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The following accounts of some of Daphne Park's
diplomatic postings are taken from her 1989 interview
with Caroline Alexander in The New Yorker.

THE CONGO, 1959-61:
In 1959 Daphne received her third foreign posting, as British Consul in Leopoldville.
"The Belgians had been talking about independence for the Congo -they knew it was
inevitable, but they were not really sure when it would happen," she recalled. "They
were talking about thirty years hence, then five years hence. The Belgian colonial
presence was very unenlightened. The Belgians teaching in the remote parts oflhe
country, who were able to speak one or more oflhe thirty-seven tribal languages, usually
got on well with UleAfricans. In Leopoldville, it was much less allraclive. Thejlamands

were frightened; they kept big Doberman pinschers, put grenades under their beds, and
had bright lights in their gardens. Bylaw, servants were sent home at night- for fear
they'd cut their masters' throats while they slept, I suppose. I did not want to live in the
European quarter. I couldn't see myself making any African friends iflhey had to pass
everyone's Dobermans to reach me. A house was found for me on the airport road, near
the Cite Afrieaine. It was very hal. The houses in the European quarter were up on a little
hill, which at sea level makes a lot of difference.

"It looked as ifindependence might happen rather sooner than thirty years hence, so
our consulate general was instructed to get to know the new African parties and their
leaders, if they could be identified, and tell the Foreign Office what they represented.
This was not easy. From the Belgian point of view, any gathering oflhree or more
Africans presented a threat, and people were not forthcoming. It was difficult to meet
Africans, because the Belgians had no machinery for whites to meet with blacks. They
had, however, just started to appoint African mayors for the arrondissements into which
Leopoldville was divided, and when the governor-general wanted to give a party to which
Africans were invited he called on them. The only other Africans one could readily
meet were the undergraduates at the university. It was not a very representative group;
there were twelve graduates, I think, in 1960. My instincts about my house proved to be

correct: because it was situated between the African quarter and the town, I had many
African visitors daily. As a consequence, I was struck offlhe governor-general's invitation
list- which [ didn't mind. I had a few non-Belgian European friends, and I made good
friends with some young American academics, but most of my friends were black. My
having been brought up in Africa must have helped. Also, I was interesting to many
of the African nationalists, because I travelled up and down the coast a lot-to Ghana,
Nigeria, and French West Africa. When [first arrived, I used to go to fetch the Embassy
mail from Accra. Most people liked to do it once or twice but then got bored, whereas I
didn't mind. One had to cross the river to Brazzaville, then fly to Douala, often getting
stuck in Gabon en route. One would get as far as Lagos, then get stuck again before
reaching Accra. It could take three days. I was meeting and talking with people all the
way, so I knew what was in the air."

Slowly,her political contacls built up. Future ministers stopped by her house on the
airport road as they commuted to and from Leopoldville, and the evening conversations
on her veranda were pursued until the early hours oflhe morning. She met Patrice
Lumumba, the leader oflhe Mouvement National Congolais, by chance in the British
consulate when he was standing in a queue for a visa to go to Ghana. Her introduction to
other members of the M.N.C.Central Commiltee was more unorthodox. Before setting out
on an official trip to Stanleyville, she asked Lumumba to advise her on how to get in touch
with M.N.C.members, many of whom were based in Stanleyville. Lumumba gave her the
name of a certain Monsieur Barlovatz, and told her to look him up when she arrived.

"So I met M. Barlovatz and introduced myself and told him what I wanted, and he said
.yI'S, he could arrange for me to meet the committee members. But in the meantime
would I like to go on a little fishing trip? I said I would like that very much. The fishing, it
S('l'ms,was best at nighl. We set out in a canoe, in the dark, and we shot the rapids, and
w(' caught lots offish, and then we pulled over to a cove where some other fishermen
had built a fire and were cooking their dinner on the coals. And, fortunately, I had
hl'Oughtalong a boltle of whiskey, and we had a very sociable evening. Finally, we left,
.tlld returned to Stanleyville just as it was getting light. And I thanked M. Barlovatz for an
('lIjoyable trip, and I said, 'Now, remember. Youhave promised to arrange for me to meet
I!II' members oflhe M.N.C.'And he said, 'Mademoiselle, you just did.'''
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