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DURBAN ALUMNI ASSOCIATION
CHAIRMAN’S REPORT 2019
Our 2019 activities started on a rather shaky note.  The AGM was scheduled for Monday the 11 February 2019 but had to be cancelled that morning.  The reason for this was because of student unrest. The previous Saturday evening the people who were attending a production at the Elizabeth Sneddon Theatre had to take refuge in the basement because the Theatre had been stormed by protesting students. The net result was that on the Monday morning of the AGM security advised that they could not guarantee the safety of all the alumni who wanted to attend. Fortunately, the message got through to everybody except as far as I am aware, one hapless person who was up in the Drakensberg and out of cell phone range and arrived to find everything in darkness.  We do live in stirring times and how did we ever survive without cell phones before!

The first function of the new year was the visit to Rosemary Ladlau’s garden up at Shaka’s Rock. This took place on Friday the 8 March.  Rosemary was very generous in having a large number of people go around her garden and she led us and was able to point out some of the more interesting features of that glorious place. Apart from having had a very distinguished career in horticulture and in the arts, Rosemary is one of our oldest graduates having graduated in the 1940’s!  Apart from the glories of her garden she was also able to relate some very interesting anecdotes about life on the Pietermaritzburg Campus in the 1940’s.  When she started university, it was a quiet little backwater with no real excitement.  Then the returning service men came, and all hell broke loose!  She related the story of being invited to a ball – do you remember we used to have those balls in those days? – by a student who had flown with the Pathfinders and had a DFC and Bar. Here was a decorated war hero returning to student life having faced danger on a constant basis in the most dangerous of all branches of the services namely Bomber Command.  If one recalls that over 55 000 men got killed and the kill rate was one of every two airmen, it was astonishing that he was able to in fact come back alive and think of going to a ball!  That actually resonated right throughout all these returning servicemen because each one no doubt had their different tales to tell. Now ladies you must all take a bow.  These returning servicemen obviously had huge challenges in being able to adapt to student life after having had up to 6 years of warfare. That is where the women students according to Rosemary, were absolutely marvellous. They stepped into the breach and helped all these servicemen with taking of notes, attending lectures and generally orientating them to university life.  In fact, she related the story of one woman student whose husband was studying medicine and she reckoned that at the end of the course when he finally graduated, his wife knew more about medicine than he did. Apart from that some of the old characters of the Pietermaritzburg Campus like Professor Mark Prestwich were mentioned and we both were able to share in his superb command of the English language.  A very big thank you to Rosemary.
Our AGM eventually took place on Monday the 25 March and the owner of Fordoun Eco-Estate, Jon Bates addressed us.  He traced the history of Fordoun.  He actually inherited it from Sir George and Lady Usher, and they had built it into a showpiece estate and one that was much admired by everybody in the Natal Midlands.  What to do with this showpiece?  He turned it into an Eco-Estate but one that took into account not only the workers but the natural environment. The workers are being housed in very comfortable accommodation and the main house has been turned into a boutique hotel of the highest quality.  As one who has eaten in the restaurant there I can certainly vouch for the splendours of its table!  One of the genius things they did was to turn the old silo into a pool for part of the hydrotherapy treatment that is undertaken there.  Also, Jon donated a large portion of the ground as a blue crane sanctuary and dedicated it to the late Bill Barnes, that great man of the mountains, particularly Giants Castle.  In fact, it was pleasing to note that at Jon’s address Bill Barnes’  daughter was present.  Also, in Jon Bates entourage was alumni David Wilcox of all people.   Now those of us with long memories will remember that in the late 1960’s Dave Wilcox and fellow alumni Dave Legg got into the Guinness Book of Records by playing the longest game of squash up until that time.  I remember seeing them at the end of their marathon match the next morning and they really were looking tired and no wonder.  The AGM was well attended and was a huge success and our thanks go Jon for having addressed us so eloquently and particularly after having been stood up the first time round.
Having seen the Bill Barnes crane sanctuary at Fordoun it was logical that the next person to address us would be Daniel Dolpire who has done a huge amount of research into our national bird the Blue Crane.  In fact, he has produced a 168 page book on Blue Cranes with more than 180 photographs.  The photographs and the video that went with it were simply breath-taking.  Also, it was hugely significant that we know something more about our national bird and our thanks go to Daniel for a very enthralling evening.
From there we had a hugely successful outing on Saturday the 29 June to the garden of Charles and Liz Forsdick, both alumni.  It was a glorious day as only the KwaZulu-Natal coastal winters can deliver, and a large number of people came.  It is difficult to say exactly how many but we estimated over 100 members of the alumni arrived because they were coming and going all day long. Charles and Liz bought the property as a derelict broken down place a number of years ago and then got Dr Elsa Pooley to help with the design.  Fortunately, there was a montage mounted showing then and now.  The transformation was absolutely astounding.  We had to be taken around the garden in two groups with Elsa pointing out the various plants and the challenges that each in their own way have presented.  Also, Liz had roped in the local community for a scrumptious tea.  After the tour had taken place, they then very kindly opened the garden to all who wished to stay on and have a picnic and there were a number who took them up on this wonderful opportunity. In fact, it had something for everybody because those who wanted to wander down to the beach could do so and this certainly applied in my case with my two little granddaughters.  All in all, a superb outing and it was hugely appreciated by those who were lucky to be there. A great thanks to Liz and Charles.
From there our next activity was on Monday the 16 September when David Hulme who is a senior lecturer in our Law School addressed us on the Magna Carta.  It was entitled as The Game Changer and this was certainly no dry, academic event because it was interlaced with numerous slides and great humour.  David was able to trace the way that King John had to give up some of his powers to the barons which of course was later to morph into the commons and show that the British monarchy by doing it escaped the annihilation of some of the other monarchies in Europe.  
In fact, it highlights something that goes on to this very day and that is the division of powers between the executive, the judiciary and the legislative. In fact, being played out right now in America is the great challenge posed by the division between the legislature and the executive.  A very interesting address and speaking as a lawyer myself, it certainly inspires one for the future in having such an outstanding lecturer at the Law School.
On Friday the 27 September the attendees met at the Blue Zoo Restaurant for tea and cream scones and an address by Gordon Michael who has a long history with the Blue Zoo and was able to take us back many years in the history of Mitchell Park.  We were able to finally find out what actually happened to Nellie the elephant.  Also, Gordon was able to fill us in on a lot of information about Natal History in general terms and this was a very interesting outing and our thanks go to him and also to the Blue Zoo management for having arranged the venue for us.  It had to be a Friday because the weekends were their really busy time.
On Saturday the 26 October, the Alumni Association visited that most amazing edifice, the Ammazulu Palace. The Ammazulu Palace was conceived and put together by Peter Amm. Initially he wanted to put in a museum to house the artefacts he had collected relating to Zulu culture and had a formidable collection.  This was however turned down by the Municipality because it was contrary to Town Planning regulations.  So, he conceived the idea of building a boutique hotel which is on the highest point of Kloof, just below the beacon.  It is right on the edge of the gorge and commands the most outstanding views.  On putting together his Ammazulu Palace he engaged the services of another graduate, Kevin MacGarry from the Architectural School.  There were certain structural features which were important because when one visits the Ammazulu Palace, one is aware of the fact that it is built on a curve and this presented huge engineering and architectural challenges.  Fortunately, Kevin was able to traverse these challenges for us and explained in great detail how they had all been overcome.  When Alumni Relations sent out the invitation, they did talk about one being left with a sensory overload and this is certainly the case.  One in fact has to see it to believe it.  Apart from the visual splendours of the place we were also entertained to a delicious tea.  In fact, tea would probably be a misnomer because in reality they gave us lunch!  It didn’t end there because across the valley Peter Amm has developed a truly memorable garden with the most amazing sculptures.  This he hopes to have to develop in time as an artist’s paradise and in fact there are one or two buildings that have already been put up.  It is another corner of paradise and something that one must really treasure because this is heritage that is disappearing fast but fortunately there are some stalwart people like Peter Amm who try and maintain it.  79 members of the Alumni put their names down to attend and we are deeply grateful to Peter Amm and his team but above all, to Kevin MacGarry for having led us.
The last activity of the year was a talk by Chris Hoare, also a graduate on his father Colonel “Mad Mike” Hoare. Talks normally take place on the first Monday of a month in the Murray Lecture Hall.  It was first scheduled for the 4 November. However, the date had to fortunately be changed to the 11th. I say fortunately because the 11th happened to be Armistice day and what an appropriate day to actually have the talk because whatever one might think of Colonel Hoare as a mercenary, the fact of the matter is that he is one of that very fast disappearing band of people who saw active service in the World War II.  They say that old soldiers fade away but in the case of the Colonel he has fortunately been able to hold out and turned 100 on St Patrick’s Day of this year.  For an Irishman – although born in India! – what a fortuitous event.  Chris was able to separate the man from the myth and he did this in a really outstanding address which was well illustrated by audio visual material.  Our thanks go to him for another outstanding address.
All in all, I think it has been a very successful year, but I must now thank all members on the committee for the hard work they have done. I must single out praise for Denis O’Leary who has not only kept us solvent with his eagle eye on the books but has also stepped into the catering breach when Rosemarie von der Meden unfortunately was not able to be present. In fact, Rosemarie had to have a knee operation and our best wishes go out to her. We look forward to seeing her back for some of our activities next year. Apart from Denis I must also thank Nomcebo Msweli our ever-efficient secretary. She is always one jump ahead and has rendered outstanding service to the Alumni.
Finally, and certainly by no means least I must thank Finn Christensen.  Finn is very well connected, and I tease him about being ODF (Old Durban Family) which in fact happens to be true but he certainly has put his contacts to very good use.  He has an impressive array of contacts and has always been able to deal with our affairs with great aplomb and distinction. A very deep vote of thanks goes to him.

This brings me to the end of the 2019 report. We look forward with enthusiasm to 2020 and as they say in the classics WATCH THIS SPACE!
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