Hugh Cleaver’s sad death in Abercorn in 1905

Often, just to be able to wash was enough, but the dubious luxury of being washed was not habitually anticipated. Certainly not by Gordon Lobb1.  He tells of his arrival on the Great Plateau in 1905: “Abercorn was our [his and Hugh Cleaver2’s] destination and forty-five miles ahead of it, we decide to go on in front of the carriers. Weggerle was assistant N.C. and asked us to say with him. That night when we had our baths, two boys came in and insisted on bathing us. I asked Weggerle if this was the custom of the country. He said it was not, but as he had no sponge, he made his boys pour water over him in the bath”. Cleaver was not to know it, but this sponge bath he was having at Weggerle’s was to be his last. In Abercorn, at that time, were “Tambalika” Marshall as P.C. and Mrs M. Usher, one Postmaster [this would have been Jim McNeil] and Gibson of Mandala and McFee, skipper of the Good News on the lake. “Tambalika” was out in the district when we arrived so we did not see him at that time. Lobb reports that he and Cleaver stayed three days when they first arrived in Abercorn. From there, they went ‘on to Blyths’ place, Jericho, twenty eight miles out, over very hilly country. We were delighted to get there, as we had had quite enough ulendo [travelling] by then. The reason we took so long was having to wait at the different places for carriers’. 

Lobb’s travelling and bathing companion was fated not to survive long on the Plateau and become the first white man to be buried in Abercorn’s graveyard. Lobb reveals that, “Hugh Cleaver was killed by lightning on Marshall’s veranda, two months after we arrived. Mr and Mrs Marshall were knocked across the sitting room at the same time, but were not hurt.”  Cullen Gouldsbury in his memoir, refers to this same incident when he bemoans the violence of the tropical storms. “Poor Beryl hates storms,’ he says, ‘and, for that matter, so do I. They are no joke out in this country, either; it is only three years since a poor fellow, only just out from England, was killed by lightning on the verandah of the magistrate's house, and last year, while a friend of mine and his wife were out camping near Katere's Mission, huts on each side of their tents were struck and burned to cinders. 

Gordon Lobb, unlike his unfortunate travelling companion, lived a long time in Northern Rhodesia, but never forgot that day in 1905 when Mr Marshall, noticing it had become dark rather suddenly, had asked Cleaver, with whom he was hoping to go and shoot birds, to step out onto the verandah to check ‘what the weather was going to do’. The young man did as he was bid. ‘There was one flash - and it killed Cleaver’, said Lobb. 

1 Gordon Lobb writes in the Northern Rhodesian Journal of his experiences in North Eastern Rhodesia in about 1905.

2 Hugh Cleaver’s brothers were ‘Reinhold and Ralf, the black and white artists’ says Gordon Lobb. ‘They drew for Punch in those days’. The Northern Rhodesian Journal No IV, Vol II, 1954.
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