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other controversial change: the new
common names chosen by the Interna-
tional Ornithological Committee (IOC),
in order to standardise avian literature
and avoid confusion among birders ply-
ing their pastime internationally.

“In South Africa we used to refer to
the black eagle, but there’s also one in
Asia, yet they’re not even in the same
genus!” exclaims Hockey. “So the IOC
decided that the common names need-
ed to be changed.”

Alas, old South African favourites
such as “lourie” and “dikkop” (now “tu-
raco” and “thick-knee”) have been
usurped by more à la mode common
names. The pesky, but plucky, Indian
myna has now been sanitised as the
common myna. Goodbye local colour,
hello . . . whatever.

The new trimmings may not impress
the feathered vertebrate’s intransigent
lovers, and these range from the
straight-laced to the disconcertingly
queer, the latter of which are out there,
moving quietly among us in greater
numbers than we would comfortably
care to admit.

There is the falconer of Broeder-
stroom who regularly, “just for fresh
air”, sets a-prowling of moonless nights
through night-blackened meadows in
nowt but his birthday suit
and lace-up boots, and the
well-known raptor spe-
cialist who longs to have
his remains bequeathed
to a vulture restaurant.

A little probing and the
otherwise sane Hockey
divulges something of his
own: around 850 South-
ern African bird species
on his life list — one
which, he bashfully re-
veals, ranks among “the
top three or four in the
country”. But he gamely
admits that this places
him in the twitching
league, an exclusive
sorority of birders who risk death to
chalk up rare species — and for whom
speaking in tongues is an implicitly un-
derstood requisite in cut-throat circles.

“It was hard core pishing that flushed
that megatick, and a real CMF it was!” is
standard verbal fare that would decode
as: “My onomatopoeic sound effects
lured that spectacular bird into the open
— and a real Cosmic Mind-fuck it was!”

Since the gargantuan Roberts VII re -
grettably doesn’t come with a personal
Sherpa, twitchers on serious expeditions
will still have to avail themselves of stan-
dard field guides on the market.

Nor is the new Roberts — a pricey

R795 — ideal for “dudes”, armchair
birders who, according to Hockey, com-
pile their life lists by watching wildlife
doccies on the telly.

But containing 20 000 references on
closely typed pages, Roberts VII is cus-
tom-made for natural science students
and the professional ornithological com-
munity. It’s a stunning scientific-literary

achievement, and if limit-
ed in its usefulness to the
general public, a heart-
warming addition to a bird
lover’s bookshelf.

The format may have
changed dramatically but it
is idiot-proof and is easy
enough to use for research-
ing a bird’s vital stats or ob-
taining reputable sources
for further reading.

“It should also remain
the definitive standard
reference guide for many
years to come,” says
Hockey. That is, if the IOC
doesn’t whack the birding
world with another on-

slaught of common names.
He voluntarily concedes that the

mammoth enterprise required to pro-
duce Roberts VII does leave an unde-
fined margin for error: “Anybody who
denies that is plain arrogant,” he states,
but hastens to add that it may be his
“magnum opus, after all”. He chortles
l i c e n t i o u s ly .

I remind Hockey that the public will
proofread the book for him.

His mood shifts suddenly, but subtly.
He sucks nonchalantly, but deeply, on
his frayed cigarette butt and exhales
slowly, slowly. He knows he has a tough
crowd to please.

together. And that’s what I do. I’d do anything
not to meet someone face to face, but I have
to. When I was younger it was easier. But now
I can see sort of “unfuckable” written on me. I
sound very young on the phone and as I walk
in, my hair pulled back and a pair of horn-
rimmed glasses on, you can just see them
thinking, oh God, why did we ever let
ourselves in for this? So it doesn’t get any
easier, obviously.

Have you been married?
A couple of times, actually.

How many times? A couple, or several?
Three, actually. And then I’ve been in love
with someone for hundreds of years. I’m a
faithful sort really. All those marriages were
before I was 30, you know.

How long did they last on average?
The longest one was 18 months. They weren’t
really marriages, they were sort of jokes.

How did you allow yourself to be talked into
t h e m?
Well, you see, I think I only became
conscious when I was in my 30s. I think it
was partly to do with anorexia and various
other things. People would say, let’s get
married, and I’d say, okay, meet you
tomorrow. But I did try to get out of one of
them and it was incredibly difficult because
it was the next day. The night before, I woke
up and thought I can’t go through with this,
I’ve made a mistake. And this man was
really determined and I was actually
physically frightened of him so I said, okay.

How long did it last?
That was the longest. It lasted 18 months.
And then there was the professor of
mathematics who turned into Sonya.

He did what?
He was a transvestite. I got home one night
and he had huge high heels on and a long,
red wig and he was dressed as a woman.

Did you know he was a transvestite when you
married him?
Funnily enough I knew because I went to
interview him. Somebody told me that the
maths professor at Cape Town University
was a transvestite, so I rang him, and he
said, yes he was, and he told me all about it.
But I thought it was a joke. I couldn’t
imagine anyone really did it. Then he kept
asking me out and finally I went to live with
him. I wasn’t actually married to him. Then
more and more this other person, who I only
heard later was called Sonya — Sonya
became more and more obstreperous and
started really pushing her weight around
and wearing the most extraordinary long,
red plastic dresses and corsets and wigs and
… I mean it’s a nightmare, actually. The
whole thing’s a nightmare. I found a lot of
big businessmen are transvestites. I mean,
one just has no idea.

There’s that story in your book about the
dominatrix and all these business leaders
lining up.
Yes, they love all that.

How did you start your interview with the
professor ?
Transvestites, funnily enough. He longed to
talk about it. I didn’t realise that. So he
couldn’t wait.

How did you break the ice?
I just said, I’m doing an article. That’s the hard
part. Sometimes I just can’t do it. I find

academics the hardest. I
cannot talk to academics.
For some reason their brains
are … but this lunatic was
terribly amenable to
discussing his transvestism.
He’s been married three
times as well. I suppose
everyone got a bit fed up
with Sonya. I saw him
batting down Long Street
the other day in a long cloak
and a huge wig and things.

Why are you wasting time on
a novel? The most entertaining book you could
possibly write would be your autobiography.
I don’t know. It seems so boring.
ý Now You’ve Gone ’N Killed Me is
published by Oshun, R109.95

longer attempt to wear two hats, field
guide-cum-handbook, but instead be
reincarnated as a major handbook to
embrace all current knowledge of
Southern African birds. The project
was entrusted to the FitzPatrick Insti-
tute, with Hockey as editor-in-chief.

“It’s the first real handbook that SA
ornithology has ever had,” Hockey says
of the 1 296-page behemoth, as he lights
another cigare tt e .

“Roberts VI weighs 1.25kg, but
Roberts VII weighs 5.25kg and covers
951 species, giving you some idea of the
relative amount of information.”

Preserving essentials like identifica-
tion and vocalisation, Roberts VII also
boasts an impressive scope of fresh fea-
tures including etymology, taxonomy,
moult, population and demography,
sub-species distribution, as well as con-
servation issues and threat categories.

Largely based on The Atlas of South-
ern African Birds and raw data, the dis-
tribution maps are the most up-to-date
available. Species accounts vary in
length: from breeding endemics (4 500
words) through to the rarest vagrants
(500 words).

The flair of some of Southern Africa’s
top bird artists is showcased in 80 com-
missioned colour plates.

But where then, does the spanking
new Roberts leave its stoic devotees?
Sparked by huge strides in molecular
techniques, the radically revised tax-
onomic order boldly confronts the un-
spoken Birder’s Code. For instance, un-
like traditional field guides and the old
Roberts, water and seabirds such as the
African penguin (that’s the erstwhile
jackass penguin to you and me) are no
longer near the front of the book.

Bound to ruffle dyed-in-the-wool
feathers, Roberts VII incorporates an-

Alive &
kicking

Journalist Lin Sampson has published a collection
of her writing from the past 25 years called Now
You’ve Gone ‘N Killed Me. Chris Barron q u e st i o n s
her about life as a bishop’s maid, transvestites
and her ambivalence about writing
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Roberts Birds, the Bible for twitchers, has been given a hefty
makeover, writes Tiara Walters
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But will it fly

‘The feathered
ve r te b rate ’s
i n t ra n s i g e n t
lovers, range
from the
st ra i g h t - l a c e d
to the
disconcertingly
queer’

ALIGHT: Professor Phil
Hockey, left and a Shaft-tailed
Whydah, above

‘Somebody told me
that the maths
professor was a
transvestite, so I rang
him, and he said, yes
… finally I went to
live with him’

SUNDAY TIMES LIFESTYLE | OCTOBER 23 2005

I
N THE hallowed halls of the bird-
ing fraternity there are certain un-
spoken codes. I learnt this the hard
way as a young and hearty envi-

ronmental journalist eager to impress.
It was one of my first press junkets and

I’d had the temerity to join a “Specially
Organised Birders’ 4x4”, heaving, Gary
Larson-like, with veteran journalists
brandishing binoculars, fancy bird names
and other threatening accoutrements.

And then, cocksure I’d recognised it in
my field guide, an ill-judged opportunity:
“There’s a rosy-cheeked, small-spotted,
zebra-fronted, fuchsia-faced bee-eater!”
Or something equally grisly.

“Um. That’s a swallow actually,” a
voice pregnant with S c h a d e n f re u d e
quivered from somewhere in the back.

Mortification. I was the Ersatz Bird-
er, bang at the bottom of the birding
food chain. Rule number one: If you
can’t ride two horses at once you
shouldn’t be in the circus.

Enter Phil Hockey, associate profes-
sor of the Percy FitzPatrick Institute of
African Ornithology, University of Cape
Town, precariously balancing on a sta-
bleful of steeds.

Sporting an unfussy T-shirt and
jeans, he’s a barefoot casual when he
greets me at the door of room number
two at a swish Sandton hotel. But he
paces and fidgets, and justifiably so, for
after having turned on its head the local
birder’s equivalent of the Holy Bible, he
has cause for apprehension. Thanks, or
as die-hards may point out, no thanks to
Hockey and his army of 60 scientists,
the unassailable institution that was
Roberts Birds of Southern Africa will
never be the same again. Ever.

First printed in 1940, the lustrous
French-fold jacket of the revamped edi-
tion — Roberts VII — boldly declares the
series to be the “most popular African
natural history book of all time”. The
uninitiated might construe this as hy-
perbole, but 49-year-old Hockey just lav-
ishes the book in greater superlatives:

“As far as I’m aware it’s the third
bestselling non-fiction book in South-
ern Africa of all time, second only to
Long Walk to Freedom and the Bible,”
he asserts of Austin Roberts’s brain-
child, which sold well in excess of
300 000 copies in its first six editions.

In recent years a plethora of popular
field guides has flooded bookstores.
Far easier to use in the field, these had
surpassed the comparatively bulky
Roberts in the manageability stakes. A
grand plan of action saw the John Voel-
cker Bird Book Fund, Roberts’s fi-
nanciers since its birth, launch a new
streetwise blue-print that would resus-
citate the ailing publication. It would no

Why has this book taken so long?
One of the reasons was it was first going to
be called “Quirkybitch”, and it was going to
be columns. But columns become incredibly
tedious to read, all together. They’re fine
one at a time on a Sunday morning … So I
waited until I had a reasonable collection of
things that I think have a little bit of … I
mean I am a shallow writer. I love being a
shallow writer.

W hy?
Because things have got to be readable. And
my niece who is goofy and dyslexic actually
managed to read my book. She’s never read
a thing in her life but she enjoyed it. So did
my sister, who never stops reading. So it has
that sort of readability, I hope.

How much poetic licence do you allow yourself?
I mean, going to a gay “gat party” where you
just happen to bump into your mechanic … ?
Well, he was the one who told me about it.

I was thinking, why stop at your mechanic,
why not bring the local priest into it too?
Because it was very blue collar.

Is objectivity important to you?
Absolutely not. I’ve got no time for
objectivity, I don’t even think about it. I get
totally involved with whoever I’m writing
about. My problem is that you sort of always
like them, when you know they’re awful.

Do you find yourself getting too close to your
subjects, to the extent that it inhibits your
w r i t i n g?
Very often, yes. And I’m sort of a bit of a
coward, I think. I do admire those journalists
who go up and say, well, you’re
supposed to have done this, you
know. I’m so sly and cunning and
ghastly. And then I get back and I
can be quite nasty about people
I’ve been quite nice to. It’s a
terrible thing, I’m sure there’s a
journalist hell for this.

But it’s a professional necessity,
isn’t it? Unless you can worm
yourself into their affection you’re
not going to get the stuff that
you’re so good at getting.
Absolutely. But doesn’t it make
you rather an awful person?

Do you find it hard sometimes not
to caricature the people you write
about?
I do. I used to have this yardstick
that if the person didn’t like the
article it was a good article, and I
still go by that. I used to work in an office
where everyone got a bunch of flowers after
they wrote a profile, and I got abusive calls.

Now you’re writing a novel. Why?
People keep saying, where’s your book?
There’s always this pressure on one to write
books. There’s this strange notion of kudos
involved. I had no idea. I thought doing that
daily task of journalism was a perfectly good
life’s work. I mean look at the great
journalists. They never wrote novels, they
were journalists. Journalism is actually a
hell of a lot harder than writing a book. I’m
sick of journalists being treated like half-
witted novelists. But you look in bookshops
and everyone’s writing a novel. And they get
it published … And they are absolutely
appalling, the local novels, almost impossible
to read.

Is this your first attempt?
No. I’ve been writing novels on the side ever
since I can remember. I get to the middle
and I think, oh this is so fucking boring, and
I just give it up. The last one I threw into the
Th a m e s .

You read English at Oxford. Why didn’t you
stay in England?
I was stupendously unsuccessful there.

Doing what?
Anything. While I was doing my
A-levels I worked as a maid for the Bishop of
Winchester. I loved that. Just he and I in
Wolseley Palace with 25 bedrooms.

Was he a bachelor?
Well, he had a wife but we never really saw
her. Every month we had the rural deans to
a meal, and the bishop and I managed to

make one chicken feed 24 rural deans. And
then he said, shall we be devils and open a
bottle of cider? They were so sweet, those
pink-faced adorable clerics from all over
England.

How fortunate that you could cook.
I couldn’t, actually. I remember my first
quiche. It wasn’t cooked on the bottom
because I didn’t know you had to cook them
right through. The bishop sat there sweetly
and ate it and said, this is very good. I really
loved being a maid. It’s such a wonderful thing
for a writer because you hear all these
conversations. I was a maid for Rosie Boycott,
editor of Esquire. I’d hear her having these
conversations with some big heavy writer
about who wrote what. I once turned round
from washing up and said, no, you’ve got it all
wrong, that was Patrick White who wrote
that. I got the sack. Her eyes just glinted with
horror and hatred.

You’ve written for the London Sunday Times,
Tatler, Spectator etc, so you weren’t as
unsuccessful as you suggest.
I went back some time ago for three years

and worked as a freelance journalist. The
trouble is one just doesn’t have the contacts.
You’re on a magazine, for instance, and
somebody says I need this and that, and
somebody says, oh, my uncle Stephen
Spender, or my father Louis MacNeice, or,
I’ll ask my aunt Iris Murdoch. And there you
are with not one single
string to pull.

Is there still a lot of that?
Well, it’s all done very
sotto voce, but it’s
absolutely there. It’s a
completely class-ridden
society still.

Do you find it hard going
out and meeting people?
It’s the worst part of
journalism.

It doesn’t come across that way.
Well, you know, I’m actually quite brave. I’ve
been brought up to … my mother was
Edwardian, really, and she was very much on
to bravery, and we just had to pull ourselves

GI V EAWAY
Helco Promotions and
Sunday Times Lifestyle
are giving away two
copies of Roberts Birds
of Southern Africa VII
valued at R795 each.
To stand a chance of
getting your hands on
one, simply send a
postcard with your
name, address and
contact numbers to
Sunday Times
Lifestyle/Roberts Birds
Giveaway, PO Box 1742,
Saxonwold, 2132.
Closing date November
4, 2005.
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other controversial change: the new
common names chosen by the Interna-
tional Ornithological Committee (IOC),
in order to standardise avian literature
and avoid confusion among birders ply-
ing their pastime internationally.

“In South Africa we used to refer to
the black eagle, but there’s also one in
Asia, yet they’re not even in the same
genus!” exclaims Hockey. “So the IOC
decided that the common names need-
ed to be changed.”

Alas, old South African favourites
such as “lourie” and “dikkop” (now “tu-
raco” and “thick-knee”) have been
usurped by more à la mode common
names. The pesky, but plucky, Indian
myna has now been sanitised as the
common myna. Goodbye local colour,
hello . . . whatever.

The new trimmings may not impress
the feathered vertebrate’s intransigent
lovers, and these range from the
straight-laced to the disconcertingly
queer, the latter of which are out there,
moving quietly among us in greater
numbers than we would comfortably
care to admit.

There is the falconer of Broeder-
stroom who regularly, “just for fresh
air”, sets a-prowling of moonless nights
through night-blackened meadows in
nowt but his birthday suit
and lace-up boots, and the
well-known raptor spe-
cialist who longs to have
his remains bequeathed
to a vulture restaurant.

A little probing and the
otherwise sane Hockey
divulges something of his
own: around 850 South-
ern African bird species
on his life list — one
which, he bashfully re-
veals, ranks among “the
top three or four in the
country”. But he gamely
admits that this places
him in the twitching
league, an exclusive
sorority of birders who risk death to
chalk up rare species — and for whom
speaking in tongues is an implicitly un-
derstood requisite in cut-throat circles.

“It was hard core pishing that flushed
that megatick, and a real CMF it was!” is
standard verbal fare that would decode
as: “My onomatopoeic sound effects
lured that spectacular bird into the open
— and a real Cosmic Mind-fuck it was!”

Since the gargantuan Roberts VII re -
grettably doesn’t come with a personal
Sherpa, twitchers on serious expeditions
will still have to avail themselves of stan-
dard field guides on the market.

Nor is the new Roberts — a pricey

R795 — ideal for “dudes”, armchair
birders who, according to Hockey, com-
pile their life lists by watching wildlife
doccies on the telly.

But containing 20 000 references on
closely typed pages, Roberts VII is cus-
tom-made for natural science students
and the professional ornithological com-
munity. It’s a stunning scientific-literary

achievement, and if limit-
ed in its usefulness to the
general public, a heart-
warming addition to a bird
lover’s bookshelf.

The format may have
changed dramatically but it
is idiot-proof and is easy
enough to use for research-
ing a bird’s vital stats or ob-
taining reputable sources
for further reading.

“It should also remain
the definitive standard
reference guide for many
years to come,” says
Hockey. That is, if the IOC
doesn’t whack the birding
world with another on-

slaught of common names.
He voluntarily concedes that the

mammoth enterprise required to pro-
duce Roberts VII does leave an unde-
fined margin for error: “Anybody who
denies that is plain arrogant,” he states,
but hastens to add that it may be his
“magnum opus, after all”. He chortles
l i c e n t i o u s ly .

I remind Hockey that the public will
proofread the book for him.

His mood shifts suddenly, but subtly.
He sucks nonchalantly, but deeply, on
his frayed cigarette butt and exhales
slowly, slowly. He knows he has a tough
crowd to please.

together. And that’s what I do. I’d do anything
not to meet someone face to face, but I have
to. When I was younger it was easier. But now
I can see sort of “unfuckable” written on me. I
sound very young on the phone and as I walk
in, my hair pulled back and a pair of horn-
rimmed glasses on, you can just see them
thinking, oh God, why did we ever let
ourselves in for this? So it doesn’t get any
easier, obviously.

Have you been married?
A couple of times, actually.

How many times? A couple, or several?
Three, actually. And then I’ve been in love
with someone for hundreds of years. I’m a
faithful sort really. All those marriages were
before I was 30, you know.

How long did they last on average?
The longest one was 18 months. They weren’t
really marriages, they were sort of jokes.

How did you allow yourself to be talked into
t h e m?
Well, you see, I think I only became
conscious when I was in my 30s. I think it
was partly to do with anorexia and various
other things. People would say, let’s get
married, and I’d say, okay, meet you
tomorrow. But I did try to get out of one of
them and it was incredibly difficult because
it was the next day. The night before, I woke
up and thought I can’t go through with this,
I’ve made a mistake. And this man was
really determined and I was actually
physically frightened of him so I said, okay.

How long did it last?
That was the longest. It lasted 18 months.
And then there was the professor of
mathematics who turned into Sonya.

He did what?
He was a transvestite. I got home one night
and he had huge high heels on and a long,
red wig and he was dressed as a woman.

Did you know he was a transvestite when you
married him?
Funnily enough I knew because I went to
interview him. Somebody told me that the
maths professor at Cape Town University
was a transvestite, so I rang him, and he
said, yes he was, and he told me all about it.
But I thought it was a joke. I couldn’t
imagine anyone really did it. Then he kept
asking me out and finally I went to live with
him. I wasn’t actually married to him. Then
more and more this other person, who I only
heard later was called Sonya — Sonya
became more and more obstreperous and
started really pushing her weight around
and wearing the most extraordinary long,
red plastic dresses and corsets and wigs and
… I mean it’s a nightmare, actually. The
whole thing’s a nightmare. I found a lot of
big businessmen are transvestites. I mean,
one just has no idea.

There’s that story in your book about the
dominatrix and all these business leaders
lining up.
Yes, they love all that.

How did you start your interview with the
professor ?
Transvestites, funnily enough. He longed to
talk about it. I didn’t realise that. So he
couldn’t wait.

How did you break the ice?
I just said, I’m doing an article. That’s the hard
part. Sometimes I just can’t do it. I find

academics the hardest. I
cannot talk to academics.
For some reason their brains
are … but this lunatic was
terribly amenable to
discussing his transvestism.
He’s been married three
times as well. I suppose
everyone got a bit fed up
with Sonya. I saw him
batting down Long Street
the other day in a long cloak
and a huge wig and things.

Why are you wasting time on
a novel? The most entertaining book you could
possibly write would be your autobiography.
I don’t know. It seems so boring.
ý Now You’ve Gone ’N Killed Me is
published by Oshun, R109.95

longer attempt to wear two hats, field
guide-cum-handbook, but instead be
reincarnated as a major handbook to
embrace all current knowledge of
Southern African birds. The project
was entrusted to the FitzPatrick Insti-
tute, with Hockey as editor-in-chief.

“It’s the first real handbook that SA
ornithology has ever had,” Hockey says
of the 1 296-page behemoth, as he lights
another cigare tt e .

“Roberts VI weighs 1.25kg, but
Roberts VII weighs 5.25kg and covers
951 species, giving you some idea of the
relative amount of information.”

Preserving essentials like identifica-
tion and vocalisation, Roberts VII also
boasts an impressive scope of fresh fea-
tures including etymology, taxonomy,
moult, population and demography,
sub-species distribution, as well as con-
servation issues and threat categories.

Largely based on The Atlas of South-
ern African Birds and raw data, the dis-
tribution maps are the most up-to-date
available. Species accounts vary in
length: from breeding endemics (4 500
words) through to the rarest vagrants
(500 words).

The flair of some of Southern Africa’s
top bird artists is showcased in 80 com-
missioned colour plates.

But where then, does the spanking
new Roberts leave its stoic devotees?
Sparked by huge strides in molecular
techniques, the radically revised tax-
onomic order boldly confronts the un-
spoken Birder’s Code. For instance, un-
like traditional field guides and the old
Roberts, water and seabirds such as the
African penguin (that’s the erstwhile
jackass penguin to you and me) are no
longer near the front of the book.

Bound to ruffle dyed-in-the-wool
feathers, Roberts VII incorporates an-
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Journalist Lin Sampson has published a collection
of her writing from the past 25 years called Now
You’ve Gone ‘N Killed Me. Chris Barron q u e st i o n s
her about life as a bishop’s maid, transvestites
and her ambivalence about writing
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I
N THE hallowed halls of the bird-
ing fraternity there are certain un-
spoken codes. I learnt this the hard
way as a young and hearty envi-

ronmental journalist eager to impress.
It was one of my first press junkets and

I’d had the temerity to join a “Specially
Organised Birders’ 4x4”, heaving, Gary
Larson-like, with veteran journalists
brandishing binoculars, fancy bird names
and other threatening accoutrements.

And then, cocksure I’d recognised it in
my field guide, an ill-judged opportunity:
“There’s a rosy-cheeked, small-spotted,
zebra-fronted, fuchsia-faced bee-eater!”
Or something equally grisly.

“Um. That’s a swallow actually,” a
voice pregnant with S c h a d e n f re u d e
quivered from somewhere in the back.

Mortification. I was the Ersatz Bird-
er, bang at the bottom of the birding
food chain. Rule number one: If you
can’t ride two horses at once you
shouldn’t be in the circus.

Enter Phil Hockey, associate profes-
sor of the Percy FitzPatrick Institute of
African Ornithology, University of Cape
Town, precariously balancing on a sta-
bleful of steeds.

Sporting an unfussy T-shirt and
jeans, he’s a barefoot casual when he
greets me at the door of room number
two at a swish Sandton hotel. But he
paces and fidgets, and justifiably so, for
after having turned on its head the local
birder’s equivalent of the Holy Bible, he
has cause for apprehension. Thanks, or
as die-hards may point out, no thanks to
Hockey and his army of 60 scientists,
the unassailable institution that was
Roberts Birds of Southern Africa will
never be the same again. Ever.

First printed in 1940, the lustrous
French-fold jacket of the revamped edi-
tion — Roberts VII — boldly declares the
series to be the “most popular African
natural history book of all time”. The
uninitiated might construe this as hy-
perbole, but 49-year-old Hockey just lav-
ishes the book in greater superlatives:

“As far as I’m aware it’s the third
bestselling non-fiction book in South-
ern Africa of all time, second only to
Long Walk to Freedom and the Bible,”
he asserts of Austin Roberts’s brain-
child, which sold well in excess of
300 000 copies in its first six editions.

In recent years a plethora of popular
field guides has flooded bookstores.
Far easier to use in the field, these had
surpassed the comparatively bulky
Roberts in the manageability stakes. A
grand plan of action saw the John Voel-
cker Bird Book Fund, Roberts’s fi-
nanciers since its birth, launch a new
streetwise blue-print that would resus-
citate the ailing publication. It would no

Why has this book taken so long?
One of the reasons was it was first going to
be called “Quirkybitch”, and it was going to
be columns. But columns become incredibly
tedious to read, all together. They’re fine
one at a time on a Sunday morning … So I
waited until I had a reasonable collection of
things that I think have a little bit of … I
mean I am a shallow writer. I love being a
shallow writer.

W hy?
Because things have got to be readable. And
my niece who is goofy and dyslexic actually
managed to read my book. She’s never read
a thing in her life but she enjoyed it. So did
my sister, who never stops reading. So it has
that sort of readability, I hope.

How much poetic licence do you allow yourself?
I mean, going to a gay “gat party” where you
just happen to bump into your mechanic … ?
Well, he was the one who told me about it.

I was thinking, why stop at your mechanic,
why not bring the local priest into it too?
Because it was very blue collar.

Is objectivity important to you?
Absolutely not. I’ve got no time for
objectivity, I don’t even think about it. I get
totally involved with whoever I’m writing
about. My problem is that you sort of always
like them, when you know they’re awful.

Do you find yourself getting too close to your
subjects, to the extent that it inhibits your
w r i t i n g?
Very often, yes. And I’m sort of a bit of a
coward, I think. I do admire those journalists
who go up and say, well, you’re
supposed to have done this, you
know. I’m so sly and cunning and
ghastly. And then I get back and I
can be quite nasty about people
I’ve been quite nice to. It’s a
terrible thing, I’m sure there’s a
journalist hell for this.

But it’s a professional necessity,
isn’t it? Unless you can worm
yourself into their affection you’re
not going to get the stuff that
you’re so good at getting.
Absolutely. But doesn’t it make
you rather an awful person?

Do you find it hard sometimes not
to caricature the people you write
about?
I do. I used to have this yardstick
that if the person didn’t like the
article it was a good article, and I
still go by that. I used to work in an office
where everyone got a bunch of flowers after
they wrote a profile, and I got abusive calls.

Now you’re writing a novel. Why?
People keep saying, where’s your book?
There’s always this pressure on one to write
books. There’s this strange notion of kudos
involved. I had no idea. I thought doing that
daily task of journalism was a perfectly good
life’s work. I mean look at the great
journalists. They never wrote novels, they
were journalists. Journalism is actually a
hell of a lot harder than writing a book. I’m
sick of journalists being treated like half-
witted novelists. But you look in bookshops
and everyone’s writing a novel. And they get
it published … And they are absolutely
appalling, the local novels, almost impossible
to read.

Is this your first attempt?
No. I’ve been writing novels on the side ever
since I can remember. I get to the middle
and I think, oh this is so fucking boring, and
I just give it up. The last one I threw into the
Th a m e s .

You read English at Oxford. Why didn’t you
stay in England?
I was stupendously unsuccessful there.

Doing what?
Anything. While I was doing my
A-levels I worked as a maid for the Bishop of
Winchester. I loved that. Just he and I in
Wolseley Palace with 25 bedrooms.

Was he a bachelor?
Well, he had a wife but we never really saw
her. Every month we had the rural deans to
a meal, and the bishop and I managed to

make one chicken feed 24 rural deans. And
then he said, shall we be devils and open a
bottle of cider? They were so sweet, those
pink-faced adorable clerics from all over
England.

How fortunate that you could cook.
I couldn’t, actually. I remember my first
quiche. It wasn’t cooked on the bottom
because I didn’t know you had to cook them
right through. The bishop sat there sweetly
and ate it and said, this is very good. I really
loved being a maid. It’s such a wonderful thing
for a writer because you hear all these
conversations. I was a maid for Rosie Boycott,
editor of Esquire. I’d hear her having these
conversations with some big heavy writer
about who wrote what. I once turned round
from washing up and said, no, you’ve got it all
wrong, that was Patrick White who wrote
that. I got the sack. Her eyes just glinted with
horror and hatred.

You’ve written for the London Sunday Times,
Tatler, Spectator etc, so you weren’t as
unsuccessful as you suggest.
I went back some time ago for three years

and worked as a freelance journalist. The
trouble is one just doesn’t have the contacts.
You’re on a magazine, for instance, and
somebody says I need this and that, and
somebody says, oh, my uncle Stephen
Spender, or my father Louis MacNeice, or,
I’ll ask my aunt Iris Murdoch. And there you
are with not one single
string to pull.

Is there still a lot of that?
Well, it’s all done very
sotto voce, but it’s
absolutely there. It’s a
completely class-ridden
society still.

Do you find it hard going
out and meeting people?
It’s the worst part of
journalism.

It doesn’t come across that way.
Well, you know, I’m actually quite brave. I’ve
been brought up to … my mother was
Edwardian, really, and she was very much on
to bravery, and we just had to pull ourselves

GI V EAWAY
Helco Promotions and
Sunday Times Lifestyle
are giving away two
copies of Roberts Birds
of Southern Africa VII
valued at R795 each.
To stand a chance of
getting your hands on
one, simply send a
postcard with your
name, address and
contact numbers to
Sunday Times
Lifestyle/Roberts Birds
Giveaway, PO Box 1742,
Saxonwold, 2132.
Closing date November
4, 2005.
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