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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to Arts and 
Africa. We begin the programme today with a look at an English 
artist who has acquired fame and fortune painting East African · 
elephants. A ·curious way to earn a living you might think, but try 
telling that to the artist. David Shepherd is obsessed with African 
wild life. He paints elephant after elephant, and demand for his 
work is apparently insatiable. A reproduction of one of his pictures 
"Wise Old Elephant" actually sold 90,000 copies. But Shepherd's links 
with Africa have grown much deeper since he first painted that 
picture. Laurence Spicer has been taking a look at the man and his 
work. 

LAURENCE SPICER 

David Shepherd is a fast-talking man, a man with enormous 
passions. His early life was in Britain, then, after leaving school 
he had his first taste of Africa. 

DAVID SHEPHERD 

Well, I had an introduction through an English uncle to a chap 
in Kenya near Kisumu who had a coffee farm. He was told to put me up 
and look after me when I arrived. If ever there was a square peg in a 
round hole, it was me. I was a disaster (Laughs). I didn't know any
thing about coffee anyway and I didn't particularly care. But the 
object of going, of course, was to try and be a game warden. After a 
few weeks on the coffee farm, during which time I was absolutely useless 
and terribly homesick so I made myself an absolute menace to everybody, 
I went down and asked for a job. I had this extraordinary arrogant 
idea that I was God's ~ift to the Kenya National Parks and that they 
were dying to see me. (Laughs). Mervin Calley who you will remember 
was the Chief Game Warden in those days, I honestly believed that he 
knew all about me and that he would welcome me and say: "How marvellous 
Mr. Shepherd, yes, you must be a game warden, welcome". And he didn't. 
Dear old Mervin said: "Wno the hell are you?" You know. "If we had 
a vacancy, which we haven't, we woul4n't give it to you because you're 
totally useless. You've never been to Africa before, you don't know 
the difference between an iml)ala and a zebra, so go awayt" That was 
the end of my world. (Laughs). 
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LAURENCE SPICER 

In fact he got himself a job for nine months working on the East 
African coast and those nine months were to be the guide for the future 
and to begin a love affair with wild animals that has benefitted both 
himself and the animals and, through the two of them, several African 
countries. We'll be returning to that later. He went back to Britain 
and he apprenticed himself to a painter who taught him enough to 
reproduce paintings for Christmas cards and pictures. And one of those 
pictures was the famous "Wise Old Elephant", remembered from those 
days in Kenya. It sold like hot cakes. 

DAVID SHEPHERD 

It got to the stage where every publisher in England was ringing 
me up and saying: "Can we do an elephant?" That's lovely phraseology. 
They wanted to make money, you see, and get on a quick cashable thjng 
and make a quick buck through elephants because I was putting elephants 
on the map to the consternation of everybody. (Laughs) It's funny now, 
looking back on it, because publishers had to be persuaded to do "Wise 
Old Elephant". They said: "Nobody's going to buy a print of an elephant". 
Yet it took off, that painting "Wise Old Elephant", the black sky and 
the yellow grass. It's the most famous painting of an elephant ever 
done. Ninety thousand copies there are of that! 

LAURENCE SPICER 

Well David Shepherd's pai~ting is not to everyones taste, it is 
meticulous, even photographic. In his animal paintings every blade of 
grass is faithfully reproduced. He acknowledges this and says that this 
is mainly due to the fact that his first really profitable commissions 
were the paintings of war ships and aircraft. Add to that another passion 
of his, steam locomotives and, incredibly we find him back in Africa. 
On this occasion Shepherd had been raising money for a project in 
Zambia. 

DAVID SHEPHERD 

That's a lovely story, but it would take about another two hours 
which we haven't got. I mean that all wraps up with conservation you 
see. I raised, in 1971 I think it was, I raised with a lot of other 
artists enough money from an auction of our paintings in America, to 
buy a helicopter, a beautiful helicopter, which we gave to President 
Kaunda in Zambia to catch poachers. This was a World Wild Life Fund 
project. The fund hadn't got the money to buy the helicopter so I took 
that project on and we got the money. We gave the helicopter to 
President Kaunda and it just happened that at that time they were 
making a film with the Zambezi railway in Zambia which is a relic from 
the Victorian age if ever there was one, I mean 1896 vintage British 
engines working on this marvellous old railway line just bearing into 
the middle of nowhere in Zambia. I mean the British were mad you know, 
we built railways all over the world just going frcm nowhere to nowhere 
else. (Laughs). This railway was still running in the mid seventies 
but it was going to close so the BBC made a documentary about the 
film. It was on television and when the film was finished the railway 
closed. I asked President Kaunda if I could have one of the engines 
because they were only going to be thrown into the bush to rot, they 

. had no scrap value. He gave me two and you can't really have an engine 
without a coach so I asked for a coach as well and they gave mP the 
coach as well. Well, it was a frightfully long story, there's no time 
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DAVID SHEPHERD 

to tell it, but I.brought one of the engines and the coach back to 
England. I didn't pay the bill, somebody else paid the bill thank 
heaven. You see that brought together wild life and locomotives and 
that beautiful old 1896 vintage engine built in Glasgow (they built 
things to last in those days, not the way we build junk nowadays) is 
in steaming condition. It's got a new body certificate and it's at 
Whipsnade Zoo. It's a lovely old thing and people look at it in 
wonderment and say: "My God, that's a bit of the past, beautiful". 

LAURENCE SPICER 

But David Sheperd's abiding passion is for the World Wild Life 
Fund. The total sum of money that he has raised through painting for 
the Fund is now in the region of £1 million. These are paintings with 
which he could earn money for himself. 

DAVID SHEPHERD 

It is so exciting to be able to return something to wild life 
for what wild life has done for me. Wild life has done everything 
for me. It's given me this house, it's given me the material things 
in life which I'm now enjoying, it's given me the success in life 
where I now have a two year wait for my pictures, people have to wait 
two years for my pictures. I mean, what more could you ask for it 
you're an ~rtist? 

But there's one other reason why I do it, much more important 
than any of that, that I've seen the horrors that are going on in the 
world. When you've seen two hundred and fifty five zebra lying dead 
on the ground around a poisoned water hole, the water hole had been 
poisoned by poachers, two hundred and fifty five lying dead on the 
ground, I've seen it. I've seen elephants walking around with holes 
two foot square in the side of their bodies the flesh dropping onto 
the road. I've actually seen that and I've wept. I was in the land
rover, my wife and I, and we actually saw this elephant hobbling along 
and it looked okay on one side except that it was hobbling and the 
warden said: "There's something wrong with that elephant". We drove 
around the other side of it and there was a hole two foot square in 
its body. That elephant had been clobbered with poisoned arrows 
probably five weeks before and it was taking six weeks to kill it. 
Well, we shot it. I've seen that more times than I've had hot dinners 
and when you've seen ~Ra~-seP~-el that sort of thing, I mean who 
wouldn't be moved? I've been moved to the point of revulsion and 
anger and the whole lot all mixed up to think people could do that 
through greed and money. So what could be more natural than to paint 
a picture to raise money to stop it. That's really the thing that's 
taken over my life now to the degree where I'm most certainly as I 
said before not a millionaire because, in fact, I almost spend more 
time on conservation than I am painting with my family. 

LAURENCE SPICER 

And so from failed game warden in Kenya to one of the World 
Wild Life Funds greatest benefactor; that's David Shepherd, the 
incurable enthusiast. Art collectors won't rate his pictures, tourists 
do, and so at the end of the day must the countries of Africa whose 
tourism and wild life benefit. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Laurence Spicer reporting on the work of David Shepherd. I 
recently read an enchanting children's book from Ghana called "The 
Brassman•s Secret" by Meshack Asare. It's a tale about the adventures 
of Kwajo, a young Asante boy and the son of a brass smith. Well much 
to my delight it has won this years Noma Award for African Publishing. 
This Award was set up two years ago by the Japanese publisher, Shoichi 
Noma. Its aim: To encourage the publication in Africa of books 
written by African authors. I asked Hans Zell of the African Book 
Publishing Record why "The Brassman•s Secret" had been chosen as this 
years winner. 

HANS ZELL 

Well, to actually quote the jury they said in citation they were 
impressed by an exciting and unusual children's story beautifully and 
imaginatively illustrated to bring out important aspects of Asante 
culture particularly of course the crafting of the famous gold weights 
and the traditional Asante architecture. That was on the one harrl, on 
the other hand they were impressed by th~ production quality of the 
book because as you know the Ghanaian book industries are labouring 
under very difficult conditions and to come out with a book of that 
quality, it's really quite extraordinary. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Yes, I quite agree that the book is exciting, the story is 
exciting but what did they find unusual about it? 

HANS ZELL 

Well, it's a picture story book to come from Africa, I mean we're 
just attracted by it. It's unusual compared with what is available 
elsewhere in Africa. Looking at it overall, it was written and 
designed in Ghana and the illustrations are very attractive and of 
high quality and, in fact, this year we have quite a large number of 
childrens books so compared with other childrens books this is really 
what they went for in the end. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now who were the runners up? 

HANS ZELL 

Well, we have two titles, one title received a special 
commendation as we call it and this was quite a remarkable massive 
ki-Swahili narrative called, and I'm afraid my Swahili ls not very good, 
11 Bwana Nyombekere Na Bibi Bogonaka" by Eniseti Kideretsa. This was 
originally written in Kikerebe by a man who has only a rudamentary 
education and then later on he translated the whole thing into Ki
Swahili. It's a massive thing, it's 610 pages. In fact, it's published 
in two volumes as a paperback and as a single volume as a cased 
edition. And he presents a very authentic picture of traditional 
life of the Abakerebe people in Tanzania. So it is very rich in its 
cultural and sociological content and touches on j ust about every 
aspect of life and thft world views of this ethnic group. One sad 
thing about it is that the author unfortunately died only last year 
before he saw the fruits of his enormous labour at the age of 85. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Oh, good heavens! 

HANS ZELL 

Yes, it's very sad. And between those two, of course, it was a 
heart-searching decision because it was very difficult to decide 
between the two. The Swahili one could have won it as well and would 
have been an equally worthwhile winner but it was between those two 
in the end. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now what is the prize worth apart from the fame? 

HANS ZELL 

Apart from the fame, in monetary terms it's 3,000 dollars. The 
author will also receive a very beautiful plaque produced in Japan and 
the publishers themselves will also receive a certificate of this 
sort. Obviously we hope that a book of this sort will be translated 
similarly as Marima Ba's book, the winner of the first Noma Award, for 
her novel 11 Une si longue lettre11 has now been translated in no less 
than 16 different languages. This children's book I think is very 
suitable for translation. Indeed we've already had some provisional 
interest from a publisher and the Japanese want to do a translation so 
I'm sure several publishers would like to look at that. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

When do you start accepting contributions? 

HANS ZELL 

Well, virtually it starts straight away again. Now we will 
start sending out invitations and entry forms for the 1983 Award which 
will be covering books published during the course of 1982. As from 
1983 we will be changing the timetable in a way and the 12 months 
period will begin with October 1st through to September 31st, of the 
next year. This gives us a bit more time to obtain assessments for the 
jury meeting. One problem has always been that the closing date is 
the end of the year and many of the 1981 imprints come out at the last 
mintite so we get the books at the last minute and in order to do them 
justice and to give them fair consideration we must obtain assessments 
and independent reports on them. Sometimes there just isn't enough 
time for this so we tried to change the closing date somewhat to give 
us more time to assess books in time for the jury meeting . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now finally Hans, who are the entries addressed to? 
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HANS ZELL 

First of all entries must come through publishers that's most 
important . We cannot accept any entries sent direct by authors and we 
cannot, in any way, consider unpublished work. The book must be 
published. Now the 1983 award must be books published during the course 
of 1982. Now place of manufacture does not matter even if the book 
is manufactured in Hong Kong, it doesn't matter provided it's 
published in Africa . People who would like to enter titles, author or 
publisher, should write to: The African Book Publishing Record, P.O. 
Box 56, Oxford, OX1 3EL, and entry forms and conditions of entry etc . 
for the 1983 award will be available in about a month's time. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well Hans Zell thank you very much indeed. And that's all we 
have time for this week so from London this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey 
saying goodbye. 

CLOSING SIG. - LIMPOPO. 


