
 

 
 
 

 

 
RAFOC REMINISCENCES AND RAMBLINGS - WEEK 153 

10th MARCH 2023 
GREETINGS: 
 

Sinkholes in Centurion... Sinkholes everywhere in ANC controlled Municipalities… Ramaphosa 
reshuffles… deckchairs on sinking ANC… ANC interests put before those of SA... Mbalula the Brave 
warns ANC MPs “shape up or ship out!”- Some comrades are letting us down in a big way'... “Flag 
Man” farewell... Bheki – Mad Hatter, posturing again in Westbury, faces class action on SAPS 
weapons in criminal hands... Cash in Transit robberies up 19%... breathtaking expose on the tender 
syndicates in Eskom… and KNP ensnared in massive Mpumalanga corruption… Tender kingpin 
Stefan Govindraju - tender extraction bled R440 million from Tembisa Hospital… NEHAWU brought 
health services in several hospitals and clinics countywide to a halt on Monday... another own 
goal?... Violent Wits protest by (so called) students disrupts Campus... Massive crash on M41 in 
Umhlanga as runaway truck hits 47 cars... Dali Mpofu OTT (again) in Public Protector case... 
Western Cape tourism boom generates jobs… Mark Pilgrim loses fight with cancer... Blitzbokke 
tank, SA beat Windies but batting gremlins hover… Second Test on the go this week... 
 

 
 

It's quite important for society that drivers realise there are places they shouldn't go, whether that's 
a public park, the ground floor of an office building or a fragile 14th-century historic bridge. This did 
not deter one 34-year-old Californian tourist late last month, when he ignored signs and steamed 
across Florence's famous (and famously pedestrianised) Ponte Vecchio in a rented Fiat Panda, 
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incurring a €500 ($780) fine. The man told police he was searching for parking and didn't realise he 
was on the 98-foot (30m) landmark, which spans the river Arno at its narrowest point. One of 
Florence's best-known and best-loved attractions – and in the historic heart of the Italian 
Renaissance, that's saying something – the Ponte Vecchio was the only bridge in Florence to survive 
the bombing campaigns of the Second World War, and today is lined with high-end jewellery shops. 
The bridge also houses the famous Vasari Corridor, a secret passage between the city's two main 
palaces, once used by the notorious Duke Cosimo de' Medici. Always heaving with people and 
paved with unmarked medieval tiles, it does not look like a road. Unfortunately, the Ponte Vecchio 
is not the only piece of iconic Italian architecture to have suffered under errant foreign drivers. In 
May of last year, a Saudi Arabian tourist was apprehended attempting to leave the country after 
charging down the Spanish Steps in Rome in a rented Maserati sports car. He caused two fractures 
to the stonework and was promptly charged with aggravated damage to cultural heritage and 
monuments. When in Rome... 
 
MEMBERS WRITE: 
 

Derrick Page (Cape Town): “Good Afternoon Gentlemen, my apologies for both Lunch and the 
AGM tomorrow.  I trust the camaraderie will abound as usual, the sustenance be of good quality.  No 
doubt the AGM will be prompt, quick and over in short time.  I extend best wishes to all attending.  I 
propose (or second or support) a huge word of thanks to the outgoing Committee for the sterling 
work they have done this past year, in particular the return to Wanderers.  Thank you! To the 
incoming Committee continue what you have achieved these past years.  Welcome back for 
2023/24.  Of course, I shall be with you in spirit at the time with a suitable chilled bottle of Klein 
Roosboom Sauvignon Blanc. With temperatures in the 30s a fine Merlot will be lost to the 
taste.  Cheers! Kind Regards, Derrick” 
 

Jesper Sheelke (Denmark): “I am sitting here in a cold Denmark. We moved here in August last 
year. I really enjoy reading your Ramblings and other news from RAFOC; keep them coming. 
Monday this week there was a ceremony where brave men were given awards. One of them was 
my son Peter.  Yes, I am proud of him. He was given a bravery award, together with other men on 
his team, for rescuing the pilot and wife (Peter and Mary Gaddin) who flew into the zip wire near 
Pilanesberg. “Bird on the wire”. Peter gave a talk in the club about that effort.  That’s all for now, 
keep well and get off the grid!” 
 

       
 

Rick Peacock-Edwards (UK): “Many thanks for the latest RAFOC Ramblings, every week I look 
forward to reading the latest ‘Ramblings’ on Friday mornings. This week, I was especially pleased 
to see that you had included the obituary for my good friend AVM Boz Robinson, a great character. 
When he was the Chief Instructor at No 4FTS RAF Valley I was the Deputy Chief Instructor. We 
struck up a rapport and friendship which lasted until his final days. I had much contact with him last 
year when I was busy producing my second book ‘Gnat Boys’ to which he contributed a chapter of 



 3
his experiences. I am enclosing the cover photo of ‘Gnat Boys’ for info. Like Boz, I have also had 
a long association with air displays, an association that continues to this day although now very 
much in a supervisory role. Boz was a colourful character wherever he went, and he was a colourful 
figure on the air display circuit. RIP Boz. Best, Rick P-E” 
 

Dave Evans (USA): “Hi Gents, you mentioned the bad driving in Oz in Philip Weyer’s update this 
week, and the California weather. We were visiting our son in CA last week and went to Yosemite, 
complete with snow. Driving up there, about a mile after we should have put snow chains on the 
tyres, we slid off the road into a snow bank on the wrong side of the road! (I wasn't driving.) We then 
had a panic stricken fifteen minutes digging the car out enough to put the chains on, before anyone 
came round the blind corner and drove into us! It has got worse since we left – Yosemite has been 
shut for the past six days! Back in Connecticut, after two months of the mildest winter anyone can 
remember, now that it’s March, and supposedly spring, we’re under several inches of snow, with 
more forecast tonight. And like Philip said of Oz, American driving is also nowhere near as good as 
I was expecting, although we don’t have the same psychopathic law enforcement that he refers to. 
Speed limits are a joke – everyone drives at least 10 to 15 kph faster, everywhere, including the 
monster trucks we have here. Stopping when a robot goes orange is also rare, and tailgating is far 
too common, too. People pulling out into your lane right in front of you, and assuming you will break, 
rather than drive into then, is also very common.  My son had warned me it would not be as good 
as I was expecting – he was right! Keep up the good work - I'm enjoying the Pan Am Clipper story. 
All the best to everyone. Kind regards, Dave.” 
 

Philip Weyers (Australia) – another extract from his SA letter: “Comparing the cost of living here 
versus home is extremely imprecise as the ZAR continues to crash against the AU$. Using my vast 
knowledge from Economics 101 from 40 years ago, I did a sum using 2 items and minimum wages 
here and there. The Aussie minimum wage is $21-38 and at home R25-42 per hour. By working for 
one hour, an Aussie can afford 11 loaves of bread while at home a minimum wage worker will be 
able to afford 1 loaf and a slice or two. A Saffer minimum wage worker will need to work for just less 
than 3 hours to afford a ready cooked rotisserie chicken and an Aussie 28.2 minutes. These are 
doubtless far from perfect science, but I do find such calculations of interest. Car fuel prices are not 
regulated, and one can quite often find fuel for $1-65/l within a kilo of a garage advertising the same 
for $2-05. I’m never quite sure why SA has never deregulated the fuel prices, numerous calls have 
been made in the past to do so without any results. Must be gravy train implications somewhere? 
There are a number of shopping options, and all within a 5km drive. Woolworths is rather like 
Checkers, while Coles style themselves along the lines of our Woolworths but only stock groceries.  
K-Mart is a wonderful store selling household, clothing, toys and sports goods of very good quality 
and at great prices. My favourite is probably ALDI, a German owned retailer which operates 
internationally and with revenue of US$121 billion in 2021. At ALDI one might buy a jar of marmalade 
for R20 and pay less than R20 for a litre of ice cream. ALDI also have ‘National Weeks’ every once 
in a while, and include South African products during South Africa week including Mrs. Ball’s, Crosse 
& Blackwell and other products I know and love! There is a large mall about 15km from here named 
DFO (Direct Factory Outlets) which houses 164 brand stores across sports, jewellery, fashion and 
even chocolate lines. Bargains are to be had and often at a saving of more than 30% on RRP.                                      
And then, there is Costco. The best way to describe Costco is that it is like Makro but fed steroids 
since birth.  An astonishing store where one can buy pretty much everything at supposedly cheapest 
prices but not always so in reality. Costco has fresh meat, groceries of all types, branded sports and 
clothing lines. To my amazement, one can also buy coffins! Never seen that anywhere, ever before. 
And, if Oom Gerrie happens to depart this life on a Friday night, Costco will sell you a suitable 
container for his mortal remains on Saturday morning. A Costco card to enable shopping there costs 
AU$ 60 pa.” 
 
CHEERS FOR TODAY: 
 

The Lockdown Files are proving very interesting – as the old Polish proverb has it, “when the snow 
melts, you can see the sh*t”... The AGM lunch went well and was well received by those attending. 
There were a good number of approving comments, on venue, menu and service, so we record our 
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thanks to Kelli (Banqueting) Drew (Duty Manager) and Protea Marriott catering. The entire 
event felt more like one of our traditional RAFOC Lunches. If you have any more suggestions, please 
feel free to send them it to us so the Committee can investigate. Your Committee continues to look 
at other locations “in case” and we will report back from time to time. Our next function is the Annual 
Dinner in April, and by a majority show of hands at the AGM, we will hold this at lunchtime. It will 
however still be a “Black Tie” event with Ladies. Details to follow... 
Thank you to all who booked promptly with bookings@rafoc.org – it helps greatly to make the 
necessary organisation with the caterers. 
 
TAILPIECE: 
 

The Birdfeeder: An Analogy 
"I bought a bird feeder. I hung it on my back porch and filled it with seed. 
What a beauty of a bird feeder it was, as I filled it lovingly with seed. 
Within a week we had hundreds of birds taking advantage of the continuous flow of free and easily 
accessible food. 
But then the birds started building nests in the boards of the patio, above the table, and next to the 
barbecue. 
Then came the poop. It was everywhere: on the patio tiles, the chairs, the table, everywhere! 
Then some of the birds turned mean. They would dive bomb me and try to peck me even though I 
had fed them out of my own pocket. And other birds were boisterous and loud. They sat on the 
feeder and squawked and screamed at all hours of the day and night and demanded that I fill it when 
it got low on food. 
After a while, I couldn't even sit on my own back porch anymore. So, I took down the bird feeder and 
in three days the birds were gone. 
I cleaned up their mess and took down the many nests they had built all over the patio. Soon, the 
back yard was like it used to be... quiet, serene... and no one demanding their rights to a free meal. 
Now let's see.   Our government gives out free food, subsidized housing, free medical care and free 
education, and allows anyone born here to be an automatic citizen. 
Then the illegals came by the tens of thousands. Suddenly our taxes went up to pay for free services; 
small apartments are housing 5 families; you have to wait 6 hours to be seen by an emergency room 
doctor; your child's second grade class is behind other schools because over half the class doesn't 
speak English. Corn Flakes now come in a bilingual box; I have to 'press one' to hear my bank talk 
to me in English, and people waving flags other than our flag are squawking and screaming in the 
streets, demanding more rights and free liberties. 
Just my opinion, but maybe it's time for the government to take down the bird feeder. 
If you agree, pass it on; if not, continue cleaning up the poop." 
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BENONI BELLS CHIME: 
 

 
 

There is a pub/hostelry in Benoni on the site where the original gold rush started in this region, now 
6 km east of the Benoni City Centre. The Chimes Tavern was obviously built as a watering hole for 
the many expat miners that came to seek their fortunes. It was built in 1889 which makes it 127 
years old (as of August 2016) and is thus one of the oldest pubs in South Africa, north of the Cape 
Province. 
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I had heard and read that its days might be numbered so I went there last weekend to get 
some photos which are a keep’s sake for always. These are included after the brief history of the 
place hereunder, taken from the Benoni 100 years centenary brochure: 
 

The Chimes Tavern got its name from the “Bell Syndicate” who started prospecting for gold on the 
Reef in 1885 which they eventually found near where the Chimes Tavern is situated today. They 
called their mine “The Chimes Gold Mine” which was situated West of the New Modderfontein and 
below the Kleinfontein Mine. In 1888, the site occupied by the town was first proclaimed as a gold-
bearing reef on the farm Benoni when 24 claims were pegged. The stand on which the Chimes 
Tavern was built, was originally a prospector’s claim No. 335 held by the first owner George William 
(Bill) Eaton. As the law at that time prohibited the holding of a liquor license in respect to ground 
forming a prospector’s claim, Bill Eaton got round this by converting claim No. 335 to a Diggers 
Claim. The Chimes was built of wood and iron as most of the buildings were at that time. Part of the 
original wall still remains behind a wooden partition in the foyer today. Even though there were other 
hotels in the area, the Chimes was regarded as the best-known establishment. 
Bill Eaton not only started the Chimes, but also Greyhound racing. These races were held where 
the Greyhound drive-in used to stand – which we know today as the Dunswart intersection. He was 
married to a coloured lady from St. Helena who was known to all as Mother Eaton. Mother Eaton 
was a fine, respected and very generous woman. People remember her riding into town in her black 
carriage drawn by two white horses, sitting very erect and wearing a high hat with lots of feathers. 
Her journey most times would be taking her to the market to buy food for the poor. She was a 
religious person and did a lot of charity work through the church. The Chimes did very good business 
up until the Anglo Boer War between 1899 and 1902 when Bill Eaton who was a burgher, was 
enlisted in the Army. He reopened the Chimes on his return from the war, but business did not pick 
up for many months. He never renewed his license and sold his business to a man called Pessen 
who rebuilt the Chimes in fired brick and mortar. The Eaton’s children - two daughters and a son 
where adopted. The two girls went to the Benoni Central School in Howard Avenue. 
Bill Eaton died in August 1939 and was laid to rest in the Benoni Cemetery by his wife who as 
records show ordered a double grave hoping one day to join her husband. She never did and no 
trace can be found of her or their children. They have simply disappeared. 
Morris Lasser Pessen was a Russian Jew, born Messad, Korna in Russia. He arrived in South 
Africa in 1895 and was naturalized as British in September 1906. He owned the Chimes for a 
considerable length of time. He then sold it to Mr. & Mrs. Hosiassohn who did not even stay a year 
at the Chimes. 
In 1928 the new owners were the Knopf’s and Mr. M. Koensgsfest - who only lasted a couple of 
months. Mr. Knopf came to South Africa from Germany in 1901 with his wife who was Polish and 
their seven children. In 1931 the Knopf’s sold the Chimes to Mr. Jack Silbert. Jack & Ester Silbert 
owned the Chimes for many years from 1931 to 1963 and in the 32 years that they had ownership, 
they changed the name from the Chimes to the Transvaal Hotel. 
Major Howie and his wife took over the hotel in 1963 and once again changed the name back to the 
Chimes Tavern. Asked why the name change, Mrs Howie said “both my husband and myself feel 
the name the Chimes is more appropriate to the area on which the hotel stands and as also it was 
the original name. While still owning the Chimes, Mrs. Howie became Benoni Lady Mayoress from 
1968 to 1969. In 1977 the Chimes owners became a company called Chimleek Pty Ltd and in 1978 
Mr. R.J. Eurelle took over. 
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AROUND THE WORLD EPIC 1942... PART 5 
 

 
 

New Year’s Day 1942 
Now masters of the unplanned landing and departure, Ford and his crew had quickly spotted that 
the additional weight required pushed the California Clipper’s take-off distance beyond the length of 
the channel marked out in the Nile as cleared for seaplanes. 
That was why they’d sent Steers out in a boat with a couple of willing RAF men — to find a long 
enough stretch of river from which the flying boat could launch. By the afternoon Steers had done 
exactly that. He’d found a channel about three miles long that was free of all possible obstructions. 
He returned to Ford and shared the good news. 
The next morning, New Year’s Day 1942, saw the California Clipper racing down the Nile with a full 
load of fuel. It was a textbook takeoff. Ford eased her up off the river, rocking her back and forth 
until she finally broke free from the waves. 
As they began to climb though, a loud hammering noise began to pound through the cabin. 
“What the hell is that?!” Ford shouted from the cockpit. “Swede! What gives?!” 
“Don’t know Skipper!” The engineer replied. “All gauges show normal.” 
Once again John Parrish was sent back to the navigator’s dome to check. He was soon back up 
front with a report. 
“Number one has lost the aft section of its exhaust stack” He explained. “The exhaust plume is 
streaming out right over the wing surface.” 
Ford cursed. “Swede, can we fly this way?” 
Swede Rothe shrugged. “I guess. Engine gauges are good. We’re not losing any power.” 
“It jacks up the fire odds,” He continued, after a moment’s thought, “if we’re lucky it shouldn’t affect 
the engine performance though. Just makes it damn noisy.” 
Ford thought through the options. They had no spares left on the plane, and there wouldn’t be any 
back in Khartoum. To him, that meant there was only one choice. 
“Post a man in the navigation dome and keep a constant fire watch on that engine. We go on.” 
 

Leopoldville. 7,833 miles to go. 
“Skipper,” Said Swede, after careful thought, “I’m not sure she’ll fly.” 
Ford considered his Chief Engineer’s words carefully. They’d landed at Pan Am’s nascent base at 
Leopoldville the day before. Like Khartoum it meant landing on a river — the Congo, but this had 
gone fine. They’d also been able to refuel with 100 octane. 
The problem, however, was the distance the California Clipper would have to cover if it was to 
complete the next leg of its flight. Natal, in Brazil, was the nearest practical point of landing on the 
other side of the Atlantic, but it was 3,480 miles away and there were no possible stopping points in 
between — just an awful lot of ocean. The maximum posted range of a Boeing 314 was about 3,600 
miles. Once factors such as wind, weather and navigation issues were taken into consideration, that 
left them frighteningly short of leeway. 
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And therein lay the problem. One way to mitigate the risk of falling short and ending up in the sea 
was to overload on fuel, of course. If they did, they would stand a good chance of making it. But that 
also brought its own risk — whether they’d be able to get airborne at all. 
“It’s possible to load as much as 5,100 gallons of fuel onboard.” explained Swede, running through 
the numbers. “But that would put us 2,000 pounds over gross weight. 
“If we were taking off in a cold climate with real low temperatures, I’d say it would be no problem,” 
the engineer continued, “but this damned heat plays hell with density altitude. We’d need a helluvah 
long takeoff channel to get off.” 
Ford thought about it. 
“There’s not really any high terrain to clear after takeoff round here.” He pointed out. “Be honest. 
What do you really think?” 
Swede shrugged. “I honestly don’t know Skipper.” 
Ford thought carefully for a while. Finally he made a decision. 
“You get those tanks topped brimful. We’ll get out of this hell-hole as soon as you’re done.” 
 

The take-off 
When they had landed the day before, both Ford and Mack had noted the strong current in play in 
the Congo River — at least six knots by their estimation. Now, taking Swede’s reservations on board, 
they decided to try and use that current to their advantage. Mack taxied the California 
Clipper upstream and they prepared to make a take-off run. It was now or never. 
Ford threw the throttles forward to full power and the flying boat’s engines roared into life, 
sending California racing down the Congo in the 100-degree heat. Ahead of them, in the distance, 
both Ford and Mack could just make out the start of the Congo gorges — a network of cataracts, 
waterfalls and rapids running through a maze of canyons at the end of the river. 
The guidelines for the Boeing 314 stipulated that the absolute maximum time it could spend at full 
power for takeoff was 90 seconds. Without thinking about it, Ford, Mack and Swede all began 
mentally counting up towards this total. 
20… 30… 40… The California Clipper raced down the Congo but refused to break free of the water. 
The broken exhaust hammered and howled, the rapids drew nearer and nearer, and the engine 
gauges pushed further and further into the red. The overloaded seaplane still refused to break free 
from the water. 
50… 60…70… All eyes on the flight deck were fixed on the gorges ahead now. They were barely 
1,500 yards away. The airspeed indicator crept over 70 knots and Ford rocked the flying boat, 
desperately trying to break her free from the river as he’d done in Khartoum. 
“Ninety-one seconds!” Swede suddenly shouted, his eyes locked on the engine gauges, their 
needles pinned in the red. 
“Keep those throttles open!” Ford shouted back. 
“We’re red-lining!” Swede shouted again, as the plane he’d grown to love began to shudder violently, 
as if howling in pain. “We could blow at any time!” 
Ford refused to answer. Just as the flying boat seemed about to hit the gorges he gave one final, 
desperate, heave on the yoke and she finally broke a few inches free from the water. The California 
Clipper flew forward over the rim of the gorge. Without the benefit of the ground effect that had 
allowed her to break free of the surface, she immediately plunged down into the rocky defile below, 
curving out just above the water once again. The plane was now racing along just a few feet above 
the water through the narrow rock walls of the Congo valley. 
With her engines still red-lining, the California Clipper screamed in agony. 100… 110… 120… 130… 
every second at full power was an extra inch of height, but it was also a step closer to critical failure. 
“Rate of climb ten feet a minute!” Mack shouted over the sound of the aircraft’s distress; his eyes 
locked on the dials in front of him. 
“Mack!” Ford shouted to his co-pilot. “Turn ahead!” 
Ford’s eyes had remained firmly focused forward and he’d spotted that the canyon they were flying 
down was about to make a shallow turn. They wouldn’t clear it before they got there. 
“Roger!” Mack cried, “We’re still marginal for a stall but we can bank!” 
Ford nodded and waited for the point at which he’d need to begin a gradual turn. Then, to his horror, 
he discovered that the controls wouldn’t respond. 
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“What the hell is wrong?!” he bellowed, as the canyon wall loomed ever closer. “Swede?! 
Quick as a flash, the engineer suddenly realised what was happening. 
“It’s the extra fuel in the wing tanks!” He shouted back over California’s screams, “It’s bending the 
wings! The aileron cables must be trapped!” 
Without thinking, Ford lunged for the rudder pedals. He would later say it was pure instinct. Whatever 
it was, it almost certainly saved both plane and crew because it worked. It slewed the aircraft round 
just enough and she cleared the canyon wall by a whisper. 
140… 150… 160… 170… California had now been at full power for twice as long as the Boeing 314 
was rated for. Every second seemed like an eternity to her crew. She howled and shuddered, as if 
trying to pull herself apart. Every twist in the canyon also forced Ford or Mack to pull the aerial 
equivalent of a hand break turn, pounding the pedals in order to avoid a crash. 
Then, finally, as if she were determined to make one last lunge for freedom, the California 
Clipper ripped free of the canyon and climbed slowly into the sky. 
“Shut her down!” yelled Ford. 
Swede Roche lunged for the engine controls, bringing the aircraft back down to normal cruise climb. 
He looked at his watch — rated for no more than 90 seconds at full power, she’d been at it for more 
than three minutes. Swede couldn’t resist it, he leant down and stroked the deck. 
“Good job baby....” he whispered. “Good job.” 
In the cockpit, for the final time, Bob Ford and Johnny Mack turned the California Clipper to the west. 
If they survived this leg, then they knew they were as good as home. If. 
“Let’s not do that again.” said Mack, beads of sweat running down his face. 
“Agreed.” 
 
Part 6 to follow next week. 
 


