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How we rowed
from mainland
Africa to the US
HISTORY, as it’s being made, doesn’t
have the significance it will have 100
years from now. Vasti and I rowed into
the harbour in Miami, Florida, this
week amid media fanfare, but we still
have not grasped the little bit of
history we have just made.

We have rowed a small rowing boat
9 000km from mainland Africa to
mainland US. We’re the only humans
in history to ever have done this. The
American media have showed huge
interest and covered our story with
enthusiasm. I think the legendary
journey of explorer Christopher
Columbus may have had something to
do with this as we have followed
nearly the same route he took 500
years ago.

The final three days’ approach to
Miami harbour didn’t go according to
script. Quite the opposite. Our basic
idea of continuing west from Andros
Island in the Bahamas with the
dominant east winds at our back did
not materialise. The winds decided to
swing from gusty southerly to a firm
northerly. This meant we did the first
circular loop of the entire journey. We
were unable to row our boat where we
wanted, no matter how hard we tried.

But the biggest surprise of all was
the discovery of the fabled Ocean
River, the Gulf Stream. This ocean
current is one of the strongest on the
planet and decides for you where you
will go.

On the final day of our approach
the GPS mapping showed we were
now in more control of our direction.
This day revealed itself as the most
memorable of the entire expedition.
That night was torture, as it was our
second evening without sleep. We
were at times swirling around the
northerly current of the Gulf Stream,
unable to row or steer towards Miami.

The thing Vasti and I agreed on
was how intimidating the city skyline
of lights was, as viewed from that
vantage point out at sea. Miami is
ginormous. I’ve seen a few cities from
the sea in my time and nothing
compares to what Vasti and I were
seeing. 

A rowing boat should not be near
land when the conditions are not in
your favour. We were in permanent
adrenalin mode. Our salvation came
with the sunrise: a chance to actually
see where we were going.

Also a chance to witness the
spectacular Miami boating world
coming to life.

These luxury fishing cruisers
coming out to open sea, passing in
between the cargo ships that littered
the area around us. Organised chaos,
as some would describe it. 

One fishing cruiser made a close
pass by us and when nearly upon us
swerved away dramatically. They
hadn’t spotted our little boat until the
last moment. I was smiling and
waving, no idea they were on the
radio to the US coast guard.

To our surprise, an hour later this
encounter delivered our first Miami
“welcome”. Military helicopters
hovered above us and two coast guard
response speed boats encircled us. We
felt as though we were in a scene from
a movie. The captain of the boat
nearest us explained they had had a
call from someone saying they had
come across a Cuban refugee boat. 

We eventually rowed into Miami
harbour, with a full police escort and
news television helicopters circling
above us. So surreal to think that we,
Vasti and I, simpleton South Africans,
had actually achieved this feat. 

Bottom line is we have made our
second major goal a reality. That of
landing on US soil. Now we need to
just take on the Gulf Stream one last
time to make it up to New York. Still
1 900km away, so not just a hop, skip
and jump.

l Follow us on our Facebook page:
Take Me 2 New York and @TM2NY or
@riaanmanser on Twitter and
www.riaanmanser.com
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Out in the heat and dust... 
he’s the man with two names

After more than a decade of subterfuge, insulting and mocking almost everyone, the man known as Ben Trovato is coming out, even at the risk of losing friends, family and lawsuits

I
AM IN WINDHOEK at the
moment, unless Air
Namibia flight SW702
wandered off course, in
which case I don’t know

where the hell I am. Pilots do
fall asleep at the wheel,
especially those who depart at
the ungodly hour of 6.35am.

Assuming I arrived at all, I
would have done so after my
deadline. So I can’t tell you
what it’s like being back. I’ll
save that for next week. A lot
of people don’t know I spent 10
years in Windhoek. I imagine
even fewer care.

Another thing that a lot of
people don’t know is that my
name isn’t really Ben Trovato.
I can’t bring
myself to add
the rider. If
nobody cares,
then my life’s
work has all
been for naught.
I use the word
“work” lightly.

I adopted the
pseudonym back
in 2001 when I
embarked on a
dangerous
literary
endeavour which
entailed bombarding the rich
and powerful with letters of a
satirical bent. The success of
the project rested or fell on my
“victims” believing that I
genuinely was a concerned
citizen and not a raving
lunatic who, at best, deserved
to be ignored and, at worst,
shot like a broken racehorse.

I wrote my first letter in
2001 and my first column 18
months later. Now, after more
than a decade of lies and

deception, I have decided to
come clean. To lurch from the
closet, so to speak, and expose
myself in the worst possible
way. My name is not Ben
Trovato. It is…

Before we get there, let me
just say that I hope none of
you feel abused or betrayed by
my subterfuge. I did it as

much for my
protection as for
yours. Not really. It
was all about me.

Do you honestly
want to know who I
am? Why I was
thrown out of the
school band? How I
ended up in the
squats of London’s
East End? What
possessed me to
marry more than
once? How I was
nearly assassinated

in Namibia and killed by e.tv? 
I am reluctant to shatter

the illusions of those who
prefer not to be burdened with
the terrible truth. It is only
fair, then, that I divulge no
further details.

For those who would surely
die without learning my
deepest and darkest secrets, I
advise that you proceed
without delay to your nearest
bookstore and purloin a copy
of Incognito – The Memoirs of
Ben Trovato. It is at this point

that you will learn my real
name. It’s on the cover. You
can’t miss it.

Discarding my anonymity
changes nothing. I shall
continue to write under my
nom de guerre, but I shan’t
answer the doorbell. There is a
risk that nobody, family
included, will ever speak to me
again. This should worry me
more than it does.

So. Namibia. Back again
after all these years. Here’s an
excerpt from the book:

My father gave me R500 and
offered to drive me to the

airport. I think he wanted to
make sure that I left. My
mother began getting all
weepy. “Just go for a few
months,” she sniffed. “See what
it’s like.”

All I knew was that tanks
were in the streets and it was
362km from the nearest beach.
The prognosis wasn’t good. 

“Six months max,” I said.
“It might even be six days. Hell,
maybe I’ll be back tomorrow.”
My father turned pale and the
tears sprang back into my
mother’s eyes. I staggered out of
Windhoek 10 years later. 

It was dusk when the plane
touched down on the runway at
JG Strijdom “International”
Airport. I didn’t know who JG
Strijdom was, and, quite
frankly, I couldn’t give a flying
f***. I still had the smell of
Jaxin on me and I was badly
shaken by the flight in. Not
because a pilot steering with
his teeth could have made a
smoother landing, but because
for the last hour the terrain
had become progressively
flatter and browner. Scrubland
stretched endlessly into the
distance. After the lushness of
the east coast, it looked ghastly
from my cramped economy-
class seat. It looked even worse
from the ground. 

“Welkom in Suid-Wes
Afrika,” said the sign.
Whatever. I fetched my
backpack from the only
carousel in the airport and
sloped outside. This was the
mid-1980s and the South
African government regarded
the country as a fifth province,
so there was no such thing as
customs or immigration. 

The desert heat grabbed me
by the face and greedily sucked
the moisture from my eyeballs.
I sighed heavily and headed
out of the airport building to a
nearby bus. A couple of other
people got on. A second bus
pulled up, loaded a few
passengers and drove off. I sat
on my bus for an hour before

discovering that I was on the
wrong one. By now it was dark.
Good start. And there were no
more buses. No taxis either. So
how do I get to Windhoek? I got
my first taste of the Namibian
shrug. Don’t know. Don’t care. 

I intercepted an airport
employee at the at the doors. 

“Howzit, bru. You going to
Windhoek?” He nodded slowly.
“How about a lift?” He carried
on nodding, so I followed him.

He pretty much nodded all
the way into town. It’s a 
40-minute drive through a
mostly dead-flat landscape.
Conversation was difficult. I
don’t think he had ever
encountered an English-
speaking person. 

“So what happens in
Windhoek?” I asked. He
nodded. “Wife-swapping.” 

There was silence for a few
minutes. “I don’t have a wife.
Can I swap something else?” 

He nodded. I waited for the
reply, but there wasn’t one.

He dropped me on the main
street, Kaizer Wilhelmstrasse.
The roofs of the shops were
heavily angled to allow snow to
slide off. Windhoek last saw
snow 700 million years ago, but
I suppose it’s better to be safe
than sorry. 

I walked to the Kalahari
Sands Hotel and asked for their
cheapest room. It was more
than I had, so I took off down
the empty street.

Eventually I reached the
police station. I thought the
cops might know of a cheap
hotel. The cheapest in town, I
said. They were openly hostile. 

“Kaiserkrone,” said one,
indicating with his head that it
was back in the direction from
whence I had come. As I left, I
heard laughter in the charge
office. I found the hotel down a
side street. It was a low-slung
khaki building in a low-slung
khaki town. The room was
cheap, all right. So were the
women. It was a whorehouse
posing as a hotel.

Fleeing from the high-level
harassment in the bar, I locked
myself in my room and sat on
the single bed. The mattress
sagged, along with my spirits.
All night, people knocked on
my door and jiggled the handle.

l Incognito – The Memoirs
of Ben Trovato is published by
Pan Macmillan and is
available in bookstores and
online.

THE TOWN GOD MADE IN REVENGE: The joy of Windhoek beckons… with lots of German
beer to wash away the dust. Ben Trovato was to spend a decade in Namibia when it was
still treated like an extension of apartheid South Africa.

BEN TROVATO: Also known as Mark Verbaan


