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The Mitre photographed at dawn by Patrick Ryan (1985O). An award-winning Cape Town photographer, Patrick wanted 
to capture a “time-lapse” feel of the changing morning light. “I took different frames every few minutes from 5am till 
about 6.30am, then combined them into a single image using Photoshop to create the effect of light moving across  
the sky and mountain.” To purchase a print of this shot, contact @patrickryanimages. See www.patrickryanimages.com.
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NEWS

Flying high for agriculture
CEO of Aerobotics James Paterson (2007S) is making headway in 
improving the way farmers farm. Aerobotics, which James co-founded  
in 2014, specialises in using drone technology and software to help 
farmers with early identification of pests and diseases on their crops.  
In late 2018, BizNews reported that the company was already surveilling 
about 100,000 hectares of farms, 85% of which are in South Africa. 
James, who has a master’s in aerospace and aeronautical engineering 
from MIT, tells us they use machine learning and artificial intelligence to 
analyse drone and satellite imagery (as illustrated below), sending alerts 
to farmers as needed. He’s currently working on a more autonomous 
problem-detection system that also counts the fruit and the yield, 
warning farmers about problems without any human intervention.

In the news
ODs making headlines in South Africa and across the oceans

THE APPLE  
OF OUR EYE
Tru-Cape Fruit Marketing 
chairman Pieter Graaff (1976F) 
(above left, pictured with his 
wife Jolanda and Plaas Media’s 
Hugo Lochner) was named 
2018’s National Farmer of  
the Year by the Agricultural 
Writers SA, as reported by 
BizCommunity. Pieter took 
over Witzenberg Properties 
outside Ceres from his father in 
1984, adding five farming units 
to the original farm to increase 
productivity, turnover and 
profit. The units are operated 
independently, but their 
combined production makes 
Pieter the biggest individual 
apple farmer in South Africa.Fo(u)r the record

In January, South African rowing team Mad4Waves featured on the front page of 
the Cape Times after finishing fourth overall in the 2018 Talisker Whisky Atlantic 
Challenge. Four courageous (and insane?) ODs – Cole Barnard (2014B), Grant 
Soll (2014W), Lee Gordon (2014M) and Matthew Boynton (2014W) – took 39 
days to cover the 5,500km from La Gomera in the Canary Islands to English 
Harbour in Antigua, and in the process set a new Guinness World Record as  
the youngest four-man crew to row across the Atlantic.

In a wonderful instance of oceanic OD networking, Nicholas Mace (1977S) 
(pictured with the team, bottom right) and his wife Deidre, who have been 
sailing the world’s oceans and rivers since 2016, changed course to sail into 
Antigua from Saint Martin and meet the Mad4Waves crew before their arrival. 
Nicholas welcomed the boys’ family and friends onto his catamaran, Meshugga, 
then headed out to sea to greet the team as they rowed their final miles. 
“When I eventually met them ashore, their manners and demeanour showed 
beyond doubt that they were ODs,” Nicholas tells us. “This is a magnificent 
achievement by these fine young men, and Bishops can be justifiably proud.”

In addition to chasing records, Mad4Waves were raising money for the Make 
A Difference Leadership Foundation. At time of print, they’d raised R270,000 
of their R500,000 target. Help them by donating at www.mad4waves.com.

Energy buff
Following Total’s announcement of  
the Brulpadda offshore gas condensate 
discovery in early February, Stephen Larkin 
(1990F) has found himself explaining its 
significance to, among others, Cape Talk’s 
John Maytham and Bruce Whitfield, and on 
Business Day TV. Estimating that the game-
changing find could be worth as much as  
R1 trillion to the South African economy, he’s 
also lent his expertise to articles in Business 
Day and Business Report. We hope to profile 
Stephen, who is the CEO of Africa New 
Energies, in a future issue. To find out what 
keeps him busy, see www.alumnienergy.co.za.

Africa’s blockchain techies
The bitcoin discussions may have bombed out, but ODs are still 
doing their bit to change the world with blockchain technology.  
Regular newsmaker Shaun Burrow (1997F) of Mauritius-based 
start-up DéMars, developers of the first blockchain technology 
infrastructure in Africa, was selected in January to pitch to 
investors and the media at the Africa Startup Summit in Rwanda. 
DéMars’s network is said to use 80% less data than other 
cryptocurrencies, and can be used as “mobile money” in  
data-constrained environments.

Last year, Richard Craib (2005F) made the “Chain Gang” list, a 
list of the boldest blockchain companies from the Forbes 30 Under 
30. Richard is the founder of Numerai, an AI-run crowdsourced 
hedge fund based in San Francisco, which sees maths-savvy  
users creating algorithms for financial datasets. See numer.ai.

PHOTOGRAPHY

Oh clouds 
unfold!
OD photographers reveal wonderful shots from above and 
below, though not always of green and pleasant lands

Following the series of 
wildfires that ravaged 
the Overstrand early  
in the new year, Jean 
Tresfon (1992F) 
catalogued the  
ashen aftermath from 
the air. His resulting 
photographs, from 
Franskraal to 
Hermanus to the 
Kogelberg, were 
featured in a variety  
of media at the time. 
“On New Year’s Eve,  
a careless flare set  
the mountains above 
Betty’s Bay on fire,”  
he writes. “That fire 
spread to Pringle Bay 
and Rooi-Els, leading 
to massive damage, 
evacuations and even 
the death of a person… 
Betty’s Bay (pictured 
here) suffered the 
most damage, with 
many houses gutted  
as the flames burned 
down to the shoreline.”
See more of these 
shots on Facebook  
at @JeanTresfon 
Photography and read 
about Jean in Issue 2.
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SPORT

We start in the water, 
where swimming 
wunderkind and recent 

matric Michael Houlie (2018B) won 
the men’s 50m breaststroke at the 
Youth Olympic Games in Buenos 
Aires in October. Michael, who 
broke both the competition record 
and Cameron van der Burgh’s 
South African under-18 record on 
his way to gold, received his OD 
tie on his return, having missed 
the handing-over ceremony while 
away. He is now furthering his 
swim career on scholarship at  
the University of Tennessee.

Cameron Bellamy (2000B),  
the first African to complete  

Sports news
Swimming, kayaking, cricket, hockey and rugby  
– ODs continue to achieve in all sorts of sports

the Oceans Seven – the “Seven 
Summits of Swimming” – has 
become the first person to 
complete a swim circumnavigation 
of Barbados. On his second 
attempt, he completed the 96.4km 
loop of the Caribbean island in  
40 hours. After a stellar year, he 
was also nominated for the 2018 
World Open Water Swimming 
Association Man of the Year award.

White-water legend Andrew 
Kellett (1987B) released the 
incredible short film Going Solo 
about his return to the place 
where he almost drowned, Cape 
Town’s Witte River. The film placed 
third at Kayak Session magazine’s 

Short Film Awards 2018. We  
highly recommend finding it  
on Ant Hoard’s Facebook page.

In cricket, all-rounder Nono 
Pongolo (2007S) produced  
the best bowling figures of the 
inaugural Mzansi Super League 
with an astonishing achievement 
of 6/20, representing the Jozi Stars 
against the Tshwane Spartans at 
the Wanderers. Prior to that, Nono 
had taken his side to victory over 
the Durban Heat by smashing  
two sixes in the final over.

Adrian Holdstock (1988O),  
who officiated in the Zimbabwe 
and Pakistan ODI tours to South 
Africa this summer, was named 

Umpires’ Umpire of the Year  
at the Cricket South Africa  
Awards in June.

In hockey, Dayaan Cassiem 
(2017W), described as “one of  
the most exciting youngsters in 
hockey”, represented the Proteas 
hockey team in the World Cup in 
November and, alongside fellow 
Protea Ryan Julius (2013K), played 
for the African All Stars XI at the 
PSI Nationals against a European 
XI in December. Ryan scored his 
first goal for SA against Canada  
in April’s Commonwealth Games, 
and plies his trade in Belgium for 
KMTHC, while Dayaan plays for 
Herren GHTC in Germany.

Michael Houlie taking 
gold at the Youth 
Olympic Games in 
Buenos Aires, Argentina.
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Finally, to rugby, where Francois 
Louw (2003W) overtook the late 
Dan Vickerman’s record as our 
most-capped international OD 
when he turned out for his 64th 
Test against Scotland. (Exactly 112 
years earlier, OD Paddy Carolin led 
the first Springbok touring team, 
also vs Scotland.) “I was unaware  
of the record until Matt Pearce 
(1987G) told me post-match,” 
Francois says. “I’m blessed to  
have got so far in my career.” In  
his seventh (and possibly final) 
season with Bath, his ambitions 
are “still to play for the Boks. To  
go to a third RWC would be a great 
honour. After that, who knows?”

Other landmarks included a 
new OD international in Richard 
Stewart (2008K), who debuted  
for Spain in their victory against 
Namibia in November; and Nick 
Köster (2007F) bringing his rugby 
career to a close in December, 
when he captained Cambridge 
against Oxford at Twickenham.  
In addition to representing 
Cambridge – where he’s studying 
part-time towards a master’s 
degree in social innovation –  
Nick has played for UCT, SA U20, 
Western Province, the Stormers, 
the Barbarians, Bath and  
Bristol. His future plans include 
completing an MBA at Bath 
University, he tells us, and he 
hopes to stay involved in rugby, 
whether coaching at school  
level or in administration.

Meanwhile, in the US, Wesley 
White (2013F) made the 2018 All 
American Collegiate Team; and in 
local rugby, current 1st XV coach 
Wesley Chetty (2006O) earned  
his 100th cap for the UCT Ikeys 
and captained the senior side in 
the WP Super League A. The UCT 
U20As went undefeated this past 
season, scoring 124 tries in 14 
games on their way to winning 
the league. The side featured  
eight ODs, including captain Jason 
Hofmeyr (2016K) and vice-captain 
Christian Stehlik (2016F), and 
were coached by Mike Muller 
(2009O). Blue and white, dynamite!

Nono Pongolo in 
action for the Jozi 

Stars in the inaugural 
Mzansi Super League.

Andrew Kellett taking on the  
rapids of the Witte River in his 
incredible short film, Going Solo.

Features, profiles and interviews
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BOOKS

THE BOOKSHELF
An old bookstore on new premises – and new books by Old Boys

A Tree For The Birds
by Vernon Head (1984O)
Jacana Media

Following the 
international success  
of The Rarest Bird In  
The World: The Search  
For The Nechisar Nightjar, 
prolific writer and nature 
enthusiast Vernon 
Head’s first novel traces 
the story of a young 
Congolese boy. His 
growth into manhood  
is shaped by the vastness 
of the tropical forests on 
the banks of the Congo 
River as he battles a 
world of globalised greed 
and death. Great loss 
prompts him to search 
for Belief, and turn to the 
natural world for solace. 

“Mr Head’s gently  
rocking prose is dense  
with surprising metaphor 
and exquisitely descriptive 
phrases, the kind that make 
a reader double back to 
savour them twice.” 
– The Wall Street Journal

Sea Change
by Craig Foster (1985F) 
with Ross Frylinck
Quivertree Publications

Born out of their love  
for the ocean, this book 
documents the eight 
years the duo spent 
exploring the kelp  
forests of southern 
Africa. They discovered 
a magical world and 
produced the most 
extensive collection of 
sea-forest photography 
ever published. The 
images of new species 
discovered and animal 
behaviours shot for the 
first time – including 
those featured in the 
BBC’s documentary  
Blue Planet II – are a 
glimpse into a wondrous 
underwater world.

“Part coffee-table book, 
part natural guidebook, 
part memoir, this is a truly 
inspiring look at the links 
between us and the ocean.”

– Wordsworth Books

Democracy Works:  
Rewiring Politics  
To Africa’s Advantage
by Greg Mills (1979O) with 
Olusegun Obasanjo, Jeffrey 
Herbst and Tendai Biti
C & Hurst

Our feature writer’s  
(see p24) latest book  
– in conjunction with 
the team behind Making 
Africa Work – asks the 
crucial question of  
how democracy can  
be nurtured in Africa.  
It takes more than  
free and fair elections;  
it depends on what 
happens between 
elections, and hinges  
on what politicians  
want to do with the 
power they acquire.

“Politics matters to 
development. If you read 
one book this year on why 
democracy is important, 
make sure it’s this one.” 

– Karin von Hipple, 
Director-General, Royal 

United Services Institute

The Last Hurrah
by Graham Viney (1970O) 
Jonathan Ball Publishers

In 1947, not long  
after WWII, South  
Africa welcomed the 
British royal family:  
King George VI, Queen 
Elizabeth, and the 
princesses Elizabeth  
and Margaret. They 
travelled across the 
country in the specially 
commissioned White 
Train. Graham Viney’s 
descriptions of the  
tour’s highlights  
provide a fascinating 
analysis of a fractious 
society on the threshold 
of momentous change, 
as well as the political 
controversy surrounding 
the tour.

“This would make a great 
[gift] for those who were 
around at the time or are 
interested in South African 
history. A damn good read.” 

– Michael Olivier, 
lifestyle writer

Select Books, once a jewel of 
Long Street, has relocated to 
Harfield Village. We chatted to 
owner David McLennan (1975G).

Select was an institution in town. 
What’s it like in the suburbs? 
Harfield is much quieter – it’s like 
Long Street 21 years ago when we 
first owned the shop.

How was the move? It had to  
be done very carefully – books  
are both heavy and fragile. But it 
worked out well, and many of our 
customers have followed us. I do 
miss the spirit of Long Street… but 
not the hassles and the hustlers.

What sort of books do you 
specialise in? We sell books 

relating to Africa, mostly with an 
emphasis on South and southern 
Africa. Almost all our books are 
either out of print or limited 
editions. We’ve also built up  
a large rugby following, dealing  
in books and programmes.

Describe your customers. They 
range from chairmen of JSE-listed 
companies looking to complete  
a collection to the man on the 
street looking for a paperback 
edition of Wilbur Smith. People  
who gravitate to our shop tend to 
be interested in history, researchers, 
genealogists, travellers about to 
embark on overland trips, botanists 
and biologists, archaeologists  
and novelists. They tend to  
be interesting people.

What are your recent bestselling 
titles? Most of the books we sell  
are one-offs, but we do see repeat 
sellers. At present we are selling 
copies of a limited-edition book  
by OD John Sharp [1969O] entitled 
Facing Down Fear, dealing with his 
hunting exploits in Central Africa. 
We always have demand for the 
true first edition of Long Walk To 
Freedom (MacDonald Purnell, 1994) 
and the early works of JM Coetzee.

What book would you love  
for your personal collection? 
William Burchell’s Travels In The 
Interior Of Southern Africa (1822-
1824) – but I’d have to sell every 
book in the shop to afford it!

See www.selectbooks.co.za.
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EDUCATION

A Bishops 
education.

Bishops is defined by its excellence – excellence in the education  
it offers, of course, but also in developing well-rounded boys. At a 
time when society and technology are evolving at unprecedented 
rates, we need to keep updating what exactly this means.

In the following pages, four prominent educationalists – Jonathan 
Jansen, Guy Pearson and two well-placed ODs – examine the role  
of education in South Africa and how Bishops might redetermine 
excellence as it meets the complex challenges we face today.

Staff Common Room 
and School House

JONATHAN JANSEN
Currently a distinguished 
professor in the Faculty of 
Education at Stellenbosch 
University, Jonathan Jansen is 
one of the most prominent voices 
in education in South Africa. He 
is a leader in transformational 
thinking in education and the 
author of many books on the 
subject, such as Great South 
African Teachers and How To  
Fix Schools. In asking him the 
questions above, we expected 
him to lay down the intellectual 
and emotional gauntlet – he 
hasn’t disappointed. 

The last thing I would be 
concerned about as a Bishops 

parent is the quality of formal 
education my child would receive. 
This is one of the best schools on 
the continent, with outstanding 
teachers and unrivalled facilities 
available for teaching and 
developing young men for  
future leadership in the world.  
Put differently, given these 
enviable resources, a Bishops boy 
is supposed to do well in science 
and mathematics, in business 
education and the humanities,  
in sports and culture. With 493 
subject distinctions in 2018 (more 
than 3.2 per candidate) and with 

T
he school’s history 
runs deep. From the 
combat of two world 
wars to the poisonous 
power of apartheid, 

our grandfathers and fathers did 
the right thing: they fought the 
good fights and sometimes gave 
their lives in the process. (See p70 
for examples from World War I, and 
our profile of Raymond Ackerman 
on p40 for a man who learnt what 
it took to stand up to the likes of 
BJ Vorster and PW Botha).

Today, the battle lines are not as 
clearly defined. A new generation 
must grapple with technologies  
as yet unimagined, and with an 
emerging new society continuously 
tested, fractured and contested. 
Internationally, there is a cultural 
sea change afoot as the fragile yet 
brilliant Millennials find their feet 
in the workplace and garner more 
political power. Now add South 
Africa’s unique racial and political 
past to the mix, and the inevitable 
and necessary drumbeat of 
transformation begins to sound. A 
thousand expectations clash with 
the reality of getting on with it.

As with technology, Bishops  
has long led transformation  
in education in South Africa. 
Raymond Ackerman recalls  
the night schools of the 1940s. 
Anthony Mallet introduced African 
languages and, as Donovan Marsh 
has just reminded us on p20, John 
Peake promoted theatre, fine arts 
and music onto an equal footing 
alongside sport at the school. 
Thus our heritage has been built, 
layer upon layer. Now it’s time for 
the next layer in the continued 
evolution of the school. 

With these thoughts in mind, 
we have chosen leaders from  
our educational community  
to respond to two questions.

What is the role of Bishops  
in South Africa today? And how 
should Bishops be preparing boys 
to go out into the world?

What does it mean today?

98 percent of students achieving 
the sought-after bachelor’s  
pass, there is (unsurprisingly)  
a strong relationship between 
resources and results in this 
superb institution.

Of course a school of such 
resources and reputation should 
go far beyond the set curriculum, 
and extend students intellectually 
by exposing them to everything 
from machine learning and 
artificial intelligence to stem cell 
research and cities of the future.

Yet what I would expect as a 
parent is something much more  
– a set of learnings that speak  
to the broader meaning of what 
constitutes a good education. Here 
are the vital attributes that, for me, 
would constitute “value for money” 
if I were to invest R1,429,860 
(spent over 12 years) in the 
education of my son at Bishops.

Some time ago an elite private 
school in Pretoria asked me to 
address the Grade 12 learners  
on the occasion of the “matric 
ball”. My brief from the principal 
was straightforward: plead with 
them not to leave South Africa.  
As a child of the Cape Flats who 
had attended poorly resourced 
schools for working-class children, 
I found the brief to be provocative 
– and so I did the exact opposite.  
I told them to leave if that  
is what they felt like doing. In 
other words, if your privileged 
schooling had not taught you 
generosity, then you would  
have been poorly educated.  
If you could benefit from top-
quality education and your  
first instinct is to abandon  
the country, by all means leave.

Of course children should 
consider studying abroad. It  
is also the case that, in this 
century, most young people  
will work around the globe  
over the period of their careers. 
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The wild side
Scott Ramsay is a photographer and writer 
who documents the conservation of Africa’s 
last wild places and its iconic wildlife

His travels through 
Africa have taken  
Scott Ramsay (1993F) 

to 100 protected areas and 
conservancies in 12 countries, 
including Namibia, Botswana, 
Zambia, Kenya, Tanzania, 
Rwanda, and São Tomé and 
Príncipe. But it’s his home 
country that’s the focus of 
South Africa’s Wildest Places,  
a 400-page coffee-table book 
that celebrates South Africa’s 
most important protected 
areas. Scott spent three years 
exploring 30 national parks 
and nature reserves in the 
country, camera in hand, in  
the hope of inspiring us all  
to stand up and speak up for 
wild places and their animals.

MAIN IMAGE A giraffe in  
the iMfolozi wilderness area  
(the Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Park)  
in KwaZulu-Natal, the oldest 
protected area in Africa, 
proclaimed in 1895.
INSET Scott on the iMfolozi trail. ODs who would like to order 

their own signed copy of the 
book for the discounted price  
of R600 (excluding delivery)  
can contact Scott directly at 
scott@lovewildafrica.com.
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With an election imminent, South Africa’s key 
indicators worryingly point to increasing state 
fragility. Better policy choices, an anomaly in the 
Zuma government, would of course help – but 
what choices? We asked Greg Mills, head of the 
Brenthurst Foundation and an expert on the 
development of African countries, for a high road 
scenario to counter the more obvious low road

S
tate failure has become  
a 21st-century analytical 
preoccupation. It is 
traditionally defined  

by the inability of key state 
institutions to deliver public 
goods to their citizens because 
they cannot ensure physical 
safety nor offer productive 
economic environments.

State fragility is an indicator  
of the vulnerability to failure, 
denoting weak capacity, 
diminished legitimacy and 
stretched resources. The risk  
and extent of failure inevitably 
circle around the prevalence of 
violence, the state of the economy 
and functionality of institutions.

At the heart of fragility and 
failure is the nature of local 
politics, which shapes policy 
choices. Fragility intensifies  
when decisions are made in  
the interests of an obvious 
minority, sometimes defined in 
racial, religious or ethnic terms. 
This can be summed up as the 
overall commitment of leadership 
to popular welfare – in other words, 
the extent to which leaders are 
willing to make the right choices 
in the national interest over the 
long term.

SOUTH AFRICA’S  
FRAGILITY POSITION
South Africa today ranks  
in the bottom half of states, in  
the “elevated warning” category of 
the Fragile States Index published 
annually by the Fund for Peace 
and Foreign Policy (in which  
15 of the 20 most vulnerable 
countries are African). Its  
rates of violent crime place it 
among the worst 10 countries 
worldwide, at more than 30 
murders per 100,000 inhabitants. 

Its fiscal situation is weakening 
as debt slips through 60 percent of 
gross domestic product, at which 
point its investment rankings are 
looking worryingly imperilled. 
There’s an International Monetary 
Fund rule of thumb (high-risk 
benchmark) for emerging 
economies that debt-to-GDP ratio 
should be kept below 70 percent. 
But different countries can carry 
different amounts of debt. Another 
good measure concerns external 
debt-to-exports. South Africa’s has 
risen from 90 percent in 2009 (when 
external debt was $80 billion) to 
160 percent ($176 billion), in the 
company of Malawi, Zambia and 
Zimbabwe. This increase has also 
seen the ratio of debt service-to-
revenue, another important 
indicator of stability, double.

Mediocre economic growth is 
especially concerning, expanding 
by just 1.6 percent annually from 
1994 to 2009, and by 2.2 percent 
during the first decade of the 21st 
century, compared to world growth 
of 3.1 percent over the same period. 
This fell to under two percent 
during the Zuma years, and to  
just 1.2 percent during the dismal 
years of 2014 to 2017. The integrity 
of South Africa’s governance  
has also been severely tested:  
that the country’s state-owned 
enterprises are now mired in debt 
is an indicator, if nothing else, of 
the conditions of governance. 

But more than anything, nearly 
four in every 10 South Africans are 
unemployed, entrenching poverty 

and invariably worsening inequality 
and instability. The fact that the 
country continues to rate poorly 
in the educational standards that 
matter most, notably mathematics 
and science, lessens the prospects 
of national competitiveness and 
job creation. 

All this suggests the key policy 
choices that have been made over 
the past decade have been the 
wrong ones. And that’s before 
contemplating the impact of  
state capture. 

Better choices should aim at 
stabilising public finances and 
pushing growth above, at least, 
three percent, which would 
establish a positive circle too  
on debt and unemployment. 

FIVE ACTIONS STAND OUT
To achieve this, five actions would 
greatly help: 

1Stop the crazy stuff, including 
the muddled communications 

about expropriation of land 
without compensation, the dark 
mutterings about nationalisation, 
and high tolerance of divisive 
populist racial nationalism.

2Develop a laser-like focus  
on job creation by measuring 

every policy against the metric  
of whether it assists or hinders 
employment. What is the point  
of having a minimum wage when 
the economy cannot generate the 
growth needed to create the new 

POLITICS

Can we make 
better choices?

The key policy choices that have been made 
over the past decade have been the wrong 
ones. And that’s before contemplating the 
impact of state capture.
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It’s hard to know how a conversation with 
one of our school’s most prominent Old Boys 
might pan out. What do you talk about with a 
multidisciplinarian ex-cosmonaut who straddles 
an elusive area between IT, big business and deep 
thinking? Well, among other things, bee-keeping, 
Bitcoin and why you should specialise in two things 
at the same time. Oh yes, and space. 
By Tim Richman

Mark Shuttleworth (1991W) is a difficult man to get 
hold of. No surprises there, really. One of the highest-
achieving ODs of our time, it takes eight months to 
pin him down for an intercontinental interview. After 

a couple of false starts, the chosen hour for our chat 
finally ticks over – and then I can’t remember my Skype 
log-in. The wonders of tech.

The more pressing concern is that I have no way to 
gauge Mark’s commitment to the interviewing cause. 
For a one-time space hero, he certainly keeps a low 
profile; no-one at Bishops seems to know where 
he is; he doesn’t respond to emails himself; his PA 
(eventually) tells me his most recent publicity photo 
is four years old... Will he be a reluctant interviewee, 
dialling in out of some residual sense of duty to his 
alma mater? Or, as his ongoing (even lower-profile) 
financial support for the school might suggest, 
perhaps he’s keen to chat but just can’t find the time.

The last time I saw Mark in the flesh it was prize-giving, 
1991. As the departing head boy, he told us to take 
advantage of the opportunities that Bishops presented 
us and to dream big. Then he followed his own advice. 
In 1999, at the height of the dot-com boom, he sold 
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Keeping a low profile. 

Mark Shuttleworth, circa 2014. 
Photograph © Hamor photography
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his pioneering internet security company, Thawte 
Consulting, for either $575m or $700m, depending 
on your source. A couple of years later, at age 28, he 
validated his surname and spent nine days on board 
the International Space Station (ISS). (Today, in the 
pantheon of space heroes the Shuttleworth name sits 
not far from immortals like Alan Shepard and Anatoly 
Solovyev. Mark remains the seventh youngest person 
to go into space.) 

His achievements on their own are remarkable. 
Together, they are unique. I wonder if it’s been 
something of a letdown since – a literal return to earth. 

How do you top those two or three years? 
Today, Mark runs Canonical, which supports the 
open-source Ubuntu operating system that he has 
been instrumental in developing. Canonical’s client list 
includes Netflix, Tesla, Deutsche, and its influence is 
profound. But is the quiet computing revolution he’s 
orchestrating enough? Do you wear the world heavily 
after talking to Nelson Mandela while orbiting the 
earth at 28,000km/h? 

We connect through the miracle that is the internet 
– that thing that Mark spotted and mastered before 
all the rest – and the first thing he says is how glad he 
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is to be connecting. He looks comfortable and light 
of spirit – and he engages. The conversation takes 
extended and unintended diversions down paths that 
are invariably interesting and loaded with insight. He 
makes mental leaps that don’t always coincide with 
the words coming out of his mouth, and he punctuates 
his answers with the phrase, “You know what I mean?” 
Sadly, not always, but it’s a ride nonetheless.

Mark’s range of expertise and interests – and his 
willingness to explore them in some depth – mean 
that our allocated hour flies by. We barely touch on his 
day job at Canonical, I find out next to nothing about 
his day-to-day life, and I forget to ask him how he 
remembers his passwords. But he does tell me that he 
tries to spend two months in South Africa every year. 
Given the exceptional ground this short conversation 
covers, I’m hoping this is the launch of the annual 
Shuttleworth interview…

Many ODs have been canvassed to put a question 
to you, and the winner is: “Do you secretly wish 
you were in Founders House?”
Haha. It wouldn’t be a secret if I answered that 
question.

Fair enough. Then let me start with a softball 
question. What teacher did you learn the most 
from at Bishops?
Gosh, I had a really good relationship with Hugo 
Leggatt who was my science teacher for a good chunk 
of time and also my housemaster at White House. 
He had a very diverse set of interests – history, the 
outdoors, science – and he was a great mentor, he 
really encouraged me to be curious and interested 
about what was out there. The thing that he subtly 
conveyed to me was that so much of what we consider 
“great history” happened remarkably easily for people 
who were just interested in stuff that was going on. 
The net effect was that it didn’t seem intractable to be 

interested in what was going on anywhere in the world, 
and to want to be part of that. I really credit him with 
creating that sort of straightforward expectation. 

Do you agree with the Malcolm Gladwell formula 
for success: above-average competence, 10,000 
hours of practice, and a large dose of luck? 
Yeah, all of those things. You have to credit luck. I 
know that in various things I’ve done, there are always 
other people who have had similar ideas, worked 
as hard. And sometimes I got lucky and sometimes 
they got lucky. I often meet people, especially in 
the tech industry, who have been successful and are 
completely blind to either the inside track they had or 
the luck they had along the way – until they’ve been 
around long enough to have had a couple of swings 
of the bat. And then you start to see that luck always 
plays a role – but so does the 10,000 hours, and that 
instinctive sense of knowing whether something 
sounds right or seems possible.

Tell us how you went from university straight into 
running a business from your parents’ garage.
I tell you, the roller coaster of life. [After gaining a 
Finance Honours] I very precociously thought I’d 
have a good shot at the Rhodes Scholarship, and  
I didn’t get it. [It went to Anton Cartwright (1990F), 
now a Senior Associate of the Cambridge Institute for 
Sustainability Leadership.] I was slightly mortified, and 
genuinely at a loose end. It was a very good lesson 
in presumptuousness. But it left me with a sense of 
an opportunity. A sudden gap. So I threw myself into 
it right after university, at home, much to my parents’ 
distress, and that 10,000 hours thing – getting really 
immersed in something that was wild and strange, 
and therefore not something that a lot of people were 
paying attention to – made it relatively easy in the 
end to connect the dots. I wasn’t competing with, for 
example, 100,000 Stanford graduates.

You were pioneering effectively? 
Yeah, more like bushwhacking. Haha. A good workout.

Do you follow Thawte today?
No. I’m kind of delighted every time it pops up in a 
browser but it’s not my focus. It’s interesting to see the 
Bitcoin phenomenon – because it’s back to crypto, 
right? It’s back to a lot of the same mathematics, back 
to a lot of the same questions about who was going 
to take what risk. But as the guy from Microsoft said 
to me, everything I didn’t have was on the line. I had 
nothing to lose, whereas the IBMs and the AT&Ts had 
a lot to lose. Doing it from a garage in Durbanville 
turned out not to be a bad idea.

So, on to Bitcoin, a favourite WhatsApp group 
conversation... What are your thoughts?
I do think we’re still very early in the process of 
understanding modern economics. It’s only 20 years 
since central banks notionally went independent. The 
idea of money is still pretty shallow and pretty poorly 
understood. Crypto is a very physics-centric way of 
thinking about the problem of neutral value. When you 
have something that is essentially useless that is hard 
to create, it becomes effectively a reasonable store of 

value; you may not need it but if you have to get one 
you’ll have to do something for it, swap something 
for it, or go and do a bunch of work. Whether you dig 
metal out of the ground or spin a couple of electrons 
around, it doesn’t make any difference. I’ve always 
thought Bitcoin is plausible as money in the same 
way as gold is – it serves exactly the same purpose in 
exactly the same way. But it does have the exciting 
property that if the mathematics changes you’re 
[in trouble]. Which has happened in the world of 
cryptography. Whole edifices get built and then torn 
down overnight because we find a new mathematical 
insight. These things are all built on the idea that some 
things are difficult mathematically, but a new algorithm 
will change what’s difficult. Long division is difficult 
until you find an easy way to do it, then suddenly it’s 
not difficult. 

Do you see a future for blockchain and crypto?
I think a physics-based definition of money is a lot 
healthier ultimately than a human-reputation-based 
definition of money. Because it turns out humans don’t 
really maintain their reputations more than two to 
three generations. But the laws of physics – you can 
probably count on those.

“In your dreaming, think big. Go beyond the 
perimeter of the school. As South Africa and indeed 

the world warms to a new age of communication, 
there is no reason why Bishops boys should not be at 

the forefront of the movement.”  
– Mark Shuttleworth, Head Boy’s Prize-Giving address, 1991
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Do you hand over your credit card details for 
internet transactions, or do you look for the 
Thawte brand? 
I think that stuff now is best handled by third-party 
payment processes, like PayPal, so you’re not actually 
handing over your details to different institutions. 
You’ve taken a risk you can manage – only one scary 
trip rather than motorcycling to work every day. 

Now, your trip to space. Are there any 
misconceptions that have arisen over the 
years about your trip to space or is it fairly 
straightforward?

It’s fairly straightforward. I think the path that might 
surprise people, coming back to the opening 
questions, is that in simply going there all of these 
mythologies of complexity get shaken out and you’re 
simply dealing with people and problems. From the 
contemplation of it, it seemed very grand. You know, 
you’re going to go to a country you’ve never been 
to, and you’re going to negotiate with a government 
that’s got a bit of a reputation, to do something that 
is kind of legendary. In practice it means, buy a plane 
ticket and start going to meetings and see what 
happens. A lot of the reasons we might give ourselves 
not to just try something go out the window once 

you simply go there and start engaging with people. 
And I think that’s true for pretty much anything. If I 
wanted to get into something profoundly new I would 
simply go somewhere and start talking to people 
and then figure [things] out. It doesn’t mean you’re 
going to get it done, but all of the things you might 
tell yourself about why you might not get something 
done are almost certainly fictitious. You just need to 
go there. Moscow was a very complicated place. It was 
a real mess. But in the end, it was just a question of 
meeting all the different actors and figuring out what 
they needed to do to do it properly. You know, talk to 
the people who make space suits and make a plan to 
make a space suit, and talk to the people who certify 
cosmonauts and make a plan to get certified, and 
stitch all of that together, and, with a bit of luck… 

So, when you were sitting in your Soyuz capsule 
ready for blast off, were you a 100 percent 
trusting in the process that you’d gone through?
No! How could you be? The gantry was quite rusty. 
Haha! There were lots of reasons to turn around and 
head straight back. But the only time I can remember 
being genuinely fearful of the process was the day 
before. Until then, it was really a challenge. What 
are the obstacles? Can I get through the tests? Can I 
contract with all of these parties, and will they honour 
their obligations? A million little challenges. The day 
before, you get signed off. You sit as a crew in front  
of the panel and they go through a long list of things 
that have been checked, and then they sign a piece  
of paper saying that that crew will go to space. Only 
at that stage was it truly my own choice, and there was 
a very nice Russian chap called Oleg who was super-

happy to take my place. And I shat myself, because it 
really came down to: do you actually want to do this? 
So I slunk off into an abandoned swimming pool and 
sat there, and my South African phone rang, which is  
a number that only family would have, so I thought, ah, 
here’s the call to get me out of this funk, and it was the 
wrong number, and I thought, ah screw it, let’s just go. 
It was literally someone looking for Petrus…  

Of that long checklist, what was the greatest 
challenge? Learning Russian, the technical aspects 
of flying into space, the politics?
The complicated piece was the layering of all of those 
things at the same time. The Soviet state had just 
collapsed. Literally, people had been told, we can’t 
pay your salaries, you should form a company doing 
what you used to do – good luck! And then I showed 
up, and I ended up having to negotiate with 17 or 
18 different groups. Until about two months before, I 
didn’t have a contract to fly, but I had contracts to get 
trained, to get medically certified, to study ballistics, 
to study survival, all with different groups. Then layer 
on top of that complications in South Africa on how 
to fund it, because that required exchange control 
approval… Essentially, I was trying to live in Star City, 
figure out how to build relationships with the various 
different astronaut corps, negotiate with different 
groups of Russians, learn how to be a cosmonaut 
and kind of figure out how to deal with all the back-
end politics, and build a science programme all at 
the same time. It was layers of complexity. I had to 
stitch that all together, and that’s what made it really 
interesting.

LEFT:
Aboard the International Space Station, April 2002. “I 
really felt like we moved the needle in interesting ways.” 
Photograph © Getty Images
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You say “interesting”, not unpleasant or 
particularly challenging. You enjoyed the whole 
process? 
Marco Polo has this great quote attributed to him that 
says adventure remains when misery is forgotten, and 
that’s true. You go out on that limb, it’s scary, it’s cold, 
it may be wet, it’s uncomfortable. In my case you’re 
sleeping in a hotel room that you know is bugged – 
haha – and not a very comfortable hotel room either. 
So you go out there because you want to see what’s 
there. 

So, then, the big question. It’s 16 years now since 
you were in space, they say it cost $20 million, plus 
all the training, the media spotlight, expectations 
of a country on your shoulders, being pigeon-holed 
as the first Afronaut... Was it worth it?
Hugely so. My memories of it are all about the people 
and the dynamics between people. And there’s all of 
this technical stuff and physical stuff, but somehow 
that evaporates and you’re left with this sense of 
camaraderie, of having done something interesting 
under difficult circumstances. It is deeply satisfying, 
ultimately. And I really felt like we moved the needle in 
interesting ways. Previously there was a lot of hostility 
to any sort of private involvement in space, but by 
looking them in the eye and saying, I’m going to run 
a science programme and an education programme, 
I’m going to get fully certified and trained, I’m not just 
a passenger – it changed the perception for a certain 
number of them of what it would be like to work with 
the private sector. They could see that I had latitude 
to do things that they didn’t have, and I could use that 
sometimes to do things better than them within the 
constraints they had. 

So would you consider space tourism and your 
space trip in particular as a forerunner to SpaceX 
and the like?
Absolutely. I mean the very idea that NASA would 
come on track with a private entity was anathema. 
They told me they essentially had to change their 
founding documents to make it possible. It was a 
deeply institutional thing. 

On to modern philosophy. If you are, shall we 
say, multifaceted and can steer your energy in 
whatever direction you want, how do you decide, 
in a world full of data and opportunities and 
possibilities, what you’re going to do? 
There’s a lovely bit of science that showed very clearly 
that people make decisions and then rationalise 
them. Sometimes you’ll meet people who will give 
you long, detailed insight into what they’re looking 
for in a partner, but if you meet them 20 years later 
none of that would have been relevant. The way they 
would have met the person who they spend time with 
is a complete accident. I think this is true of much 
of what we do. What we are good at is feeling lots 
of different ways forward and then picking one. I’ve 
gotten into bee-keeping, and the way a hive allocates 
its time effectively, or how it decides where it’s going 
to move to, is exactly the way a brain works. The brain 
has lots of ideas at the same time, and they compete 
with each other until one wins. They get weighed up 
against each other at a level that you can’t rationalise. 
This is where I think the 10,000 hours comes in. At the 
end of the day, the more you’re seeing something, 
or becoming immersed in something, the better 
your instincts are. So we all tend to make decisions 
instinctively. You can then choose how much time you 
want to spend rationalising, but all you’re doing is 
essentially making up a reason for what you’ve done. 
If I look at the things I’ve done, it’s simply been that 

there’s an idea percolating and it grew against other 
ideas, until eventually I said, all right, let me immerse 
myself in that. At the end of the day I really think you 
have one life, it’s a short life: have diverse interests and 
then pursue something that connects them in a new 
way. If I am lucky enough to talk to a bunch of students 
or school kids, I’ll say, go study two different things at 
the same time, and go make sure that those are both 
things that interest you, and you will almost certainly 
be a more interesting person and have a more 
interesting life as a consequence. And that’s it. 

To tech, which is where the interest is, the money, 
the controversy, the potential redemption of 
mankind... Tell us about the tech Stonemason 
society where you and the Zuck and Elon and Tim 

Cook all meet up and run the world. 
Haha. All I can say is that all of them have pitfalls. All 
of them have blind spots. They all could’ve come out 
of Wynberg, Rondebosch or Bishops. All of them have 
put their 10,000 hours into something that was a bit 
different at the time, and all of them have got a bit 
lucky. And the worst thing they could do is not be clear 
about that in their own minds. 

Do you think some of them aren’t?
Yes, because I think if you are in the spotlight it looks 
like a mirror but it’s really a cartoon. The representation 
of you is really a cartoon, a caricature. And that’s 
always true, whether it’s mampara of the week or tech 
god – it is always a caricature, so you really can’t be 
too invested in it. If you are, you will go a little gaga…

Early successes: Mark (left) giving “an excellent and 
mature performance” of the Modern Major General 
in the school production of The Pirates of Penzance, 

1990, and (above) his Prize-Giving address, 1991.
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Is tech going to save or destroy us?
We won’t get out of the pinch we’re in without tech. 
But tech does a lot of damage too. It’s very much a 
two-edged sword. 

So many extremely influential tech people were 
very young when they became so influential. 
Zuckerberg is the obvious example. Can we 
entrust the future of the world to such young 
and inexperienced minds?  
No choice. Of course you can. We all make mistakes, 
but the advantage of youth is that you can spot the 
inequalities and imbalances that remain. All of us have 
fought for change at varying times in our life but then 
we become complacent, we become comfortable with 
life as it is. I think we fundamentally have to entrust 
the world to the next generation and imbue them 
with a sense of optimism, of what’s possible, and the 
energy to go do what they think needs to be done. 
Facebook has arguably made some terrible mistakes 
but it also connects people in a wonderful way. The 
same with Google, same with Microsoft… It’s easy to 
be a critic but I try to think, how do we make things 
go forward faster so that we do less damage on the 
way. A lot of what I do with Ubuntu is specifically 
aimed at shortening the cycle between each peak of 
innovation – if we shorten that cycle, we are essentially 
making things better faster. I take great satisfaction in 
how Ubuntu has enabled people to operate off a level 
playing field with the very biggest companies. Being 
Google doesn’t necessarily give you an advantage 
over the guy who wants to be the next Google, 
because there isn’t anything to afford in terms of 
getting started. They’ve got nothing to lose.

Which is what you had in the past.
Exactly. Also, it’s a great way to, I hope, level the 
playing field geopolitically. You can be smart and 
in India and use Ubuntu, and you can be smart in 
California and use Ubuntu, and you’ve got 24 hours 
in the day. Good luck.

How’s it going getting Ubuntu out there? 
Summarise in a minute! 
It’s a profoundly interesting exercise. It’s challenged 
me on multiple levels. It’s extraordinary how diversely 
it’s being used. It underpins swathes of modern 
technology, which is a huge responsibility. And it 
gives me a window into innovation at the largest 
companies and also the start-ups. So that’s very 
satisfying. It presents its challenges, but for me that’s 
what I was looking for. I was looking for the hardest 
problem that would have the biggest impact that 
was really singularly dependent on someone who 
had the unusual combination of time and resources 
and interests that I had. I could have done things that 
lots of other people could do, or I could try to do 
something that very few people were trying to do.

This is an edited version of Mark’s interview, which first 
appeared in The Old Diocesan, Issue 2. 
See www.odunion.com for a fuller version – 
recommended reading.

Tim Richman is a publisher and author, and editor of 
The Old Diocesan.
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