thoroughly enjoyed himself, as indeed did all participants and the audience.  

Had I been there I would gladly have sung in the chorus – God’s truth… 

After the Requiem the PMB Philharmonic Society held a reception (is there life after death?) and 

made farewell speeches to yours truly and wife Sue. We were given a set of stainless steel cooking 

pots, which in a white-hot moment of inspiration during my speech I christened “the Philpots” - 

immediately followed by a crunching of toes as Susie, keeping a straight face while looking ahead 

smiling, trod deliberately and firmly on my foot. 
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As you can see, David did us the honours with his presence, saying afterwards “It was plainly obvious 

that you loved the piece”, which was another way of saying the performance was a good try, but 

didn’t quite meet his exacting standards. Just give me another chance David….. 

I’ve never done it again. All the other 

Requiems – Mozart, Dvorak, Duruflé, 

Brahms, you name it -  but never Verdi. 

Dammit. 

(No, I won’t dare try the Fauré because it 

has to be absolutely perfect, otherwise 

don’t bother.) 

That grinning face behind David will not 

have escaped your attention – a personality 

to end all personalities and a force of 

nature, bassoonist Derek. 

Aka Derek Vaughan-Heapy – a splendid 

name for a splendid person. Wickedly 

funny, a versatile musician – cellist and 

bassoonist – and alumnus of the Royal 

Military School of Music, Kneller Hall. 

We’d done a lot of music together in Cape 

Town, then later in David’s Natal 

Philharmonic Orchestra, for whom I 

occasionally guest-conducted. 

In Cape Town, where I was a novice conductor, I bumped into Derek in the canteen just before a 

rehearsal I was due to conduct. “Why aren’t you downstairs in the rehearsal room panicking?” asks 

Derek. “Because I’m up here in the canteen panicking.” 

Later, I was conducting an opera in Durban, where there was not much space in the pit. We had to 

put the bassoons in front of the percussion section – a privilege usually reserved for the brass. These 

chaps can take it, making a not inconsiderable racket themselves, unlike the delicate, 

temperamental wind players. Derek was seated right in front of the cymbals, when in the middle of a 

show he turned round and hissed “Sitting in front of you is like being bashed over the head by a tin 

tray all bloody evening!” 

While still in Cape Town we did a schools tour including a septet, I think it was, of players from the 

orchestra. (Well, actually an octet including Derek doubling on cello and bassoon and me on piano.) 

We had great fun, as might be expected with Derek on board. 

Derek asked me if I could make an arrangement of a well-known popular song for the kids – just to 

amuse them at the end of the concert. I had an even better idea - I cobbled together an 

arrangement of Don’t cry for me, Argentina. Old hat? No hang on, this was still 1980 – Evita opened 

in ’78. (The musical I mean.) My idea was that we should turn the piece into a quiz, where we played 

everything except for the melody and the kids had to guess what the tune was. Starting with second 

violin, then pizzicato/arco cello, wind arpeggios, horn playing sustained notes, then the melody a 

third below, we constructed an instrumental framework for the listeners, who, straining their ears 
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for clues, were unconsciously absorbing the basic principles of orchestration, instrumental ranges, 

blends and timbres, balance, sound textures etc. 

They generally didn’t spot it, but once or twice, once the tango pizzicato bass with the horn doubling 

the melody at the third had been heard together, they got it. Yeeeah!! 

One afternoon I was conducting Fledermaus at the 

Opera in Cape Town. We did a matinée performance 

where the musicians skipped evening dress and wore 

something – you know – tasteful, elegant, yet 

informal…. 

One of the female violinists, a largeish lady with ample 

bosom, appeared in a floral creation adorned with a 

few broochy things of artificial leaves and twigs. 

And above all, a striking décolleté. 

On cue, right across the orchestra pit, from the 

bassoon section (wait for it) : “Ah – the ikamma 

Forest!” 

The Tsitsikamma forest on the Storms River, home to 

elephants, boasts hundreds of giant yellowoods. 

Towering over the shrubbery, they reach dizzying 

heights – and ages, the one in the picture being well 

over 1000 years old, for example. 

 

Ditto the two crusty gents in this recent 

photo…. Derek and me, snapped by Susie in 

Calitzdorp, where Derek now lives with his 

partner Lawrence and adopted family – of Cape 

Coloured origin. 

We spent the most wonderful evening with 

them en route from Cape Town through the 

Klein Karoo.  

Derek, in addition to being an ex-guardsman, 

bassoonist, humourist, philanthropist and 

cellist, is a superb cook, so we were looked after 

unforgettably well….. 

The photo by the way shows the shop that he 

and Lawrence run in their retirement.  

Happily, judging by the name, a sense of 

humour does not reach pensionable age…. 

Too short a visit – so much to talk about. 

    Yellowood tree in the Tstsikamma Forest 
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This was before shooting off to Pietermaritzburg via Graaf Reinet and the Drakensberg, then finally 

North to Pretoria, capital of what used to be the Transvaal, now called the province of Gauteng, and 

our last port of call. Sue’s brother Paul and his family live there, as do several relations who have 

gravitated into the vicinity from various parts of southern Africa. 

On the way to the Drakensberg we’d planned to take the road alongside the border between South 

Africa and Lesotho – formerly British Basutoland – where Susie and Paul spent their early childhood. 

The scenery between the rolling Free State farmlands and the western Drakensberg Mountains 

delineating the border is beyond magnificent – one of our all-time favourite drives in the old days. 

Unhappily it is now totally non-navigable, and we were warned by the national traffic authorities not 

to even think about it because of the road-surface conditions. Only military vehicles and perhaps the 

hugest and toughest of trucks dare risk it these days. 

So we avoided that route. Having factored it into the itinerary, we were then obliged to make a huge 

detour via Bloemfontein, adding a day to our journey.  

At the top of the Free State runs the road through an area known as the Golden Gate (not to be 

confused with its namesake in San Francisco) - 

As you can see, there are interesting rock formations, the colours of which of course suggest the 

name. Because it’s a favourite tourist destination, the road is in reasonable (at best) condition.  

Yet, just to give you an example of the in extremis predicament of South African roads, our planned 

route beyond the Golden Gate, which had been vouchsafed for by the authorities as being OK, was a 

bit of a disappointment….. 

The route flanking the picturesque Sterkfontein Dam and nature reserve, running down on the right 

of the water as you look at the map on the next page (the road is marked R74), was cratered with 

yawning, unmarked potholes - several inches (and in some cases, feet) deep.  

No, I’m not kidding. For a considerable distance we were obliged to abandon the road and drive 

plonk on the grass verge, slowly, and with nary a wheel on the road proper! 

The fact that this road has fallen victim to corruption and diverting of public funds into private 

pockets is amply demonstrated as one crosses the border from the Free State into Kwa Zulu Natal, 

where miraculously, the road suddenly becomes perfectly normal, navigable, and driveable-upon.  

The horizontal dotted line marking the border between the two provinces separates a lunar 

landscape from a recognisably terrestrial one.  
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The S. African government throws huge sums of money at road maintenance, and the “R” roads 

numbered from 21 to 91 are Provincial routes, next down from “N” roads (either motorways or 

significantly constructed highways capable of carrying arterial traffic) and as such are generally  

maintained by the National Roads Agency (SANRAL). What’s wrong then? 

Let’s put it in context: the Free State legislature consists of a limited number of political parties, 

hugely dominated by the ANC.…. 

Kwa Zulu Natal has a larger number of parties, also 

dominated by the ANC, but in significantly diluted 

proportions. Notably, there is a far greater 

presence of the Democratic Alliance, to which 

enlightened body I have referred in a previous blog 

as the only hope for the beloved country. 

This is not entirely wishful thinking, as the 

Democratic Alliance has also gained a substantial 

foothold in Pretoria, Cape Town, and Port 

Elizabeth, the recently elected mayors of all three 

cities now being DA. (Who said he didn’t relate to 

politics…?) 

There is only one possible conclusion to be drawn 

from the lamentable state of the roads in the Free 

State, and that is that the ANC, a shadow of its 

former self, is now hugely corrupt and unfit to 

govern.                                                                                                                 

 

Finally Pretoria – and the first of two coincidences which Mother, had she been alive, would have 

been proud to predict.……. 

This is my great-niece, Gia, seated with me and 

Susie whilst being collected from school.  

Name of said school?  

St. Paulus, which was the very primary school my 

son Ben attended forty years ago. Comme par 

hasard Gia ends up at the very same school. We 

used to pick little Ben up under the selfsame tree! 

And the second coincidence? 

Having driven the length and breadth of the 

country, we left South Africa at the end of our 

holiday taking the same road by which I entered to 

take up a contract as assistant conductor with the 

Performing Arts Council Transvaal Orchestra in 

1977 : the road from Pretoria to Johannesburg 

International airport, forty years ago known simply 

as Jan Smuts airport. 


