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Jersey Potatoes 

 
“I shall pass this way but once. Any good that I can do, or any kindness I can 

show to any human being, let me do it now. Let me not defer or neglect it, for 
I shall not pass this way again” - Etienne de Grellet 

 
So there we were. With a scattering of claps, cheers and a fair few looks of disbelief, 
the two of us broke away from the group and crossed the road from the town bus 
station towards the sea front. We wouldn’t see anyone again until we got rescued 
close to twelve hours later, and never did quite make it all the way around the 
island. Probably three-quarters of the way would be a good guess. 
 
A month or so earlier, over a few too many midsummer beers, our group had been 
grappling with two unsolved problems. The first was to come up with ways of 
raising awareness of our trip to Uganda that autumn, and the second was to find 
ways of raising money to help fund it. It was quite some time ago, so I can’t say for 
sure where or who the idea came from, but the potent mix of lofty ambition and 
cheap beer were key contributors. By the time the bell rang for last orders, Ray and 
I had agreed to walk around the coast of Jersey with 6 pounds of potatoes on our 
backs. We’d have a few weeks to raise awareness of the walk, seek sponsors and 
buy the potatoes.  
 
Today, as back then, in much of the developing world people walk incredible 
distances with all manner of things balanced on their heads, gripped in their hands 
or strapped to their backs - or sometimes a combination of all three. On my travels 
I’ve seen everything from fridge freezers to coffins (hopefully empty ones) rocking 
too and fro on people’s heads as they’ve gone about their daily business. In our 
team’s wisdom we thought walking around the island carrying the equivalent 
weight of a baby the whole way would represent the hardship many mothers 



endured as they carried their newborns on their backs while working the fields, 
going to market, or collecting water. We weren’t sure what to expect but had a 
hunch - a good one, as it turned out - that it wasn’t going to be easy. Despite that, 
we opted to do absolutely no training beforehand. We did do a little planning, 
though, and knowing we’d be walking on roads for much of the way decided to 
attempt the walk one Saturday night when traffic would either be lighter or 
non-existent. This also had the effect of helping us avoid the heat of the day, 
something which did little to recreate the reality of the situation.  
 
Ray was our team leader. A deeply religious man, I enjoyed the way he spoke about 
his faith, and appreciated the fact that he didn’t ever try to ‘convert me’. “God will 
find you when you’re ready”, he always used to say. (Ray sadly passed away a few 
years ago - and God still hasn’t found me, in case you were wondering). This trip 
was the latest of many he’d taken to Soroti, a town in Eastern Uganda with a 
population at the time of around 40,000 people. The States of Jersey Overseas Aid 
Committee had been supporting the building of a medical centre there for many 
years and Ray regularly led trips with a new band of volunteers to help move it 
along. This year I would be among them.  
 
This wasn’t my first visit to the African continent, though. My first trip was two 
years earlier, and it’s no understatement to say that it had transformed me.  
 
Jersey, where I was born and spent the best part of the first thirty years of my life, 
can only be described as wonderful. My teenage years coincided with a boom in 
finance and tourism, and for many decades Jersey had everything going for it. The 
largest of five islands in the English Channel (seven if you include Jethou and 
Brecqhou, which between them amount to less than a square mile), Jersey boasts 
immense natural beauty, the best beaches, great weather, low unemployment, low 
crime, low taxes and great education and healthcare. To be fair, given the amount 
of money swirling around the government coffers at the time, it would have been 
hard to not make it one of the best places to live. Jersey has long been a draw for 
people looking for everything from economic opportunity to a great sunshine 
holiday. In the 1950’s and 1960’s my parents were among many who made the trip, 
separately at first - and for different reasons at first - but then as a couple as they 
met, fell in love and started a new life together there.  
 



My mother had a major impact on my life. My father, on the other hand, has always 
been a bit of a mystery to me, little surprise perhaps given he passed away in his 
late 40’s when I was barely five years old. But I remember him being Welsh, 
remember his love of rugby (naturally) and remember tales of how he ended up on 
the Island. I remember him not being very good at DIY, and that he wasn’t around 
much. (A wonky sideboard he put up in our kitchen did miraculously stay in place 
for the best part of 25 years, mind you). I also remember rows with my mother, our 
family being homeless for a while, us always being short of money and him being a 
bit unreliable on the job front. And I remember learning that my mother’s parents 
had tried to talk her out of marrying him. Given my grandparents own 
backgrounds, and those of their relatives, I can now see why - but more of that 
later in the book. Dad liked cigarettes and beer a little too much, and despite 
constant health warnings decided not to give up either of them. He passed away 
early one morning in April 1972 leaving my mother alone with me and my three 
siblings. If we’d had a phone an ambulance might have made it in time, but we’ll 
never know. To make matters worse, they’d cashed in his modest life insurance 
policy just a few weeks earlier, and the money was already gone. Sometimes it 
doesn’t rain but it pours.  
 

 
The estate where I grew up in Jersey. Not everyone lives in a mansion. (Photo taken in 2019). 

 



Despite the family challenges and an education system which, although world class, 
didn’t measure any of the things I was good at, Jersey had generally been kind to 
me, providing me with the solid foundations needed to make a reasonable go of it 
in the outside world. But despite everything it gave me, something told me my 
future wasn’t there. I had grown tired of the dominant capitalist thinking, the 
notion that success is defined by a house, car, wife, children, overseas holidays and 
a good pension. People seemed to be walking around blinkered. It didn’t help that I 
lacked purpose, and in that environment I struggled to find others who, like me, 
might imagine their lives beyond the shores of our beautiful island. Despite being 
surrounded by 75,000 other people, I felt alone. For as long as I could remember I 
craved for a reason for being, to better understand the meaning of life and what 
greater purpose I could serve, and for extended periods I milled around trying to 
make sense of it all. In the end, after all the emotional pain and turmoil, I found 
nothing other than more frustration and emptiness. The only glimmer of hope that 
did emerge was the realisation that whatever I was seeking was almost certainly 
not on the island but elsewhere. My options had whittled down to one. To move 
forward and get out of the hole I’d managed to dig for myself, I realised that Jersey 
and I would at some point have to part ways.  
 
Leaving would be one thing, but knowing where to go and what to do was another 
thing entirely. After all, you just can’t leave a place - you need to arrive somewhere, 
too. It took a global music event to give me an inkling of an answer, opening my 
eyes to the imbalance and injustice in the world and a spiritual awakening of sorts 
which would end up driving me relentlessly forward for years to come. At precisely 
noon on a hot Saturday afternoon in July 1985, Live Aid kicked off with Status Quo’s 
aptly-named ‘Rocking All Over The World’, signalling the start of one of the largest 
and most ambitious live music concerts ever held. 
 
Over the previous two years a famine of biblical proportions had gripped Ethiopia, 
the worst to hit the country in over a century. These were pre-world wide web 
days, and incredibly the famine, which was estimated to have impacted 7 million 
people and killed another one million, had been kept largely hidden from sight by 
the Ethiopian government. Described as “the closest thing to hell on earth” by BBC 
reporter Michael Buerk, it was his report and film - the first by any journalist - 
which drove home the severity of what was happening and spurred a massive UK 
and global response.  



 
After watching Michael Buerk’s report, pop icons Bob Geldof and Midge Ure quickly 
mobilised two dozen fellow musicians and, in a single day in November 1984, 
recorded ‘Do They Know It’s Christmas?’, a hugely successful charity single 
designed to raise urgent funds for the famine response. It became the fastest selling 
UK single (since overtaken by Elton John’s ‘Candle in the Wind 1997’ tribute to Lady 
Diana) selling a million copies in the first week alone, and reaching number 1 in 
fourteen countries including the UK. The Live Aid concert was conceived as a 
follow-up to the Christmas single, and boasted a global audience of almost 2 billion 
people in over 150 countries. 
 
And sitting uncomfortably in my home in Jersey, I was one of them.  
 

 
Michael Buerk and crew filming their BBC report on the famine in Ethiopia, 1984. 

 
My immediate reaction to everything I was seeing and reading was one of shock, 
horror and guilt. Up until then I’d been largely focused on my own life and digging 
my own hole, and I hate to admit it but I poorly understood life for other people in 
other places. Jersey can do that to you. Today we have little excuse for not paying 
attention given the rise of the world wide web, online news and social media 



(perhaps the biggest challenge now, though, is deciding what is real and what’s 
fake). 
 
In the weeks and months that followed Live Aid I pledged to pay more attention, 
and to seek knowledge and understanding of life for the four billion people on the 
planet who were far less fortunate than me. I began to read more widely, to join 
organisations focused on global conservation and development issues, and to 
explore ways of getting involved. Other than being a caring, considerate, 
compassionate member of society, was there anything specific  that I could do to 
help alleviate some of the injustices I saw in the world? At that particular time in 
my life, technology and banking was all that I had to offer. I didn’t find too many 
charities clamouring for those kinds of skills back then. Global development 
seemed to be more about dam building projects in those days, and I didn’t know the 
first thing about building dams. I figured I might need to hang in there and simply 
wait for the sector to catch up with me, so I did.  
 
In 1993, eight years after Live Aid, I took my first tentative steps overseas. I felt I’d 
read all I could, and connected with most of the people and many of the 
organisations worth connecting to, and it was time to move it to another level. I’d 
learnt about Jersey Overseas Aid a couple of years earlier with their 
government-subsidised trips to work on development projects funded by Jersey 
taxpayers money. How I found out about their 1993 trip to Chilubula, Northern 
Zambia is a story of its own, but serendipity, fate and luck aside I - along with 
twelve fellow Islanders - flew out that July for five weeks to assist with the building 
of teacher accommodation for a village primary school. It was an approach to 
development I was to later find challenging and misconceived, but more of that 
later.  
 
When I stepped off the plane at the end of that trip I was transformed. Things 
would never be the same again. While my fellow travellers seemed to effortlessly 
slip back into their regular routines, I struggled to come to terms with the ease of 
life - flicking switches and getting instant power, turning on the tap and getting 
water, going to the shops and seeing an abundance of food, driving on the roads 
and not hitting potholes. Coming from somewhere where people had to make a 
concerted, conscious effort to figure out how to survive day-to-day, Jersey no 
longer felt real.  



 
Two years later and I was now about to return to Africa. 
 
After that second trip, led by Ray, my fate was sealed. Confused, concerned and 
feeling guilty about much of what I was seeing and reading - and without any 
obvious ways to rectify it - I decided the best thing to do would be to attend 
university and study global development. In part the move was a means to an end - 
most jobs I had seen required a degree of some kind, so I thought it best I try and 
get one despite my generally abysmal academic record. There were no universities 
on the island, so that could only mean one thing.  
 
It was time to sell up and leave.  


