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Ron Gerlach (1938-2020) 



Eulogy 
 

Ron’s life was all about art, nature and family. He would have sought 
a career in art; that and birdwatching were his early motivations. However, art 
was seen as suitable for a hobby but not a way to make a living. The closest 
occupations available were a draughtsman and civil engineer. He could still 
escape into art books and travel writing and these fanned the flames of his 
interests. Travelling round Europe as a young man enabled him to see the 
great sites and works of classical culture before tourism had changed them. 
Travelling to the far east gave a wider cultural experience, including the 
development of a fascination with batik. 

In Gill he found a kindred spirit and family life saw no let-up in 
exploring and settling in new places. Together they were able to make Ron’s 
dream of living as an artist a reality. It took some time to escape civil 
engineering though; the move to Seychelles predated tourism in the islands 
but hotel construction offered a temporary way of making a living. 
Construction experience was also handy, from house building in Spain, to 
making tortoise enclosures on Silhouette out of scrap; recycling by necessity. 

Ron’s professional art life spanned 50 years, almost all in batik and, 
increasingly in watercolour. Styles changed as did interests and surroundings; 
from people and animals, to landscapes and mythology, but always returning 
to the natural world. There was one foray into sculpture and a brief interest in 
pottery, but he was always mostly associated with batik. 

Nature was an inspiration for his art and then increasingly a part of 
life. Involvement in conservation gave rise to unexpected outcomes, from 
creating a nature reserve, to looking after 140 giant tortoises. All of these 
experiences came from two aspects of Ron’s character: he never said no to 
requests and never planned for the long-term. From giving up secure jobs to 
go hitch-hiking around Europe in 1960 to taking the opportunity to conserve 
an island ecosystem, he committed himself entirely to a venture. He was 
highly adaptable and reliable, and rarely had trouble working with someone, 
giving his best and getting the best out of them. 

In many ways the years that Ron and Gill had lecturing on cruise ships 
proved an ideal combination of interests: visiting interesting places, seeing 
different things and talking to new people. Although a very quiet man, Ron 
was an easy communicator and many of the people they met as visitors to 
Silhouette or on cruise ships became life-long friends. 

Later in life he took great pleasure in family, in one direction seeing 
his grandsons grow up, and in the other delving into the bizarre past of family 
history. 

Ron’s life was lived to the fullest, and he had good memories to look 
back on and is remembered fondly by a great many people. 

[Justin Gerlach 2020] 

From his friends: 
 

He and Gill were both very special people. We got a lot from Ron’s knowledge of nature and 
have vivid memories of the walks he led us on over wild bits of Seychelles. 

 
Ron always had such a laid back and cheerful spirit through thick and thin. 

Seychelles has lost one of its pioneering artists, in the true sense of the word. 

Ron was an amazing presence on the conservation front and his contributions and energy will 
be sorely missed. 

I first met him in my early twenties at a time when I was just forming my identity as an adult. 
Ron (and Gill) were a huge influence on this identity-forming. Particularly Ron’s gentle and 
compassionate approach to others and to his mission of conserving and understanding the 
natural environment. The giant tortoise project in Seychelles, was a huge testament to his 
desire to make a difference to this planet and protect those vulnerable species. I was very 
much drawn to this peaceful, gentle approach. And I feel very grateful to have been able to 
have been a part of this, in some small way. 

Ron and his enthusiastic energy for his family, his art and the numerous projects for nature 
protection will always influence the rest of my life. 

 
He lives on in our memory and in the legacy he has left behind, both as a conservationist and 
as a nature artist - though, for me, his masterpiece was a batik painting of Icarus that I saw 
many years ago and have never forgotten. 

 
I liked and had great respect for him. He had strong convictions on certain important issues 
and he was not afraid to stand by his principles. 

 
I was very fond of both Ron and Gill, who were so talented and inspiring - and very kind, good 
friends. 

 
I am very glad that I had the pleasure and privilege of knowing Ron well. Every time we met, 
we had interesting discussions on Giant Tortoises and nature conservation. 

 
Ron had such a rare warmth of personality and I considered him as a real good friend. I am 
sure he will be long remembered by many. 

 
His dedication and love for the preservation of the wild life of these islands manifested itself in 
so many ways. He was a very special person who will be sadly missed, by all who, loved and 
respected him. 



 

 

 

Early days 
Ron was born on 7th December 1938 in Johannesburg, South 

Africa. For the first couple of years his family lived in Clegeaton Court, Jay 
Street, in the Tuerffontein area of Johannesburg, moving to Bouquet 
Street, Rosettenville (1941-3), then Stanton Street, Kenilworth (1943-52) 
and Delorme Road, Mondeor (1953). His sisters were born in 1942 (Rhona) 
and 1944 (Ann). 

Although art was his interest, a draughtsman was the closest trade 
that his father thought was respectable. At 16 he started work as a junior 
draughtsman for Fraser & Chalmers Ltd., a large mining engineering 
company in Johannesburg and was studying civil engineering on day 
release at Johannesburg Technical College. Four years later he was 
employed by Aqua-Aid Ltd, a waste treatment company. 

His interest in birds began before 1950 when he was given a copy 
of Austin Roberts’ ‘The Birds of South Africa’. Ron’s late teenage drawings 
and paintings are almost all of birds. He also took photographs of a number 
of water birds. They are undated but appear to all be from much the same 
time. 
 
The Gerlach children in about 1950 

 



 

 
Guineafowl (1956) 

At this this time Ron took part in trips to ring Cape vultures in the 
Magaliesberg mountains near Johannesburg along with John Ledger, a later co- 
founder of the Vulture Study Group. 

He also had a strong interest in falconry at this time, and kept a hawk, 
‘Athena’, for a while. ‘Tarquin’ was a friend’s black-shouldered kite. 

 

   



Some of his early pictures were entered in a local competition: the Southern Transvaal Annual Show Travels in the 1960s 
“In 1960 I set off like many young people in the colonies to 

explore the British isles and the continent – there seemed to be no 
other continents in those days, only the European continent. 

“The journey to Lorenzo Marques – as Maputo was known in 
the days when Mozambique and Angola were still Portuguese colonies 
– started on one of those old fashioned narrow gauge trains that 
moved so slowly across the South African veld. It passed en-route 
through the small town of Machadodorp where I had learnt two 
important childhood lessons that I took forward into my adult life. The 
first was that if like the school children of Machadodorp you were given 
an orange that was hard and firm and maybe a little dry inside you 
could spend five minutes bouncing it off a wall like a tennis ball and 
thereby soften it up and make it more juicy inside. The second lesson 
was that you didn’t inconvenience your parents holiday and especially 
Dad’s fishing trip by licking the white-wash from the hotel veranda 
columns while watching schoolgirls throwing oranges against a wall. My 
subsequent bout of throwing up was still part of family history fifty 
years later. 

“But to return to that first encounter with the foreign land of 
Mozambique. It was from L.M. that the Overseas Travellers Club flew 

1957 first prize pencil sketch 1958 third prize watercolour 

Owls (probably late 1950s)  farm, possibly from the late 1950s 

    



its early charter flights to Europe. In those exciting times they flew a converted Dakota 
which stopped each night en-route so that the passengers could get a decent night’s 
sleep in a hotel. To start with we spent the first night in LM’s Polana hotel – their 
equivalent in those days of the Savoy in London. The next night in Uganda’s Lake Victoria 
hotel and a night an half a day in Malta before coming back to reality in a dull rain soaked 
evening landing in Liverpool – of all places.” 
From his travel diary (14th March.) “On arrival, England looked just as I imagined it would 
look, misty, wet, drizzling slightly & cold.” 

 
After a night in a hotel in London he found a room in a shared house at 32 

Perham Road, West Kensington. In the very conservative South Africa of the 1950s he had 
been inspired by the freedoms portrayed by foreign authors, especially Jack Kerouac and 
being in London was keen to seek out an alternative lifestyle. In this he briefly found his 
companions interesting: “From what I gather, Barbara & Dave are real live beatnicks, so at 
last I might have a chance of being one myself. It will be O.K. as long as I don’t get into the 
same rut as they are in.” He changed his mind on this though, noting in the margin: “I 
must have been mad! Ugh!!” 
After a few days sightseeing, photographing and sketching he tried to make an income 
through a model making company, 
Prestaplasta, paying for a kit to make and 
supply models for them: “Stayed in all day 
trying to make these bloody novelties. They 
are a darned swindle.” Giving this up he 
found a job at the engineering firm John 
Thompson Ltd. and moved to West 
Wickham. 

 
At the end of April 1961 he gave 

up his job and went exploring, hitch-hiking 
through Ireland, Scotland and England 
before crossing the Channel. In the 
Netherlands he visited most of the Dutch 
art galleries and museums, with a 
particular interest in the Van Goghs, 
Rembrandts and especially the Vermeers, 
and taking in the Dutch Grand Prix (having 
a racing car interest at the time). The tour 
of Europe had a profound effect on him, 
with the opportunity to see the great 

European artworks and monuments first hand and the conversations with the people he 
met. These varied from a number of arguments on racial politics in the hostels he stayed 
in, to extensive conversations with people who gave him lifts. Very often they gave him 
a meal and on several occasions provided a place to stay, sometimes for a few days, and 
often providing contacts further on his route. 

 
From the Netherlands he hitched through Germany, Denmark and Sweden, to 

Norway. At Bergen he met up with two South African girls who were heading north in 
the hope of seeing the northern lights. On the 4th June they 

“Spent the morning trying to persuade some of the fisher types to take us up 
the coast somewhere (Liz being spokesman). Eventually we were accepted (very 
apprehensively) by a group of young fishermen on a small trawler that fishes 
somewhere in the North Sea between Norway & the Shetland islands.” 

They had a couple of days of sea-sickness, and then worked bringing in the fish 
(it seems that the girls were also filming): 

 
“Slept like a log until 9.30 when Liz woke me up. On board & oil skinned just in time to 
see a real full 2 ½ nets come on board – 5 skates this time and 1 Angler amongst the 
many Pont and Coal fish & the occasional herring. The sea is pretty rough & the boat 
bobs around like a cork. Had a late breakfast. No sooner eaten breakfast and it was time 
for lunch. After lunch pulled the nets again. Pulled about 1 ½ pockets full this time and 
found a big hole in the net. Changed over nets & left the holed one on board. During the 
afternoon helped Gunnar mend the net. – Pulled the new net at 8.00 and pulled in 2 



very full pockets which produced 6 cases of big fish – Mostly coal fish and red fish with 
the odd skate. 

“Had a late supper of fish & bread & sat feeling pretty sick as the sea pitched us 
around like crazy. At 11.15 watched the red ball of sun disappear below the horizon. 

“At 12.00 pulled the net – 3 pockets full this time & mostly small fish. It wasn’t 
until 2.00 that we got to bed. 

“Just before going to bed I watched the dawn start – the sky getting very pink 
between the clouds.” 

 
After a week the catch was unloaded at Måløy and they returned to hitch-hiking, 

Ron turning east, heading for Sweden. From Sweden he went through Germany, France, 
Spain and along the Riviera and down the length of Italy. He then crossed the Aegean to 
Corfu and to Greece. In Igoumenitsa he lost his wallet and passport. The local travel 
agent put an advertisement in the paper and invited him to stay with his family. After five 
days it was apparent that his possessions were not going to be recovered and he was put 
on a bus to Athens. There he was able to arrange for a new passport from the South 
African embassy. A few days later he was able to get a train from Athens back to England. 
He returned to South Africa a few months later. 

In Johannesburg he took a job as an engineer at Reunert & Lenz, but stayed 
with them for only a few months. In March 1963 he repeated the European tour with 
his sister Ann, this time by car. After this trip he worked as a draughtsman at Blain & 
Co. and attempted to start up an art business before returning to Reunert & Lenz. 

 
1965 

“I didn’t go back to Mozambique until 1965 when at the tender age of 27 I 
had progressed to the position of assistant to the Chief Engineer in a large engineering 
company, I owned an intermediate 14 racing dingy and a fiery red sports car with 
which to impress Gill who I had met the year before.” 

The story of his visits to Inhambane to work on restoring a friend’s boat, the 
Uluzane, is told in ‘Footprints in Shifting Sand’. During one of these trips he painted 
views of the town, finger painting as he hadn’t brought any brushes. A swimming 
accident on the last trip landed him in hospital for a while. 

“The subsequent spell in hospital gave me a chance to think about where my 
life was headed. Here I was in my twenties, almost as far as I could go in my career – an 
office of my own, a company car, a flashy sports car, a racing dinghy – what was I 
supposed to do with the next 60 years of my life?” 

These thoughts led him to give up his job and sell everything before travelling 
to India, Thailand, Hong Kong and Australia, all by way of Seychelles. 

 
 

    
Mozambique – Inhambane the Old Mosque; Chinque early morning; Inhambane, gate on the Largo 5de Octobro; Inhambane, the Cathedral 



A second excursion to the east, with an extended stay in Thailand, brought batik to 
his attention and then six months working as a draughtsman in Australia led to his political 
awakening. There he came across a book by an exiled black South African author which 
made him question what he had taken for granted as the natural order of things, the 
separation of white and black. Back in South Africa, this awakening, combined with Gill’s 
left politics, led them to a decision: 
“I had taken a very junior position in an architectural firm [Rhodes, Harrison & Hoffe, 
included working on the new Carlton Centre building, living with parents in Mondeor] but 
was totally disillusioned with its emphasis on company self-promotion and architectural 
fraud. … Gill and I finally came to the realisation that we could no longer live with apartheid 
and the unsatisfactory careers that seemed to lead nowhere in particular…. We left South 
Africa … and started a new and very different life in Seychelles.” 

 
1970 - Seychelles 

In January Ron started work overseeing the building work on the Vista do Mar 
hotel, this took until June the following year. On 14th January Ron and Gill were married, 
taking a few days honeymoon to Praslin island. In July 1970 Justin was born. 

 
Wedding: Gill and Ron between their very close friends Knud and Gisèle Augustinus 

Artist’s model, portrait painting class 
Johannesburg Art School evening class (1962) 
 

 

Their first home in Seychelles ‘Lyons 
Corner House’ (1969) 

  



Seychelles sketches (1970s), Ron always maintained that pictures of people depended on the hands and feet 

   



 
1971 

Building work on their own home at 
Mare Laure Drive started in March and Ron 
combined directing this with overseeing the 
construction of the Coral Strand hotel from 
July. This construction was not complete until 
December 1972. Ron was unable to spend as 
much time on art as he wanted with all this 
building work, but did design a sculpture for 
the Pirates Arms hotel, three cubist panels 
depicting the slave, the governor and the 
rebel. 

Ron and Gill had their first exhibition 
at the Reef Hotel’s gallery in January 1973. 
This comprised 34 different batiks, mostly of 
the stylised approach Ron used at the time. 

Coral Strand hotel construction Pirates Arms sculpture 

Reef Hotel exhibition   

 

  



 

Marie Laure drive house 1973 
Ron was part of a group of people who set up the  

Camion Hall art school and gallery and he gave batik lessons here 
for a while. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Mural at Vista do Mar 

 



 

1974 
A second exhibition took place in January at the 

Pirates Arms hotel. Many of the pictures exhibited were of 
people, with a more naturalistic style than those from the 
previous year. Towards the end of the year Ron started 
producing mythologically inspired pictures centred around 
the coco-de-mer, based on General Gordon’s identification 
of the palm as the Tree of Knowledge. 

With no building work after finishing a purpose 
built workshop Ron’s batik production increased. However 
a European holiday in the first half of the month led to a 
decision to move to Cyprus. Ron naturalised British that 
year, but this was not the useful change in nationality 
intended; when the islands became independent in 1976 
this was cancelled and converted to the new Seychelles 
nationality. The Cyprus move proved abortive, as it 
coincided with the Turkish invasion of the island, the house 
in Laptihos was in the occupied zone and the 
Mediterranean idyll ended with an RAF airlift! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Cyprus house 

Pirates Arms exhibition  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Looking for animals on Beau Vallon reef flat 

 



1975 
On 10th February a Craft Fair was held in Victoria Stadium. Ron 

and Gill took a stand with the Houareaus’ ‘Nak’ crafts. This later led to 
them opening a shop together in Victoria (‘Things’). 

 
Several very large pictures were made for the Sega Room of 

the Mahé Beach hotel, larger than life people and very large panels of 
birds. 

 
Ron was invited to hold his first international exhibition in 

Italy, in the Galleria il Cannocchiale, Milan. This was a collection of his 
Seychelles pictures – fish, people and some mythologically inspired 
works. 



 

Exhibition in Galleria il Cannocchiale 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Preparatory sketches for woman and child 



Some of the pictures exhibited at the Pirates 
Arms were bought for the ‘Tartaruga Felice’ 
restaurant, along with a commission for two 
Comedia dell’Arte characters to make a set of 
larger-than-life figures. Particularly special was 
the happy tortoise itself, to be repeated in the 
1980s when Guido and Ada Rossi moved to Spain 
and opened the ‘Tortuga Feliz’. 

 
Sketch for La Tartaruga Felice 

Pulchinella in the restaurant, sketch for Pulchinella, Arlecchino 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1976 saw a move to a new house and 
studio at Beau Vallon. Batiks included new fishing 
figures and increasingly mythological ideas 
developing from the earlier coco-de-mer myths. 
During the year there was an international group 
exhibition at the Mahé Beach hotel for the Pan 
African Ornithological Conference. 

 
Peacock at the Mahé Beach hotel reception 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Poseidon, Pegasus and Tethys 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fishing boy 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sea goddess 

 



1977 
A second Italian exhibition took place in the Galleria il Punto, Genoa. This was a 

break with earlier exhibitions in being entirely mythological, with no Seychelles 
connection. Ron made several batiks based on the myth of Icarus and inspired by the 
landscape of Sardinia. 

Concept sketches for Icarus 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Development of sketches and the finished Icarus 
 



 
 

Sketch and the finished Fallen Icarus Sketch after the fall Sketch and catalogue photo of Landscape 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sketches and catalogue photos of Trees 

  

      



 
1978 - Yorkshire 

1978 saw a major change with a move to 
England. A barn conversion in Malham, Yorkshire 
inspired different landscape and wildlife batiks. 

In 1979 a second exhibition took place at 
the Galleria il Punto, a Christmas group exhibition, 
this time without a special theme. 

 

 
Gordale scar 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Hanlith in the mist, winter 1979 

 

 



1980 - Spain 
The cold and rain of Yorkshire was too much for Ron and Gill. Spain offered 

better weather whilst still being in Europe. A gallery was opened in Puerto Banus, 
Marbella in 1981 This was not a great success but some contacts had been kept in 
Seychelles, and these outlets continued to sell pictures and sarongs and dresses. Summer 
returns to Seychelles took place every year, to supply shops. These felt like they had a 
habit of running into political upheavals: a mercenary invasion and an army rebellion. 

Once the Puerto Banus gallery was given up there was no need to stay in the 
Marbella area and in 1983 a farm was bought in the hills behind Estepona. A year of 
house building and an attempt at fruit farming followed. 

 
In 1982 Ron entered a batik of a Seychelles fisherman listening to the radio for 

the BBC’s Jubilee Painting Competition based on the BBC’s motto of ‘Nation shall speak 
peace unto Nation’. This was awarded a runner-up prize and exhibited in the BBC 
External Services Art Exhibition. 

 
Small local exhibitions were held in these years. In 1983 Ron exhibited batiks in 

the Credle gallery, Benahavis as part of a group exhibition. In 1984 his pencil drawings of 
the local mountain were exhibited in La Fuente Restaurant, Estepona. 

 
 
 

At the opening of the gallery (Ron, Edna Hollock, Gill, Justin) 

Gallery and studio in Puerto Banus 

 An attempt at a new style – Spanish street scenes and landscapes 
 



The Finca on the ‘Lomo de Asparagales’ 

 
La Concha mountain 

 



1984 - Northhamptonshire 
Another move followed towards the end of the year, this time 

back to England (Flore, Northamptonshire) for Justin’s education. 
Art opportunities were limited; several months of doing the 

weekend craft-fairs proved unrewarding. Ron did exhibit as part of a group 
exhibition was held at the People’s Gallery, London (‘A Fine Technique’) on 
9-27th October 1984. 

England did not provide a viable market for batiks so while living in 
England a new shop was opened back in Seychelles in 1986. The oldest 
building on the beach at Beau Vallon was converted into a studio. Most the 
work carried out at this time was ‘bread-and-butter’ work: small fish and 
fishermen batiks and sarongs. 

template used for small fish pictures 



 

 

1988 – Seychelles again 
In August Ron and Gill returned to Seychelles, 

buying a house at Le Niol on Mahé. Although they could 
now concentrate on making pictures and clothes to sell to 
tourists there were new distractions. 

In July 1990 Justin brought a group of students 
for the Oxford University Silhouette expedition, starting 
what was to be a long involvement with Silhouette 
island. In September Ron started a campaign to have a 
wetland area on the reclaimed land at Roche Caiman 
protected. 

 
 

Birdwatching at Roche Caiman in the early 1990s 
 



1990  
A family trip to Namibia in December used the VW 

fading memory. There is nothing quite like spending the 
dusk looking out over a wilderness and knowing the nearest 

beetle that Ron and Gill had borrowed to Mozambique in the 
1960s. From one of Ron’s lectures: 

 
Muriel was in her dotage when we adopted her. She 

had belonged to our Aunt Muriel, her namesake, and had 
been inherited by my sister Rhona who in turn allowed us to 
adopt Muriel. She was in good health despite her years and 
the 120,000 miles on her clock. Like all her breed she was as 
reliable as the day was long and her only blemishes were the 
odd chips on her drooping creamy yellow bonnet. 

We had long dreamed of going on a long safari to 
Namibia, having a vision of this vast under-populated country 
being a dry rocky region, fringed with desert dunes. On a 
December day we loaded Muriel up with our belongings, 
packing them tightly into the boot behind the fuel tank under 
the bonnet and in the slot behind the back seat. We made 
sure we carried loads of spare water for the hot days ahead. 

The road from Joburg to Vryburg was fairly smooth 
and not terribly busy. It passed through many gold mining 
areas where the mine transport had damaged the road 
surface and on one of these rough patches, in the middle of a 
typical high-veld thunder storm with great sheets of lightning 
ripping the skies asunder, Muriel shed one of her nice shiny 
hubcaps. It came careening past us, glistening in the lightning 
and shot off into the bush, never to be seen again! 

Vryburg is one of those little one oxwagon towns in 
the back of beyond. We found a rather run down hotel but 
were too tired to complain about the sagging beds and lack 
of air conditioning but we couldn’t face the restaurant 
strangely enough and found an amazing restaurant where we 
had an unforgettable meal. We couldn’t imagine that this 
gem could exist in the same town as the grotty hotel. 

“Next day, we were up early and risked our heath by 
having breakfast in the hotel. We set off on a bright morning; 
Muriel’s tank was full, her oil OK and her tyres were in good 
shape. By late afternoon, we had skirted the southern border 
of Botswana, trailing great clouds of dust behind us and 
finally turned north into the Kalahari Gemsbok National Park. 
By the time we reached the cap the air began to cool, and 
cold showers and colder beers made the long journey a fast- 

human settlement is half a day’s drive away. 
The Kalahari Gemsbok Park on the edge of the 

Kalahari desert is the natural habitat of the gemsbok (oryx). 
The park is also well known for its meerkat, or suricate 
population. We also came across African wild cats in the 
park – not what one expects when thinking of African cats – 
lions and the like. These look for all the world like your 
everyday housewise moggy. 

After two night in the park, we loaded Muriel up 
and made our way out of the camp, passing through a field 
of bright yellow oxalis flowers their clover-like leave 
dripping with dew. The rest of the day was not as fresh, 
with Muriel’s wheels pounding over corrugations – the dust 
plume trailing for miles behind us. We crossed into Namibia 
to find a scrub covered landscape with all the hills made of 
jumbles of huge rounded boulders. 

At the end of a blazing hot afternoon we pulled 
into the town of Keetsmanshoop and checked in at the local 
hotel – where it was hotter inside than out and the air-con 
was “out of order”. We decided that this was probably the 
best time to visit the quiver tree forest a few miles away. 

Muriel needed to have her dust-laden oil changed 
and a four inch nail removed from one of her tyre. Heading 
towards the Namib desert the landscape changed from 
scrubby grassland to scrub and tufty grass and then no 
grass and as we approached the desert fringe even the 
scrub became patchy, then scarce. At Sesriem we pulled 
into what was imaginatively called a campsite – a brick 
ablutions block – some bricks and stones on the ground for 
cooking on. We pitched our tents on the rock hard ground 
and spent an uncomfortable night waiting for the dawn. 

At dawn we made our way as far into the dunes as 
we could take our two-wheel-driven Muriel. The dunes are 
several hundred feet high and their sinuous crest catch the 
rising sun in the most amazing light and shadow patterns. 
This strange landscape that stretches from the Orange river 
in the south to Angola in the north is a wonderland of 
strange plants and animals. 

Later in the morning, once the shadows 
disappeared off the dunes the temperature became 



unbearable and we returned to the campsite, loaded Muriel 
and set off. We struck the coast, much cooler air and tarred 
roads at Walvis Bay. Here we had to go through immigration 
and customs as South Africa hung on to its last enclave in 
Namibia. This was our major birding stop and although we 
couldn’t get access to Sandwich Bay we did find the local 
sewage plant outfall – where else does one look for birds? 

The short trip up a good road got us to fog-bound 
Swakopmund and an evening feast of the most amazing 
asparagus from the Swakop river valley. The following day we 
made our way into the semi-desert looking for the 
Weltwischia plants. Muriel had a half day’s rest and an oil 
change; she was about to set off on her last great adventure. 

North along the coast the road passes Cape Cross 
where we stopped at the Cape fur seal colony. A rather 
smelly place full of the barking of adult seals and the plaintive 
crying of the pups. We watched a jackal sneaking among the 
rocks looking for dead seal pups. Gulls were everywhere also 
on the lookout for free meals. From Cape Cross the road runs 
along the notoriously dangerous Skeleton Coast where 
wrecks lie along the shore, their ribs poking up from the sand 
like the remains of so many huge whales. We stopped to look 
at the strange plant life that survives on the moisture brought 
in by the sea fog – small succulents that look for all the world 
like stones, and lichens clinging to the rocks. 

Muriel had brought us 200 miles up this barren coast 
before the road turned inland. The last settlement on the 
road was closed to visitors because of visiting government 
dignitaries and so we began the ascent into the interior with 
one eye on the road and the other on Muriel’s petrol gauge. 
We were making for the only hotel within several hundred 
miles at a place called Palmweg. With about 20 miles to go , 
Muriel let out a weary sigh and stopped – the remains of the 
fuel seed to have evaporated! 

A discussion ensued about who would go on foot to 
get help from the hotel where we knew there was a fuelling 
station. As I was the only driver – and maybe a passing 
vehicle would have a few drops of fuel to spare, I stayed with 
Muriel and Gill and Justin set off on foot for Palmweg. A mile 
or two along the road they came to a small farm where Gill 
spoke to the ladies in her best German. They sent two 

children with Gill and Justin to show them the way. Along 
the way they had to cross a dried river. Before crossing, the 
children put their arms out to call a halt while they looked 
left, right, then again – checking for elephants or lions. 

I sat in and on Muriel for 2½ hours watching the 
birds and then the first signs of sunset – not a single human 
being in all that time! Then the family returned in a 
battered truck, crammed in the cab with some African 
workers – a car was coming from the hotel with some spare 
fuel in a little while. We arrived at Palmweg just as the sun 
set leaving a deep red sky with the palms silhouetted 
against it. An eventful day deserving of a peaceful night. 

From Palmweg we took a roundabout route to the 
Etosha Pan National Park, passing through small towns with 
unpronounceable names like Khorixsas and Goanikontes. In 
the middle of the dry season the Etosha Pan was almost 
completely dry and only two camps were open, one at each 
end of the park. The central camp was closed due to these 
being no air conditioning. But here, much to our delight we 
discovered the swimming pool functioning and a fridge full 
of soft drinks with an honesty box for payment. 

From the old German fort at Namatoni on the very 
edge of the Etosha Pan Muriel bounded along the wide 
tarred road down to Windhoek. The capital was once a very 
German-looking city but in recent years has slowly 
succumbed to the dreariness of modern city architecture 
and has lost much of its old charm. Not being a city boy, my 
most abiding memory of Windhoek is that it is the only 
place I have ever seen a pygmy falcon. 

The road south from Windhoek was smooth and 
fast. The only erratic moments were the sudden stops to 
identify raptors sitting on the telephone poles. Then, did we 
really spend another hot night in Keetmanshoop? 

Lying south of Keetmanshoop is a sunken river 
valley known as the Fish River Canyon. We arrived at the 
entrance gate on Christmas morning and made our way up 
to the canyon edge. Here was a sight like the Grand Canyon 
– a huge geological cutting with a river twisting this way 
and that in the bed. Silence reigned and not another human 
being was in sight – first we three insignificant being 
standing in awe of the edge of this wonder of wonders. 



1992  
1992 saw the start of a new and important 

watercolours relating to cruises 

set of experiences, as guest lecturer for Renaissance 
cruises on 7th March. Several cruises followed in 1993. 
From 1995 cruise-ship lecturing took a more varied 
slant, although mostly the same route, with the 
Caledonian Star (1995, 1996, 1997, 1998), Silver Wind 
(1995), Panorama (1998), Le Ponant (2000, 2004); 
Hebridean Sprit (2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008); 
Island Sky (2005). In total they lectured on 29 cruises 
around the western Indian Ocean and South Africa. 
These cruises were a source of income and diversion, 
and they made a great many good friends amongst 
the passengers. 

On 1st April the Nature Protection Trust of 
Seychelles was established, with a major aim of 
furthering the protection of the Roche Caiman bird 
sanctuary. A clean up team to Roche Caiman took 
place in August. He started ‘Birdwatch’ magazine, 
covering nature news from around the Seychelles 
islands. Ron was also on the board of the Seychelles 
Islands Foundation, with his first meeting on 12th 
August. 

Over the next 20 years the NPTS took on 
many different projects, one of the most special for 
Ron (which he remembered on his last days) was the 
rescue of ‘Loulou’. In 1993 a newspaper article 
mentioned the confiscation of a Madagascar flat- 
tailed tortoise by the Seychelles Department of 
Environment. Through Justin’s contact at the Jersey 
Wildlife Preservation Trust it was arranged that this 
Endangered species would be sent to Jersey for their 
conservation breeding programme. On inspection, 
however, it turned out that it was a common Bell’s 
hinged tortoise, but at the same time it was found 
that the Veterinary Department had been looking 
after a crowned lemur for the past two years. Through 
Jersey Ron arranged for the lemur to be sent to the 
breeding colony in Mulhouse Zoo in France. ‘Loulou’ 
the lemur was shipped to France on 15th January 1994. 

 
 
 
 
 

‘Loulou’ the crowned lemur 
before her rescue 



Birdwatch illustrations 



 

  



In the 1990’s Ron made a number of close 
studies of Seychelles wildlife, starting with the 
moult of fodies. At this time he was a member of 
the Seychelles Bird Records Committee, verifying 
records of rare bird sightings in the islands. A 
number of these were exhausted vagrants that 
subsequently died. Ron started preparing the 
skins, some of which are preserved in the 
Natural History Museum’s bird department in 
Tring. Several of these studies were made during 
the preparation of the skins. 

 
 
 

Clockwise from right: moult of fodies; cuckoo; 
Madagascar turtle dove; white-breasted 
waterhen and green backed heron; tenrec adult 
and baby 

 
 



 

1994-5 
From 1994 life on Mahé became increasingly unsatisfactory. The rapid 

pace of development meant that the island was a far cry from the peaceful place 
Ron and Gill had settled into 25 years earlier. Government revenue raising using 
aggressive tax inspectors forced them to sell the Le Niol house and make a 
temporary move. A plan hatched to move to Silhouette and set up a conservation 
project there and meetings were held in July to discuss the idea. Progress on this 
was slow though, but a move to Silhouette seemed to be imminent by June 1996. 
At this point they moved into the back of the shop on Beau Vallon, which was to 
remain their impractical home for a further year. 

A new interest started in January 1995 with the discovery of interesting 
tortoises on Mahé. This led to what was to become the Seychelles Giant Tortoise 
Project (described in ‘The Lost Giants’). 

 
In April 1995 Ron was treated for breast cancer, necessitating an 

extended stay in England. 
The highlight of the year was a trip to the Galapagos islands provided by 

Sunny Seher-Thoss who they had met on one of the cruses the previous year. They 
also visited Sunny in America in October, en route to the World Conservation 
Congress in Montreal, Canada. This was their first move into international 
conservation politics and was followed by the next three WCC meetings in 
Amman, Jordan (2000), Bangkok, Thailand (2004) and Barcelona, Spain (2008). 
They also attended the 5th and 6th World Conferences on Birds of Prey and Owls in 
Johannesburg (1998 and 2003) and the 5th World Parks Congress in Durban (2003). 

comparison of Galapagos and Seychelles giant tortoises 



Diary of Galapagos cruise on the “Eric”: 
 

Like most voyages in modern times (1994) great 
discomfort and forced cramming into overcrowded planes 
numbs the setting out. Travel used to be an adventure into 
wide open spaces – an expansion, not a contraction. Once the 
destination is reached and adjustments are made – the bent 
bones straightened, the adventure begins. 

Quito – Ecuador – a modern high-rise city sweeping 
gently up to a low rise suburb clinging to the mountains… 
Uneventful flight via Guayaquil to San Christobal (Galapagos). 
Frigates flying over the airport. Frigates, boobies and sea lions 
in the harbour. We waited on the covered jetty of the small but 
organised town with its funny sculptures of tortoises and 
whales. The ‘pangu’ arrived from the boat “Eric” and we set off 
for our big adventure. 

Had lunch and set off for Kicker rock. Masked and 
blue-footed boobies everywhere. Great & magnificent frigates 
(have to learn he difference!) and one pelican. Forgot – the sea 
lions sleeping in the dinghies in the harbour! 

Kicker rock loomed out of the cold patches of sea mist, 
frigates and boobies wheeling above it. As we came up 
alongside the mist cleared and we could see male frigates 
displaying on the scrubby patches of semi-flat portions of the 
rock. We cruised around it a few times looking at the dramatic 
rocks – one large and the second a flat blade separated by 
about 50 feet from the first. 

Up at 06.16 at Hood Island (Espanola), overcast and 
quite cold. Masked and blue-footed boobies, frigates and storm 
petrels. Sea-lions on the beach. 

The island is large, flattish with some very low hills – 
the ground cover is low scrub – the beach white coral sand – 
the rocks black lava. The first land bird was a mocking bird and 
then a warbler finch which was totally unfrightened by me or 
the camera. Then the mockingbirds which were so tame and 
inquisitive – even the medium and small ground finches 
allowed an approach to within 2 feet. 

Turtle tracks covered the beach and there must have 
been 100 sets of tracks up & down the beach. Some 

nests had egg shells on the surface – heron tracks 
showed where the birds had probably found some 
hatchlings – there were hatchling tracks as well. 

A marine iguana was sunning himself on a 
rock just above the tide line – a second was basking on 
the side of a turtle nest depression. Lava lizards were 
along the edge of the vegetation – males variegated, 
females with brick red heads. 

Punta Suarez… Scrub inhabited by a mixed 
population of blue footed and masked boobies. The 
blue footed were displaying. Pointing skywards and 
slowly walking with a high deliberate step, showing 
their large blue feet – this ended with the head bowed 
and wings inverted. There were many young of varying 
ages and quite a lot of eggs. 

A Galapagos hawk eating a finch was so tame 
we could approach to with 3 feet. Marine iguanas were 
everywhere and many were guarding nests. There 
were also some very small lava lizards. The swallow- 
tailed gulls were the most numerous birds and quite a 
few were sheltering from the sun. Galapagos doves 
were plentiful and a few were extremely tame. Gill 
almost trod on one which was feeding in the portulaca. 

We eventually came to the early arrivals at 
the waved albatross colony. The first three birds were 
fairly close together and we could see an egg under 
one of them. They are really striking birds and the 
graduation of colours on the back is very subtle. 

Floreana … Over the rise we came to a coastal 
marsh of the most extraordinary pinky brown colour. 
There were pinkest flamingos (fewer than 20), 
common stilts , a gull of sorts, one semi-palmated 
plover and further round a lava heron. Small ground 
finches, yellow warblers. 

Santa Cruz (Charles Darwin Research 
Station)… A series of raised boardwalks takes one 
through the tortoise breeding centre. These walks have 
shelters or resting places about 50 metres apart – each 
covered with a slatted roof to shade groups being 
talked to by their guides. We saw Lonesome George 
and his two ladies. 



1997 - Silhouette 
On 22nd May they moved to Silhouette and 

the tortoises were moved there on 29th July. The 
tortoise project became increasingly important, 
especially following the first hatching on 6th 

November 2002.Over the next 12 years 140 baby 
tortoises were produced and looking after giant 
tortoises became an almost full-time occupation. In 
2010 the tortoises were released on several different 
islands (described in ‘The Lost Giants’). 

 
 

Ron with the tortoise eggs 

 



Ron’s regular forest walks with tourists on Silhouette and with the giant tortoises 

 



 



Whilst on Silhouette Ron wrote a several books on the 
wildlife of the island, the tortoises and three 
autobiographical accounts of their time in Seychelles 

 
 

Illustration from Frogs of Seychelles 



A change in Seychelles tourism meant there was less 
demand for large pictures, and a need to produce more 
smaller, low-budget items: t-shirts, small pictures and cards 
 
t-shirt designs 

 
 
 
 

Kaftans 

small tortoise pictures 

 
 
 
 
 

cards 

 



 

2004 
Declining tourism sales on 

Mahé and increasing occupation on 
Silhouette made the Beau Vallon shop 
an increasing hindrance and they 
closed it on 31st March 2004. 

 
Problems started to arise on 

Silhouette in 2007 with the proposal of 
a road across the island. Fighting this 
was a long and difficult process, and 
although it was ultimately successful, if 
soured relationship between NPTS and 
IDC. 

In 2009 they had to spend a 
considerable period away from 
Silhouette for Gill’s treatment for breast 
cancer from February through to the 
start of December the following year. 
Their return to Silhouette was followed 
almost instantly by notice of eviction by 
IDC. They fought this and dragged it out 
for as long as possible but finally had to 
leave the island in April 2011. They then 
rented a house on Mahé at Anse aux 
Pins. 

Kestrel with a broken wing, rehabilitated 
and released 



Being visited by an echo parakeet in Mauritius 

 

Ron with his grandsons: Robin and Oliver (1999) 

 

Justin, Robin, Gill and Oliver, Ron, Laura (2000)

 
With Robin (2000) 

 

In the Galapagos 

 

birdwatching with Gill in South Africa and at home on Silhouette 

 
  



Christmas cards with a tortoise theme (2009-2014) 

  
 



Birdwatch renamed 
Wildlife News 

 



2011 - Mahé 
Moving back to Mahé they rented a house at 

Anse aux Pins and looked at ways of starting up 
conservation projects on Mahé, but without any 
success. 

An attempt to return to the art world started 
with an exhibition at the Alliance Française on Mahé. 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 



2012 - Northamptonshire 
Further health problems forced them to leave 

Seychelles again in 2012. Ron returned to Seychelles for 
a final time to close their affairs there in December. 

They rented a house on Willis Way, Towcester, 
Northamptonshire. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

winter in Towcester 



Later paintings – wildlife of Seychelles, Madagascar and southern Africa 

 



Christmas cards: twelve days of Christmas (2015-2020) and concept sketch for 2021 

 
 



 
Seychelles turtle and terns, and British birds 

 

Green woodpecker 

 

Although Gill’s treatment was successful she 
developed further health problems at the start of 2017 
and deteriorated over the year. She died on 24th January 
2018. Ron stayed on in the house in Willis way for a 
year, during which time he produced his last batiks. At 
the start of May 2019 he moved to a flat in Reffield 
Close, still in Towcester. Although he didn’t produce any 
batiks there he continued to edit Seychelles Wildlife 
News and to paint, some Seychelles animals, but 
increasingly, British birds. He found a new pleasure in 
cooking and became engrossed in family history, being 
particularly entertained by the aspects that would have 
horrified him 65 years earlier. 

2019 was filled with visits to family and friends 
around the UK. In early 2020 he started having 
problems with his health, but despite that and the 
coronavirus pandemic curtailing visits other than to 
Justin and Laura, he remained active until a very sudden 
decline towards the end of the year. Ron died on 13th 

November 2020. 
 

 
 

 

 
British birdwatching sketches  

 



 
 
                Last batik from 2019 

 



--------------------------------------------- 
 
 

In Conclusion [unfinished text from November 2020] 
 

When you read these lines, more than fifty years will have elapsed since the day we first left our footprints in the warm shifting coral sands of paradise. Footprint that were to be 
erased by the ebbing tide on Silhouette. Those dreams are far behind as that inescapable ebbing tide of time has drawn in. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Lionneta gerlachi, a spider named 
after Ron by Michael Saaristo in 2001 
in recognition of his contribution to 
conservation 
(drawing by M. Saaristo) 

 
  




