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“Third culture kids have a unique place in any society to which they belong. Theirs is a 

confusing and quite often debilitative condition. They are confronted with cultural walls or 

pitfalls at every turn. Unable to completely relate to their parent's culture and yet at the same 

time labelled as "different" from the mainstream culture they are encouraged to belong to, they 

are basically cut adrift and left to float in a sort of "twilight zone" state. They form a cultural 

hybrid, a blend of cultures that can be interesting, but also confusing and frustrating to them. 

This condition is exacerbated growing up in a country like Canada.” 

— Nick Voci, The Vancouver Sun, 22 Apr. 1994 
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1. About the Book 

Being homeward bound can be a difficult journey for some. "Where is home? Where do I 

belong? How do I repatriate after a lifetime as an expatriate?" For this Third Culture Kid, 

coming home is an odyssey. Greg Cummings calls himself a Cross Culture Kid, because the 

three in "Third Culture Kid" does not quite cut it. He grew up in a multitude of countries. An 

upbringing as varied and eventful requires adapting to a myriad of cultures. That mix of mores is 

what gives a TCK his or her distinct flavour. Some thrive on it. President Obama is proof a TCK 

can achieve greatness. And there is no denying that it is a novel way to grow up. But global 

nomadism also has its disadvantages which rarely get talked about. Where does a cross culture 

creature belong? Greg tries twice to repatriate — as a teenager and as a young man. He fails both 

times. It is not until his third attempt in his middle age that he sees what has been holding him 

back. “Homelessness is key to my identity, cut deep into the diamantine core of my character. 

And yet I feel at home everywhere.” This book chronicles Greg’s struggles to settle in Canada. It 

is about the uneasy transition he has faced, again and again, in returning to his passport country, 

and the reasons why global nomads find it so hard to repatriate. In transitioning to repat, he 

confronts his poor choices, puzzles out possible reasons for them, and tries to discover who he 

really is. He takes some agency in his life, and attempts to regain his integrity. 

As globalization gains ground, generations of highly-mobile kids will go out into the world 

and, at their travels’ end, most of them will find repatriating a challenge, if not impossible. Few 

are prepared for what awaits them when they return to their native countries and how traumatic 

the transition from expat to repat can be. Greg hopes this book will be a useful guide. 
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Synopsis of Content 

Greg is four years old when his family move to Nairobi — too young to grasp the magnitude of 

the move. He cannot grasp the distance, let alone the vast cultural and economic divide between 

Canada and Kenya. Thereafter, his family uproots every three and a half years and Greg grows 

up bouncing from one place to the next — Nigeria, Tanzania, Madagascar, Sri Lanka, Singapore 

— running a gauntlet of cultural biases and values while muddling through an education. Brief 

summer home-leaves paint a rosy picture of his homeland but when he tries to repatriate, he is 

dogged by restlessness and wanderlust and a deep-seated desire to return to Mama Africa.  

Aged 21, Greg has lived in umpteen countries and circumnavigated the planet three 

times. Cultural dissonance makes him feel like an outsider in his own country, especially in the 

dead of winter. Confounded by his anxieties, Greg self-medicates with a raft of narcotics, parties 

to the point of self-destruction, and drops out of two universities. “Third time lucky,” he thinks, 

when he moves west and enrols in Creative Writing at the University of Victoria. Nowhere are 

conditions better for repatriation, but Vancouver Island’s fine climate, natural beauty and laid 

back lifestyle are no match for Greg’s migratory instinct. So he drops out university again, flies 

to the other side of the world, and becomes a reverse refugee. 

 Three decades later, Greg is living in his friend’s ocean-front villa in Kenya. His mojo 

waning and hustle spent, he knows his time in the Tropics is coming to an end. Then he meets 

Roberta, a Sicilian who shares his deep passion for Africa. They fall in love. But if they want to 

spend their lives together, they will need more stability. The couple move to Vancouver Island 

and marry. Greg is surprised by the ease by which he is allowed to slip back into Canada. But 

when he tires to sponsor his bride, his past returns to haunt him. “Should I stay or should I go?” 
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Author’s Qualification For Writing 

Greg is uniquely qualified to write this book. He studied Creative Writing at the University of 

Victoria and worked as a travel-writer in South East Asia, publishing in The Bangkok Post and 

Singapore Monitor. He was a free-lance journalist in Ethiopia during the famine before moving 

to London in 1986, where he switched careers and joined the voluntary sector. For 17 years he 

was executive director of the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund UK, building the organization from a 

volunteer operation with income of $70,000 in 1991, to an international brand with income of $3 

million in 2008. His responsibilities included raising money globally, managing staff in the UK 

and Africa, and coordinating 30 field projects aimed at guaranteeing the long-term survival of the 

mountain gorilla. He later wrote features for Sea Angler, The Guardian, and Ecologist magazine, 

and two action adventure novels: Gorillaland (Cutting Edge Press, 2012) set in the Congo, and 

Pirates (Cutting Edge Press, 2014) set in Somalia. Bookending his experiences as a global 

nomad, are his harrowing attempts at repatriation to Canada. Greg documented his struggles in 

journals he kept at the time. His most recent attempt is contemporaneous with writing a memoir 

about his repatriation struggles. Writing it has been healing and given him a wealth of insights. 

 Greg’s memoir is about coping with random displacement in a rapidly changing world 

and how it feels to be a hidden immigrant in your own country. It is a guide for global nomads 

thinking about going home. For the tens of millions of Third Culture Kids in the world, at last 

there is a definitive book about the challenges they can expect to face when repatriating. With an 

easy-to-read, concise, fun and compelling style, Greg gives us his unique take on Canada and a 

coping strategy anyone can follow when trying to adjust to a new culture, including their own. 
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2. Market and Competition 

There are 50 million Third Culture Kids in the world today. Barack Obama, Kamala Harris and 

Boris Johnson are TCKs, as are Yoko Ono, Christiane Amanpour, Viggo Mortensen, Colin Firth, 

and Yo Yo Ma. Cultural norms that the majority of people take for granted do not apply to these 

individuals. TCKs move between cultures before they have had the opportunity to fully develop 

their personal and cultural identity. Each one has allegiances to a disparate set of cultures. Being 

a TCK is not something that can easily be explained but there is solidarity among them. Almost 

no literature on the subject was available when Greg was a child. Had his parents understood the 

complexities of his nomadic upbringing, they might have made some adjustments and he might 

have turned out quite differently. Today, most of the material on the subject is either academic or 

light reading — sociology textbooks, wistful memoirs, or essays. Here are a few titles: 

• Third Culture Kids: The Experience of Growing Up Among Worlds by Ruth E. Van Reken, 

David C. Pollock, and Michael V. Pollock (Nicholas Brealey 2010) 

• The Brat Chronicles by Michael Ritter (Literaryroad.com, 2006) 

• Letters Never Sent, a Global Nomad's Journey from Hurt to Healing by Ruth E. Van Reken 

(Summertime Publishing, 2012) 

• Belonging Everywhere and Nowhere: Insights Into Counseling the Globally Mobile by Lois J. 

Bushong; (Mango Tree Intercultural Services, 2013) 

• The Global Nomad's Guide to University Transition by Tina L. Quick (Summertime 

Publishing, 2010) 
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• Raising Global Nomads: Parenting Abroad in an on Demand World by Robin Pascoe 

(Expatriate Press, 2006) 

• Homesick: My Own Story by Jean Fritz; (McGraw-Hill, 1985) 

• I Bled on the Pages - Third Culture Adventures: Short Stories by Chiziwiso Pswarayi 

(CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2016) 

• The Long Road by Cathy Williams Goforth (Lulu Press, Inc, 2013) 

• Global Nomad: Travels and Travails by Dan Mayur (Xlibris US 2020) 

 Written for a wider readership, Greg’s memoir is grittier than current books on the 

subject. In tackling the obstacles that TCKs the world over typically must overcome as they 

struggle with cultural identity, Greg does not linger on the places he grew up in. He knows a 

catalog of exotic experiences is no basis for a book. Rather he shows us the snags to a TCK’s 

lifestyle and how having an affinity to nowhere, though liberating, can be problematic later in 

life. The challenges Greg that faced when he returned home compelled him to research the 

subject in depth. One book, in particular, was an eye opener for him: Third Culture Kids: The 

Experience of Growing Up Among Worlds by Van Reken, Pollock, and Pollock. A sociology 

textbook, it revealed that most of what Greg was going through is symptomatic of the TCK 

experience. Simply discovering he was part of a tribe came as a great relief. Digging deeper into 

his psyche, he then began to process the unresolved grief he had retained since childhood. As a 

result, he grew as a person, found his voice and wrote a memoir. It is an odyssey spanning 

continents that introduces readers to the mavericks, free thinkers and psychedelic drugs which 

shaped Greg’s view. And Canadians will want to read his unique take on the Great White North. 
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3. Chapter Outline 

Chapter 1 - Homecoming (Victoria, 2017) 

With repatriation in mind, after a 33-year exile, Greg returns to Vancouver Island, the place he 

last lived in Canada. He is a good citizen, pays his taxes, votes in general elections, recycles his 

garbage, and obeys most laws. On his first night in Victoria he attended a rave run by Burners, 

devotees of the Burning Man festival in Nevada, and was then invited into the nucleus of a group 

of free thinkers who enjoy taking psychedelic drugs and exploring altered states of 

consciousness. He is attempting to repatriate to Canada for a third time in 40 years. In the name 

of love, this time he is dead set on making the shift from expat to repat. And as he struggles with 

his homecoming, Greg is soothed by the hospitality and liberality of his new found community.  

Chapter 2 - Beatles and Stones (New York City, 2014-15) 

Three years earlier, Greg is living in Manhattan with his girlfriend Robin Klein, a filmmaker. 

Robin’s father is the late Alan Klein, a music publishing impresario who once signed The Rolling 

Stones and The Beatles. She and Greg met in Africa, where until recently he had been working 

as a safari guide. Greg spends hours with the dioramas at the natural history museum, just up the 

street from his brownstone on the Upper West Side. Stuffed gorillas are his only friends. He gets 

few replies from the bookstores across the United States where he has offered to read from his 

new novel, Pirates. To promote the book, Robin shoots a short film in Miami with Mickey 

Munday, a former cocaine smuggler, and Johnny Oceans, the novel’s fictional hero. Sales remain 

lacklustre. Then, returning to New York from Greg’s hometown, Montreal, he is pulled aside and 

cross examined by US immigration. They deport him, but give him a month to get out of Dodge. 
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Chapter 3 - How did I get here? (Africa 1967-80) 

“Pack up your belongings, say your goodbyes,” is something Greg gets told again and again 

growing up. In the dozen years he has lived in Africa, he never knows where he is going next. He 

has to juggle a multitude of rules and customs. Cross-cultural mobility adds to the normal 

stresses of childhood, which stunts his development. Aged 16, he decides to repatriate to his 

homeland. He is to enrol in a Canadian school for his Senior year, and prepare for university. But 

he does not feel much at home. The high school scene is as alien to him as mud huts are to them, 

and he fears Canadian high-schoolers who hear his exotic backstory will brand him a weirdo. He 

then faces a dilemma: stay, repatriate and prepare for his future, at the risk of being cast as an 

exotic freak, or return to what he loves best, his little homespun schoolhouse in southern 

Madagascar with the white picket fence. Greg decides Africa is where he wants to be. Ever his 

champion in times of need, his mother agrees. Thus ends his first attempt at repatriation. Months 

later at the American Lutheran missionary school, Greg and some friends are busted for smoking 

marijuana. Greg gets expelled. Thereafter his outlook on life changes dramatically. 

Chapter 4 - The winter of my discontent (Toronto 1980-83) 

Greg’s second attempt at repatriation is not going well. Drugs and alcohol threaten his chances. 

He has already dropped out of Queens University and is about to drop out of York in Toronto. 

And his mental state is deteriorating. Then, just when all hope seems lost, his mother comes to 

his rescue, again. His folks have bought a house on Vancouver Island. “You could move out to 

Victoria,” she says, “and enrol at UVic. I think you’d be happier here than in Toronto.” 
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Chapter 5 - “Go West, young man!” (Victoria 1983-85) 

Greg is indeed happier out West. The lifestyle suits him. BC’s exciting terrain, abundant wildlife, 

and laid back locals remind him of Africa. He joins Stage II, a theatre group run by ex-offenders 

on parole. Working with the company is intense. Its production of Pinter’s One For The Road 

breaks new ground. To keep up with his fellow thespians, Greg starts using cocaine. He gets fired 

up by a renaissance of ideas — artistic, philosophical, and political — and by the Droogs, a new-

found clique of friends named after the ultraviolent gang in A Clockwork Orange. The Droogs 

are an antidote to Victoria’s anodyne anglophile society. They launch Radio Packard, an eclectic 

late night radio show on UVic’s station, CFUV. But Van Isle’s charms are no match for Greg’s 

restlessness. So he steals $5,000 from his coke dealer, drops out of university for a third time, 

and buys an air ticket to Singapore — the last place he lived overseas. 

Chapter 6 - A drinking village with a fishing problem (Malindi 2015-16) 

Decades later and Greg is still a man with no country. After his deportation from the US, he is 

invited to stay at an ocean-front villa in Malindi, Kenya belonging to Johnny Oceans (aka Joe 

Bennie, aka Jody Baker), whom Greg met on a gorilla safari in Rwanda. Johnny has moved back 

to the US permanently but cannot sell his villa. “Fuhgedaboudit,” he says. Greg is warmly 

welcomed by Malindi’s angling community, a rag-tag mob of fisherman with a penchant for 

drink. “A drinking village with a fishing problem,” says Rick, a fellow pirate. Greg feels right at 

home with the “coasties", but his chances of earning a living in Kenya are slim. Still, he enjoys 

the lifestyle of a bestselling author (on his girlfriend’s dime), only without a publisher and sales. 
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Chapter 7 - Twilight of the nomads, (Los Cabo 2016) 

Greg’s parents visit Kenya, spend six weeks with him at the villa before flying back to their own 

beach-front home in Los Cabos, Mexico, where they have lived for 30 years. Soon after, Dad has 

a stroke. Greg then flies to Cabo to be at his side. As Hurricane Newton lashes the coast of Baja, 

Greg’s old man is in the Clinic San Jose tenuously hanging on to his life — a life spent in the 

developing world raising poor people out of poverty. The old man recovers, but as Greg’s parents 

grow older and frailer, he knows they could use his hands-on help. Needing to be closer to them, 

he begins to think about repatriating, again, though he is reluctant to leave magical Kenya. 

Chapter 8 - My forever lover (Malindi 2016-17) 

Greg cannot claim it was love at first sight that day in Malindi but something pops when he lays 

eyes on the striking Roberta Romeo, a Sicilian with an equally deep passion for Africa as him. 

Greg’s not looking for a relationship. Technically, Robin in New York is still his girl, or at least 

paying the bills. But Roberta is a firecracker who will not take “no” for an answer. “Allow me to 

make you a nice Sicilian meal at your house,” she says. She finds the key to Greg’s buried heart, 

gives him good reason to cease womanizing. On Kiwayu Island, they fall in love. “Amore, will 

you marry me?” she asks. Greg responds with a passionate kiss, but does not answer her. The ink 

on his divorce papers is not yet dry. For the sake of their future together, Greg thinks about 

returning to Canada, at least for a spell. Grounding will allow them to regularly return to Kenya. 

Roberta returns to Sicily. Greg hangs in for a couple of more months before reluctantly packing 

up his life in Kenya and returning to Van Isle. He arrives by sea, 11,762 days after he left. 
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Chapter 9 - Belong or be long gone (Victoria 2017) 

On September 15th, 2017, ten months after they met, Roberta and Greg are married at Victoria 

City Hall. They begin their married life together in his parents’ basement apartment in James 

Bay. All is bliss. Greg is astonished by the ease with which he is allowed to just slip back into 

Canadian society. In just 12 months, he repatriates, remarries and restarts his fundraising career 

(the three Rs), ending a ten year hiatus. “Victoria’s not a bad place to settle,” thinks Greg. “The 

streets are clean, healthcare is free, and weed is legal.” He is nevertheless dismayed by the laws 

and taxation required to maintain such a spic and span society, until he gets a fat tax rebate. “Is 

this a bribe?” asks Roberta. But when Greg applies to sponsor his wife’s permanent residency, he 

discovers he is ineligible, consequent of a previous criminal conviction involving his ex wife. 

The newlyweds must wait another three years before he completes a probation period. Greg then 

asks himself a question that has dogged him his entire life, “Should I stay or should I go?” 

Chapter 10 - Gods and monsters (Sicily 2017) 

Robbi and Greg travel to Messina, Sicily where he meets his famiglia Siciliana, a tight-nit clan 

of foodies who take him into their hearts. Sicilian culture is a mutt, thousands of years of foreign 

occupation results in a caponata of style, cuisine and mores, which resonates with Greg. He 

begins to see things more clearly. Before he could truly discover who he was, he first needed to 

be broken into a strange and unfamiliar world, his wife’s. The switch from progressive society to 

a conservative one resets his humanity. During one month in Sicily, with a front row seat to 

antiquity, he consults the ancient oracle. Climbing high enough up Mount Etna to see them 
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coming, he vanquishes his gods and monsters. The things he thought defined him, like anger, 

violence, lust and narcissism are stripped away. He has begun to regain his integrity. “I am 

Trinacria Boy,” says Greg, “with one foot in Sicily, one in Kenya, and one on Van Isle.” 

Chapter 11 - My greatest inspiration (Victoria-Cabo-Montreal 2018) 

Greg and Roberta visit his folks in Cabo. Mum is struggling to cope. Dad has been bedridden 

since his stoke, fading away with each day. His death would be a relief. As Greg and his wife 

prepare to return to Van Isle, he feels like he is saying his last goodbyes. Two months later Dad 

dies, and Greg is thrown an emotional curve ball. He still has unresolved issues with his father. 

Dad’s memorial back East, gives Greg the opportunity to show Robbi his childhood home on 

Green Island. Seeing the old house, where the story began, is cathartic for the global nomad. 

Chapter 12 - The gazebo (Victoria 2018-19) 

Greg and Robbi socialize with the revellers he met at the rave on his first night on the Island. 

They embrace their quirky backstory and bestow them with a firm sense of belonging. Jimi and 

Gini Balzini, two worldly wise psychonauts with a gazebo in their yard, welcome them into their 

circle of Burning Man festival alumni. “Burners are my people,” says Greg. “Like them, I’m 

brimming with new ideas and refuse to follow the rigid cultural patterns of preceding 

generations, which in the wrong company would label me a weirdo or a rebel.” The gazebo is a 

popular social spot. Among the array of amusing “wabi sabi” hanging from its rafters are plastic 

models of the molecules for DMT, LSD, and MDMA, drugs that are judiciously consumed in the 

gazebo. For the fist time in decades, Greg truly feels at home and begins to put down roots. 
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Chapter 13 - “Pandemic? ‘Dem panic” (Victoria 2020-21) 

When the pandemic strikes, Robbi is visiting her family in Italy. She barely makes it out before 

lockdown. BC’s chief health officer acts swiftly and decisively, averting a medical crisis. As a 

result, and because of its low population density, Van Isle is relatively unscathed by the virus. 

Finally eligible to sponsor his wife, Greg then loses his job. Ironically, without Canadian relief 

benefits, he could not have written a memoir about his ambivalence towards Canada. Lockdown 

forces his repat’s hand. “It’s like I walked into a convenient store to buy milk and found myself 

in the middle of a holdup.” Trapped in Cabo after the borders close, Greg’s widowed mother 

meets a kindly doctor who offers to escort her to Canada. She then settles into James Bay, but her 

dementia is too taxing for Greg and Robbi to manage so, reluctantly, they move her into a home. 

Chapter 14 - Caidleonna (Victoria 2021) 

Jimi has booked a weekend away at Craidelonna, a spacious oceanfront villa near Sooke, and 

invited a dozen of his friends to party with him and Gini. The villa is perched on a cliff and 

surrounded by cedar forest. Warmth is provided by two hot tubs, a sauna, and a large fireplace in 

the living room in the main building. Couples are assigned a meal to prepare over the weekend. 

Every meal is a pageant. Each chef goes out of his or her way to please Jimi and Gini and their 

guests, finessing the fare with style and flavour. And as usual, Jimi takes care of all the expenses. 

From the throws of an LSD trip, Greg begins to appreciate the finer qualities of life on Van Isle.  

He can see his life more clearly now, all the friends he has known, their brilliant chromo-spatial 

trajectories, and his heart opens to his new surroundings. “I had to travel the world to find the 

poetry to describe this place,” he writes. It seems Greg has found his home, at last. 
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4. Publishing Details 

Greg has completed a draft of the manuscript (85,000 words). He has an extensive collection of 

photographs that could be used to illustrate his memoir, should the need arise. However, he is 

satisfied the work will speak for itself without the need for further illustration. Following the 

signing of the contract and after a line edit, Greg’s manuscript will be ready for publication. 

 Of special consideration is the tacit approval of Canadian Indigenous artist, Kent 

Monkman, to use his piece, ‘Miss Africa’ (below) for the book cover. Greg wrote to him after 

seeing the painting in the Gramercy Hotel in New York, and the artist wrote back saying, “If you 

need the painting for the cover of your book let me know!” Greg believes the painting conveys 

the incongruity of his identity quest, that the confusion of it aptly fits his cross culture odyssey.  
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5. About the Author 

An award-winning conservationist, Greg Cummings achieved notable success protecting wild 

gorilla populations in Africa through community-based initiatives. During a 17-year career as 

director of the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund UK, he raised millions of dollars from companies, 

foundations and individuals around the world. All that money was invested directly into 

communities adjacent to gorilla habitats, which helped ensure their survival. As a veteran safari 

guide, Greg has taken movie producers, heads of industry, ambassadors, and celebrities to meet 

great apes in the wild. After trekking with him in the Congo jungle, Steve McQueen, who 

recently won an Oscar for Best Picture, said, “Basically he’s Dennis Hopper out of Apocalypse 

Now!” Greg is a consummate storyteller who has appeared with Tom Brokaw on the Today 

Show, participated in docs for the BBC, NPR, and CBC, and published articles in The Guardian, 

Sea Angler, and Ecologist magazine. He has published two novels: Gorillaland and Pirates. 

Publications - Books 

Pirates (Cutting Edge Press, London 2014) 

Gorillaland (Cutting Edge Press, London 2012) 

Publications - Articles 

‘Billfish Fever in Malindi’ Sea Angler, Feb 2018 

‘Johnny Oceans: Lie or Legend?’ The Flamingo Sun, Sep 2013 

‘Conservation in the Mountains of Uganda’ Ecologist, Dec 2012 

'Trekking with gorillas in central Africa' The Guardian, Nov 2012 

Awards 

 “Gorilla Award”, presented  by France’s Ministère de la Culture, November 2009 
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6. Sample Chapter 

Chapter Two 

Beatles and Stones  

That is totally wrong, I thought as I stared at the silverback on display. He was beating his chest 

with his fists. The taxidermist had got it wrong. The silverback’s habitat was accurate. Genuine 

geographic features were painted into the scene, such as a smoking Mount Nyrongongo. “The 

Old Man of Mikeno” gorilla diorama had been on display in the Akeley Hall of African 

Mammals at New York City’s American Museum of Natural History for nearly 100 years. But no 

one had spotted the mistake. Or if they had, it had not been corrected. Maybe because people 

think gorillas beat their chests with their fists. It is how they are portrayed in the movies. But 

gorillas do not beat their chests with their fists. They slap them, which is what I want to do to the 

people who perpetuate the closed-fist myth.  

Next to the Old Man of Mikano, I felt strangely at home. It helped bridge worlds. I had 

once trekked close to that location and met the descendants of those stuffed gorillas. The 

museum was at the end of my street, on the edge of Central Park. Pink stone rotundas protruded 

like turrets from thickly wooded grounds that were spread out across two blocks. It resembled a 

hunting chateau. It was my refuge from the urban hubbub, from humanity turned up to eleven. 

As I roamed the museum’s dark corridors, poring over its menagerie of mummified beasts, I felt 

I was in familiar company. Like me, these specimens of plants, humans, animals, fossils, 

minerals, meteorites, and artifacts had been collected from the far corners of the Earth.  

Manhattan was once a gorilla habitat. I am not referring to the gorillas in Bronx Zoo nor 
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the 800 pound gorillas who work on Wall Street, but New York’s most most famous gorilla guest, 

King Kong. They held him captive, far from home, bound him in chains and put him on public 

display. They taunted him until he got so mad he kidnapped Fay Wray and climbed the Empire 

State Building. From there he fell to his death. “It was beauty killed the beast.” I could relate. 

How many times had I fallen head over heels for a gorgeous dame? 

In May 2014, I suddenly found myself living in New York City. It happened so fast, I 

felt like I had fallen through a magic portal. One minute I was living in a tent in the African 

wilderness, running a safari camp. The next minute, I was living in a brownstone on the Upper 

West Side (UWS). Trading wilderness for metropolis, I went from seeing maybe ten people in a 

day to seeing millions in a morning. It was less of a culture shock than I expected, more of an 

inspiration. And I did not have a smart phone to distract me. I spent so long gawking at tall 

buildings, I got a crick in my neck. Seinfeld was crucial viewing, a crash course in local culture. 

The show’s bass-slapping theme music played in my head whenever I stepped out into the UWS. 

Panic comes easy to the uninitiated in this city. Anxieties are amplified by the 

enervating din of helicopters, fire engines and angry bluejays, which leads to binge buying. The 

Big Apple, where the grindstone never ceases and the treadmill always turns, where 8 million 

stories are waiting to be told, and where “Knucklehead!” and “Asshole” are terms of endearment. 

I lived with Robin Klein, a New Yorker I had met while on safari in Africa 16 years 

before. She joined me on one of a series of branded junkets I organized in the 1990s when I 

raised money to save gorillas. I invited influencers from the Media and Tech industries to join me 

on a ‘Voyage to Virunga’ to meet gorillas in the wild. I hoped to convert them to benefactors. 

Robin was in the music business and pretty well off. A gorilla benefactor never did emerge, but 
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she and I became lovers. Our affair contributed to the break up of my marriage.  

Over the years, our liaison had been on and off, depending on who I was seeing in 

Africa. As a struggling novelist cum safari guide, from time to time I needed a fiscal stimulus. 

Robin was happy to oblige and transfer money to me in Uganda via Western Union — $1000 

here, $500 there. I landed a job running a safari camp. Kigongo, my Ugandan girlfriend, ran a 

sister lodge in Kitgum, 120 kilometers away. We had been an item for three years. On Easter 

Sunday, after my estranged wife again refused to sign divorce papers, Kigongo sent me a text 

that effectively ended our relationship. As a devout Catholic, she could no longer face being with 

a married man. “Not trying to hurt you,” she said. “Just trying to find myself. I hope you can 

forgive me.” Robin, who had been in regular contact with me, saw this as her chance to reenter 

my life. She paid for my airfare, sent me travel money, and told me to catch a cab to her place. 

My new home was on 77th Street between West End and Riverside avenues, a one-

bedroom apartment in an ornate brownstone built in the 1880s. Its backlot was overgrown with 

foliage growing in people’s gardens. Seven large, wide-spreading trees dominated the greenery. 

They appeared older. The brownstones must have been built around them. Ideal habitat for apes.  

When I first arrived, I had an urge to listen to Miles Davis records. I had been a fan of 

the jazz legend for decades. That did not explain my sudden need to binge-listen to his music. 

Bitches Brew, In A Silent Way, Miles in the Sky, Sketches of Spain. Then the City renamed the 

stretch of road where I lived, “Miles Davis Way”. Turns out he used to live next door. From then 

on, when I listened to Miles, I sat on the balcony and gazed down at what was once his garden, 

now overgrown with creeping vines. It is where they shot the cover of his E.S.P. album. With all 

the cool music he composed there, I hoped some of that inspiration might rub off on me. 
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My second novel, Pirates had just been published in Britain. My publisher left its 

promotion up to me. I had big plans. I imagined a “US Book Tour” that would see me reading to 

sold-out audiences across the country. I sent emails to independent bookstores. My only replies 

were rejections. Had I been manful enough to follow up some of those rejections with an in-

person meetings, I might have gotten some takers. I lacked the nerve. New Yorkers had an excess 

of nerve. If only they could bootle it, they could sell it and I would buy it. 

Eventually I got invited to give an “in-store author event” at Mysterious Galaxy, a 

bookstore in San Diego. That was the other side of the country. Robin paid my airfare to 

California. First stop, the Alameda County Juvenile Hall in Oakland, a correctional facility. Its 

librarian, Amy Cheney had asked me to give a reading to the inmates. She and I had connected 

14 months earlier when I was in Uganda. I had been googling mentions of my novel when I 

stumbled upon ‘On the Shelf with Amy Cheney’, an interview by the Children’s Book Review. 

Asked which books were most frequently checked out of her library, she said, “Anything about 

child soldiers my kids can relate to. Gorillaland by Greg Cummings is doing well.”  

The Alameda County Juvenile Hall was a nondescript cement edifice tucked into a dry 

hillside outside Oakland. The facility was surrounded by rolling brown hills dotted with 

California sagebrush. I had hoped to reach it in time to give three talks on Friday, but a mega-

storm over Texas had delayed my arrival by 12 hours. I was only able to give one. A second visit 

was arranged for the following day, a Saturday. Amy would not be able to join me. I was on my 

own. Every door had a buzzer to press and an overhead camera. I pressed the buzzer. The door 

unlocked. I turned the handle. As I passed through empty rooms and corridors, I repeated the 

process again and again. The final door slid open on its own. A guard in a dark control room 
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behind reinforced glass examined the contents of my rucksack, took my passport, then asked me 

to sign the register. I was inside. 

The facility accommodated dozens of young offenders whose ages ranged from 9 to 17. 

Most were serving long sentences for murder. When I arrived the inmates in Unit 4 were locked 

in their cells. At the centre of a two-story, sky-lighted common room, an African American 

woman in uniform sat at a raised console. I introduced myself. She smiled, shook my hand and 

directed me to an adjoining classroom. I was a bit apprehensive, unsure what to expect.  

The classroom was furnished with rows of shell chairs with flip-up tablets. Colourful 

artwork hung on the walls. The vibe was bright but not too patronizing. One by one, my audience 

sloped into the classroom. Teenage boys of a variety of heights, builds, ethnicities, and attitudes 

each introduced himself, shook my hand, and then took a seat. They must have been told to do 

that. They were unruly and noisy but appeared mostly harmless. I was the only adult in the room. 

“I’m here to talk about gorillas,” I yelled, hoping the resonance of my voice would settle 

them down. It was like an episode of the Seventies sitcom, Welcome Back Kotter. 

“The band or the ape?” asked a round-faced Latino kid. He was being candid.  

“The ape,” I smiled. I saw genuine interest on some of their faces. Most were ambivalent. 

Some had only come to socialize. I delivered my gorilla talk, with slide show, and explained how 

a silverback gets his name, the politics of gorilla groups, and their similarity to humans. I told 

them we share 97 per cent of our genetic makeup with gorillas. I talked for 40 minutes then 

answered questions. Some were inane and some astute. One kid beat his chest with his fists. 

“Uh, you’re doing that the wrong way,” I said. “Forget what you’ve seen in the movies, 

gorillas do not beat their chests with closed fists. Real gorillas in the wild slap their chests with 
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open palms.” I demonstrated the technique. “Because striking the indentations below your 

pectoral muscles makes a noise loud enough to be heard by other silverbacks in the vicinity. It 

sounds like someone beating on a pair of bongos.” 

“So,” said the kid, “it’s like he’s saying, ‘Stay away from my bitches, motherfucker.” 

“More or less.” 

A wiry black kid at the back of the classroom raised his hand then asked, “Is it true that 

you can get a blood transfusion from a gorilla and survive?” 

“Good question,” I said, surprised by his grasp of the subject. “Yes, you could potentially 

survive one transfusion from a great ape, providing the blood type matched. Two? Maybe not.” I 

did my impression of a charging silverback. They laughed. “And what…?” I asked, catching my 

breath, “do you do… if a silverback charges you?” 

“Bounce? Bail ass out of there?” 

“Not if you want to live. If you run, you’re sure to be ripped from limb to limb. No, you 

stand perfectly still and act submissive and avoid eye contact with the charging beast.” 

Incredulous laughter. I then read a chapter from Gorillaland. Dieudonné, a child soldier in the 

service of the rebel warlord General Cosmo Zomba wa Zomba who witnesses the execution of 

his parents then steals the general’s diamonds. He takes flight, his heart set on freedom, and runs 

all the way to Uganda, only to die at the jaws of two hungry lions.  

“Aw what?” 

“The kid gets eaten by lions?”  

“No way!”  

“What happened to the diamonds?”  
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“Read the book.” My hour was up. As they exited the classroom, a handful of boys gave 

me a ‘bro hug’ and thanked me warmly. I was touched.  

One person turned up for my Mysterious Galaxy reading: my friend in San Diego. No 

matter, I read from Pirates as planned then answered questions from my friend and bookstore 

staff. I could now say I had given a reading in a famous bookstore. Flying back to New York, I 

thought about those kids in the juvenile detention centre. I felt that I had touched some of them. 

Life is about choices and prospects. Young people make mistakes and face tough challenges. It is 

the same for every one, whether you are punished for your mistakes or not. The difference with 

inmates, however, is that they are given few choices after prison. This stymies motivation, which 

stymies inspiration. Punishment is king. They were a captive audience. Turn on young minds to 

books and they will read and learn and be enlightened. And perhaps they, too, will write a book. 

I was glad to be back in the City. New York excited me. I had visited often since I was a 

kid. Pan Am’s flight from JFK to West Africa was our preferred mode of transport. My visits 

became more frequent after I met Robin. I loved the hum of eight million people. Were they 

having a good time or panicking? New Yorkers were fun to be with, straight out of central 

casting. Culture, attitude, nerve, accent — the whole ball of wax. A Jewish New Yorker has an 

accent that is indistinguishable from an Italian New Yorker’s until Yiddish gives it away. Robin 

was Jewish. “Jew-ish,” she liked to say, gesturing to indicate her lack of commitment. I was just 

as equivocal about being a Catholic. Even as nonbelievers, we remained members of our tribes. 

Because Robin’s kitchen was the size of a confessional, we usually ate our meals in a 

restaurant. There were three fine delicatessens within a few blocks of where we lived, including 

Zabars where you could have a meal’s worth of free food samples if you timed it right. She took 
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me to old-school haunts, where the jet set dined. Grand Central Oyster Bar or Frankie & 

Johnnie’s in Midtown. Sylvia's in Harlem. Bamonte's in Brooklyn, where the mob used to hang 

out. Nathan's Famous on Coney Island. And Barney Greengrass or Patsy’s Pizza in our 

neighbourhood. My favourite was Homestead Steakhouse in the Meat Packing district, which 

appeared in The Sopranos. They served steaks solo on the plate, with creamed spinach or beans 

or garlic mash in bowls on the side. Robin was a vegetarian but she obliged to please me. 

“Hey, Rob,” I said, gazing into her eyes from across the table. 

“Yes,” she smiled, putting her hand on mine. 

“Can you get me a job where you work?” 

She lowered her gaze and frowned. “I can’t,” she said. 

Robin was a filmmaker. She had produced two award-winning films: Rock and Roll 

Circus (1996) and Charlie is My Darling (2012). Her father was the late Alan Klein, an infamous 

music business impresario. He managed The Rolling Stones and later oversaw the breakup of 

The Beatles. The Alan and Betty Klein Company (ABKCO) was a music publishing empire. It 

owned 100 per cent of Rolling Stones royalties up until 1970. (Keith Richards famously called it 

the price of an education.) Robin had literally grown up with The Beatles and The Stones. 

“You’re a Klein,” I smiled, “Use your clout. Your ex is on the payroll at ABKCO. Why 

can’t I be as well? I’ve got skills you could use. C’mon, kiddo.” 

“Can’t do it, mook,” she sighed. Mook was a nickname she had given me. It came from 

the movie Mean Streets. There is a scene in a bar where one guy calls another guy a fucking 

mook, which ignites an amusing brawl. Robin and I both loved that movie and other gritty 

movies about New York, such as Across 110th Street, The Taking of Pelham 123, and Serpico.  
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She took a sip of her wine, smiled and then said, “I could help promote your book, though.” 

“How?” I asked. 

“What about a promotional short?” 

“You mean like a short film? Ok. Cool. We could fly down to Miami and interview 

Mickey Munday. He loves my book, said he’d help promote it. And that’s where Joe Bennie 

lives. We could get him involved. He’d love it. We’ll make a movie. Bada-bing! Bada-boom!” 

“First we need a script…” smiled Robin. 

“Nah. I’ll write a few notes and you can work out a storyline in the edit suite.” 

Robin rented a high-end camera and some mics. We flew to Miami and checked into the 

Fontainebleau Hotel. I felt like a wise guy walking across that marble floor past the Bleau Bar. I 

was not sure how to get a hold of Mickey Munday, so I called Joe Bennie. He had his cell. “How 

did you get it?” I asked. “I knew a guy who knew somebody,” said Joe. “Fuhgetaboutid!”. 

Mickey Munday was happy to go along with our ploy that Johnny Oceans, Pirates’ 

fictitious hero was a real person. Playing the part of an investigative journalist, Robin 

interviewed Mickey on the balcony of our hotel room at the Fontainebleau. “Did I know him? I 

knew of him,” said Mickey. “How’s that? And he knew of me. And maybe we reached out and 

touched each other once in a while… He had a reputation and people didn’t really see him. I like 

that. He’s a ghost. And once in a while a ghost bumps into a ghost.” 

We set up a meeting between Joe Bennie and Mickey Munday at a Miami Beach marina. 

Joe played the part of Johnny Oceans. Robin filmed from a distance with a telephoto lens. It gave 

it the look of a surveillance video. “If they found out I could reach out and tag you this easy,” 

said Mickey. “Oh… And the sunglasses. I’m not going to lie to you, you and that flowery shirt.” 
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“I’m just trying to fit in,” said Joe. 

“Yeah? With a Rolex watch…” 

“I look like a normal old Miami guy. Whaddya gonna do? Fuhgedaboudit.”  

I met Joe Bennie in September 2009. I was guiding a Canadian doctor and his two teenage sons 

on safari. We were visiting the rainforests of the Albertine Rift in search of great apes. Early one 

morning in Rwanda, bathed in dawn’s flanking light, my clients and I were standing outside park 

headquarters in Kinigi. Two dozen foreign trekkers mingled on the lawn, sipping cups of coffee 

and casting long shadows as they waited to depart with rangers on a gorilla trek. Most were well 

off people, snappily dressed in animal print scarves, neutral-toned outfits and expensive hiking 

shoes. They seemed excited about their imminent wild encounter. A couple caught my eye. They 

were as entertained by it all as I was. The woman looked to be in her late 20s. She was clearly in 

the final stages of pregnancy. Her partner, who was a few years older than her, smiled at me. “A 

kindred spirit,” I thought. I crossed the lawn and introduced myself.  

“Joe Bennie,” he said, shaking my hand. “Pleased to meet you.” He had a strong grip. He 

was in his mid-fifties, fit, healthy and cocky. His hair was mottled grey and closely cropped. He 

had piercing blue eyes and a Roman nose — a Mediterranean look. “Your clients seem like real 

trendsetters,” quipped Joe. I glanced back at the doctor and his two boys. They were dressed 

from head to toe in matching safari outfits, with knee-high black gators and mosquito net hats, 

and carried two hiking poles each. “Are those solar-powered fans attached to their pith helmets?”  

“Oh now, c’mon, they’re OK,” I said. “First time in Africa.” 

“Reminds me of when I used to take bozos deep sea fishing in Kenya.” He spoke in the 
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Brooklyn lexicon, with dental D’s and T’s. “Ever been to Malindi?” 

“No,” I said, “but I’ve heard of it. I lived in Kenya as a kid. Now I live in Kampala.” 

“No shit,” he smiled. “My family owns a casino in Kampala. You must have been there.” 

“Can’t say I have,” I smiled. “Not really a gambler.”  

“You know Kyoto nightclub, though, right? Next to the golf course?” 

“Sure. I party there on most weekends.” 

“Then you must know Rashid, the techno DJ.” 

“With the dreads? Yeah, I know him. Cool guy. That’s right, I remember, he said he was 

from Malindi.” 

“I hear they’ve got good weed in Uganda.” 

“If they have, I’ve yet to find it,” I smiled. “Plenty of weed enthusiasts in ‘Uganja’. But 

the shit we smoke is all wild-grown.” 

“Same in Kenya, though I hear there’s some high-grade cannabis grown in Kisumu. Got 

the right combination of rain and sun for growing good shit there, like in Uganda.”  

“You from New York City?” I asked. 

“No, Miami. You?” 

“Born in Montreal, but I grew up in Africa and Asia.” 

“Yeah, I lived all over the place, too. I’m a bit of a mutt. English father, Italian American 

mother. We’ve been in the casino business since the 1940s. Until recently, I ran Casino Malindi. 

We’re scaling back now. My wife and I are headed back to the States so she can deliver the baby. 

First time being a father. And first time back in the USA in decades. Not sure what to expect.” 

“I wouldn’t know,” I sighed. “Never lived in the States.” I then turned to his wife and 
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said, “You look like you’re expecting any day now. Sure you want to go climb mountains 

looking for gorillas in the shape you’re in?”  

She shrugged and then calmly said, “I’ll be fine.”  

“She’s Slovakian,” smiled Joe. “She can handle anything.” 

I have only met a handful of kindred spirits in my life. Each time, we instantly hit it off. It 

is a bond that transcends everything. Joe and I shared an appreciation of cannabis. Soon after we 

had met, we were deploring the dearth of good weed. It was not the only reason we became good 

friends, but it was fertile ground for camaraderie. Joe is one a handful of people whom I have 

met in my travels who inspired me to change course in my life. More on that later. 

After signing a publishing deal with a publisher in London for Gorillaland. I wanted to 

celebrate. I was going stir crazy in Kampala. I wrote to Joe Bennie. “How’s fatherhood?” 

“Little boy is awesome,” he replied. “The most incredible thing I ever saw, childbirth. 

Nasty but amazing! We named him Jimmie Blue Eyes.” 

“Congratulations,” I said. ”I wish all the best. Raising a child in your 50s, will require 

strength, rafiki. When are you back in Africa? When can we get this groove on?” 

“I am supposed to go next month. I'll probably stay a week. Making arrangements now. 

Why not come to Malindi and we'll do some big game fishing? You’d be very welcome!” 

When the time came, I took a bus. The 28 hour-long bus journey from Kampala to 

Mombasa via Nairobi was a hair raising, life threatening, white-knuckle ride. Sit at the back of 

an African bus and you feel every bump but are more likely to survive a crash. Sit at the front, 

next to the driver while he gets wired on chewing khat and the ride is much smoother but you are 

unlikely to survive a crash. At least you will see death coming. Joe met me at a gas station in 
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Malindi. He was wearing blue flip-flops, a white Grateful Dead t-shirt and Columbia PFG 

fishing shorts with pockets all over. A year had passed since our brief encounter in Rwanda, and 

yet our rapport was just as lively. He drove me to his house, cursing every tuk-tuk (three-wheeled 

taxi) he passed along the way. A Toyota Hilux cut him off. “Motherfucker!,” yelled Joe. He took 

chase. The Hilux turned into the casino. “I knew it!” He swerved in after him and parked. “Wait 

here. I’m going to go talk to this mamaluke.” He stormed into the building. Five minutes later he 

came back out again, all his aggression expended. “Fughedaboudit,” he sighed. 

Joe Bennie lived in Verena House, an oceanfront villa steeped in lush vegetation. He had 

as fabulous view of the Indian Ocean. The place looked like a Bond villain’s hideout. His vast, 

stone floored living room was decorated with palms and ferns and furnished in a Swahili Coast 

style — coloured fabrics, recycled dhow-wood chairs and four poster day beds. We drank beers, 

smoked hashish and exchanged life stories. Joe Bennie was an alias. His real name was Jody 

Baker. He also went by Johnny Oceans. His father, who was involved in a string of marijuana 

and cocaine smuggling operations in Florida, taught him how to get away with crime. His mother 

was a Cellini, an Italian American family from Steubenville, Ohio. In the 1940s Meyer Lansky, 

the Mafia’s money manager had put two of the Cellini brothers, Dino and Eddie in charge of his 

casinos in Cuba. “There’s a scene in The Godfather Part 2 on the hotel rooftop in Havana,” said 

Jody, “when they bring out a cake that looks like the island of Cuba and then cut it into pieces?” 

I nodded slowly. “Well, as he passes the cake around, Hyman Roth says, ‘Dino and Eddie; they'll 

handle actual casino operations.’ That’s my uncles he’s talking about, Dino and Eddie Cellini.”  

The Cuban Revolution forced the Cellini family to move their casinos to The Bahamas. 

When politicians there learned Lansky’s men were operating in their territory, they told them to 
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leave. For this reason, the family was obliged to relocate again and again in the 1960s, 70s and 

80s. They moved around the Caribbean and then Europe, until in the 1990s when they settled in 

Kenya. They were never asked to leave again.   

Uncle Bobby, the youngest of the Cellini brothers, owned Casino Malindi. His nephew, 

Jody (aka Joe Bennie) had managed the casino for ten years. “We’re legit now,” smiled Jody. 

“That’s not to say we no longer stay ‘connected’ with old friends. You know what I’m saying? 

Fuhgedaboudit. Only now, instead of the Mob having fingers in our pies, they’re merely our 

clientele — Italian fugitives mostly, hiding out on the Kenya coast.” I looked at him with 

renewed respect. Sure, he was not actually in the Mafia, not technically a wise guy. Close enough 

to know a few authentic Mob stories but not so close that I feared for my life. “You gotta have 

some larceny in your life,” he said. He showed me the .35 snub nose revolver he kept hidden in 

the front of his shorts. “Tomorrow I’ll take you fishing.” 

It occurred to me that Jody might be a hit man who had been hired to kill me. I would not 

put it past my estranged wife. In hiring him, perhaps she had ticked a box that said, “First show 

him a good time on the coast.” And when we were out fishing, far enough from shore that the 

shot could not be heard, when I was gazing at the horizon, counting clouds or suchlike, and 

breathing in the salty ocean air, Joe would pull out his .35 and pop me in the back of the head. 

The next day we went out on Albatross, Jody’s 33 foot Black Fin Express. As we sailed 

over the Malindi-Watamu bank with a spread of nine lines trailing from our stern, I applauded 

myself for having had the nerve to walk across the lawn at Gorilla HQ and shake his hand. Jody 

was unlike anyone else I had met. Former smuggler, now game fisher, cannabis fiend and casino 

operator, but not a hitman. Perhaps he was a spy. The fish were jumping: wahoo, swordfish, tuna. 
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Skipper, Jody and I hooked five yellowfin and one wahoo. “Incredible,” I said. “So many fish.” 

“You can thank the Somali pirates,” said Jody.  

“Really? Why?” 

“When pirates started attacking trawlers off the Horn of Africa, the foreign fishermen that 

were illegally fishing those waters got scared off. So tuna stocks went up.” My eyes widened. I 

did not know this. Of course, it made sense. The threat of piracy allowed tuna stocks to recover. 

At that moment a lure dropped into my imagination. That one simple factoid would become the 

basis of my second novel Pirates, an action adventure story set in Somalia, and Jody would 

inform its hero, Johnny Oceans. Jody gave me carte blanche to use his own backstory, kept me 

on point with Johnny’s attitude, the weapons and equipment he would use, and by way of our 

regular conversations on Messenger, his vernacular and tone. It was a gift from the gorillas. 

Looking For Johnny, an 8-minute promotional film shot by Robin and edited at ABKCO, 

premiered on Vimeo on August 19th, 2014. “Who is Johnny Oceans? Mickey Munday, last of the 

Cocaine Cowboys reveals the terrifying truth about this enigmatic smuggler turned agent, in 

award-winning Robin Klein’s investigative documentary, ‘Looking For Johnny’, shot on location 

in Miami, FL.” To date it has had 1,400 plays. Not bad for winging it.  

It added another string to my promotional bow. But nothing, it seemed, was going to sell 

my books. I figured I would need to publish a third one before I became known. My literary 

agent in London, Maggie Phillips, who was retiring, introduced me to an agent in New York, 

William Clark. I went to see him at his office on 23rd Street, next to the Flatiron Building. 

“You’re Canadian?” he asked. I nodded. “Too bad,” he sighed. “Books by Canadian authors 
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never seem to sell that well, no matter how good they are.” Not being patriotic, I did not find his 

remark particularly wounding. Besides I wrote with a global perspective. He was not interested 

in fiction. Instead he suggested I write a memoir about my experiences in Africa.  

I left the agency light on my feet and floated to the Gramercy Park Hotel. It was common 

ground. During my gorilla years, when I would come to New York to fundraise, I stayed at the 

Gramercy. The hotel was steeped in stories. I sat at the bar, drank a vodka Martini, and began to 

visualize my African memoir. As fate would have it, a large painting hung on the bar wall that 

portrayed Africa. It was brimming with visual cliches and anachronisms, all jumbled together 

into one grotesque satire of the Dark Continent. Happy chance! I wrote to the artist, Kent 

Monkman. I told him I had just left my agent’s office and, apropos of what we had been 

discussing, his painting, Miss Africa had jumped out at me. Kent replied immediately. “If you 

need the painting for the cover of your book let me know!” In due course I submitted a memoir 

proposal to William Clark. He rejected it and never asked to see anything else from me again.  

Robin made life easy. I never had to worry about where my next meal was coming from. 

She was very generous. I had her Platinum American Express card to play with. I went to town. 

One month, my bill was over $7,000. She warned me about being too extravagant but that soon 

blew over. She let me keep the card. I figured some of what I was spending was blood money, 

the result of Alan Klein suing The Verve over their use of a string arrangement that belonged to 

The Rolling Stones. The band had used it in the overture of their song, ‘Bittersweet Symphony’, 

which was a major hit. The Verve were subsequently ordered to pay ABKCO 100 per cent of the 

song’s royalties. We were living off that settlement. It was, how should I put it, bittersweet. 
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Robin and I took advantage of her privileges. The Delta Room in Madison Square 

Garden was our favourite. The family had a lifetime allocation of rink-side seats. Alan had 

negotiated the deal when George Harrison was staging his Concert for Bangladesh at the Garden. 

We got to see hockey games and basketball games from the front row. We saw Eric Clapton 

perform there two nights in a row. She took me to a film festival in Telluride, Colorado, where I 

smoked my first legal marijuana joint. We spent a weekend at a private resort on Parrot Quay in 

the Caribbean. She took me on a helicopter ride around Manhattan for my birthday. One day I 

complained that she never bought me clothes. So she marched me down to the John Varvatos 

showroom in the Bowery on the Lower East Side. It was where the old CBGB club once stood, 

where Talking Heads got their start. I tried on a bunch of clothes. I chose three pairs of trousers, 

four shirts, a silk scarf, a suede jacket, and a pair of button-up bowery boots. The bill was 

$5,000. 

She wanted me to look good. The first time she saw me smile she insisted I see her 

dentist about my missing incisor. The dentist fused a temporary tooth to the others while I waited 

for a permanent implant. He then put my crooked maw in the hands of a skilled orthodontist who 

fitted me with adult braces. I should have been fitted with braces as a kid but we moved around 

too much for me to embark on a course of dental correction treatment. Robin paid for everything. 

Being at the centre of a powerful music publishing family was not as dramatic as it 

sounds. Robin’s brother, Jody, who ran ABKCO did not like me much. He was suspicious of my 

motives. When we met for Jewish holiday celebrations at the family home in Riverdale, he and I 

got along as much as we needed to. When I first arrived, I spent a fortnight writing at the 

‘Loveshack’, a cottage up state near Woodstock that the family owned. It had a private lake, 
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acres of forest and wild deer. I made the most of my retreat, wrote every day. Then Jody told 

Robin I was no longer welcome there. Not sure what I did to get myself barred. Probably all the 

weed I smoked. One of the founders of High Times magazine lived down the road and she 

always had good bud for sale.  

I had never met Robin’s sister, who lived in California. Robin said she hoped she would 

die before ever having to meet me. They blamed me for what had happened to Robin, after I 

broke off our affair in 2006. She tried to kill herself, spent three months in electroshock therapy. 

Nearly a decade on, and the Killer Casanova was back. They assumed I was after her money. I 

was not. Sure, I enjoyed the good life but I had no ulterior motives. Besides, Africa called. 

Betty Klein was more welcoming. We often met her for a drink in Manhattan. Once she 

got me an invite to an exclusive event on the East Side, a reading by Gloria Steinem from her 

memoir, My Life on the Road. Betty had the author sign a copy for me. We routinely dropped in 

on her at her home in Riverdale, a mansion on the banks of the Hudson where Robin grew up. 

She showed me the study where Alan used to work, and where he regularly met with his clients, 

including three Beatles and two Stones. “The house that Mick Jagger built,” said Betty. I liked 

her. I think she liked me too. It cannot have been easy holding onto the reigns of the family 

business after her husband ran off with his secretary, barely ten years after they were married. 

In June 2015, my parents came to visit. They were delighted by my new arrangement. I 

would no longer have to come begging, as I had so often done after I moved to Africa. My sister, 

Andrea kept an account of what I owed. I eventually paid it all back in full. She joined my folks 

for the first few days of their New York visit. Robin put them up in an ABKCO-owned apartment 
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which was used for visiting business colleagues. My parents and sister were delighted with their 

digs. The apartment was on the 32nd floor of a high rise on 56th Street. You could see Central 

Park between the skyscrapers. It had original drawings by John Lennon hanging on its walls.  

Robin rented a wheelchair for the two weeks that my parents planned to stay. Dad needed 

one to get around. A lot of places were wheelchair accessible. The five of us went to Sammy’s 

Romanian Style Restaurant on Chrystie Street which was down a flight of stairs. Dad ditched the 

chair. Authentic Jewish food, vodka and a fun atmosphere. “Shmutz it up!” Mum, Robin and 

Andrea got up and danced to the Hava nagila song. Dad and I watched them and drank vodka. 

It was a joyful time with my parents and Robin. She took to them and they took to her. 

New York brought out the best in all of us. We went to see a hockey game at the Garden. Sitting 

in the world’s most famous arena, watching the New York Rangers play the Montreal Canadians 

with Dad was a honour. We had never been to a hockey game together. He had taken my brother 

but never me. I remember sitting on his lap as a child while he was watching a game on TV. I 

would fall asleep. A near miss slapstick shot on goal would make Dad shout, “OH!” which would 

startle me awake. Live in the Garden, I got him back when a puck slammed against the glass. It 

sounded like a pistol shot. You could tell the newbies, my folks included, by how they reacted.  

Mum left Dad with me and Robin while she flew up to Canada for a few days to visit her 

niece Lillian Campbell, who was dying of cancer. “Tell her to hang in there,” I said, as Mum 

headed to the airport. Dad was ornery. He did not like being left behind. “Where’s your mother?” 

he asked me every day. His mind was going. 

Two months later, my cousin Lillian died. I flew to Montreal to attend her funeral. It was 

my first time back in my hometown in nearly 40 years. Taken in her prime, her passing was a 
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blow to the family. Lillian was funny, lively, and had a dynamic personality. She had lived in 

Nigeria for a spell, which gave us commonality. However, fate had kept us apart when I was 

growing up. She was survived by seven brothers and sisters, and three sons. Their father had died 

a few years earlier. Like me, her boys, Karl, Mark and Eric were Cross Culture Kids. Grown men 

now, I was moved by their grief. Losing their mom was a source of huge sadness. I can still see 

Lillian’s radiant smile and hear her colourful language — both hallmarks of the Campbell Clan.  

The funeral service, held at Saint Ignatius of Loyola in Montreal West, was led by 

another cousin, Father Mike Leclerc. “Your servant Lillian who fell asleep in Jesus Christ,” he 

said. Seemed an odd choice of words. Despite my lack of faith, I was glad to congregate with my 

kin. It was an opportunity to catch up with cousins I had not seen in decades. In keeping with 

Quebec tradition, Lillian’s wake was a rowdy, drunken affair. Her spirit was well honoured. 

I stayed with my cousin Frank and his wife Jeannette who lived in Laval, a suburb of 

Montreal. Frank was the only relative who still lived in the old neighbourhood. His home was 

walking distance from Ile Vert (Green Island) where I spent my babyhood.  

One morning, I set out to explore my roots on foot. Ile Vert is one of a clump of small, 

leafy islands on the Rivière des Prairies which also includes Ile Pariseau, Ile Bigras, and Ile 

Ronde. Connected to the mainland by a road bridge and a train bridge, the area was characterized 

by flint stones, sycamore trees, and the rapid flow of the Rivière des Prairies. Its roaring rapids 

had abided in my dreams until we became too estranged, and the memory had faded. Now all the 

skimming stones were gone. Wistfully I wandered around. An avalanche of memories were 

triggered by the smell of railroad tar and the sound of the crossing bell as a train arrived at the 

railway station on Ile Pariseau. Mum used to take me to the station to meet Dad’s train when he 
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returned home from work in downtown Montreal. I would jump with joy when I saw his train 

span the rusted, tied-arch iron bridge before arriving at the station. Dad never stepped from his 

train with a frown on his face. It might have had something to do with my childish excitement. 

Seeing the delight on his youngest child’s little face, he knew he was home at last.  

After I was born, my grandparents on my father’s side of the family moved to the 

neighbourhood. They bought a house by the water on Ile Pariseau so they could be nearer their 

grandkids. I used to love going to see grandpa and grandma and their little dog, Billy. After he 

got hit by a car, Billy became a star in the sky. We moved to Africa shortly afterward. How 

heartbreaking our departure must have been for grandma and grandpa. Grandpa died a year later.  

Ile Bigras is where my grandparents on my mother’s side used to live, along with my 

mother and her eight siblings. The house was still there, as was the church and the club house 

that my grandfather, Donat Leclerc had built. I remember summer garden parties at the house, 

with strawberries and cream and tumble down lawn chairs, that were hosted by loudmouthed 

aunties and uncles who sent their nieces and nephews to buy them smokes. They are all dead 

now — mostly from cancer. Only Mum has survived. She is the only one who never smoked. I 

stopped to spark up a joint in Parc Bigras, where I might have learned to play hockey if had I not 

been swept away by the times to Africa. My melancholic memories were mollified. Short of 

travel, nothing elevated me like tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the active ingredient in marijuana. 

I walked across the road bridge to Ile Vert. It was called Green Island when I was a kid. 

Childish excitement washed over me as I followed the winding Rue Comtois to our old house. It 

looked smaller than I remembered. The granite bolder at the end of the driveway once towered 

over me when I played beneath it with my Lone Ranger and Tonto dolls. Now the rock barely 
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reached my waist. Living on the banks of a river, naturally we had a dock. Dad owned a small 

pleasure cruiser in which we toured the local waterways. From the road I could not tell if the 

dock was still standing. Seeing the old house, if only from the outside, filled me with 

melancholy. The sound of water rushing over rocks echoing beneath the nearby train bridge 

made me sad. I felt as though I had been carried off by the currents of the Prairies River. It  

brought home an idea that I had been incubating for a while. I should return to live in Canada.  

I have no locus of home, no affinity to songs about the satisfaction of going home. 

Homeward bound means a journey to nowhere for me. After uprooting as an infant and then 

every three years or so, sometimes continents at a time, I became a hostage to a wanderlust and 

could never settle anywhere for long. Who sets out on a journey knowing they will most likely 

never see their friends again? Thats the sort of impossible demand that limits the number of 

volunteers willing to go to Mars. But my childhood was defined by half a dozen similarly heart-

wrenching departures. The house on Green Island, more than anywhere I have lived, came 

closest to my idyl for home. It is woven into the fabric of my psyche. I have followed a 

convoluted yet specific path. And it all began on Ile Vert, a peaceful, affluent place to start out. 

Frank dropped me at Dorval Airport for my return flight to New York. Dorval is the first 

airport I ever flew out of, aboard a BOAC flight bound for Heathrow Airport where we 

connected to a flight to Wilson Airport in Nairobi. Up until then my relationship with airplanes 

had been from the ground up. Watching an airplane ascend from an airport, lights flickering like 

a benign UFO hovering above the city, I did not imagine it bringing joy and love to a far distant 

land. Fact is, I do not know what I thought about airplanes before I boarded my first flight. 

The Canada-US border is peculiar in the way that it is managed. Air, rail and sea 

36



Cross Culture Odyssey: Memoir of a Repat by Greg Cummings - Book Proposal

passengers between the two countries have to clear customs and immigration for their destination 

country before they depart. “What is the purpose of your visit to the United States?” asked a US 

Customs officer at Dorval. 

“I’m going to visit my girlfriend in New York City.” 

“Where do you live?” she asked.  

I hesitated. “In Ottawa,” I said. 

“You have any proof of residency in Canada, like a driver’s licence?” 

“No, I don’t drive.”  

“You’re barred from driving?” 

“No, I just don’t drive. I never had a licence, never sat a road test.” 

“What about a return air ticket. Can you show me that?” 

“I don’t have one.” 

“Then how do you intend to return to Canada?” 

“My friend and I plan to drive back.” There, I said it, eight short words that would seal 

my fate. Her eyes widened as if an alarm had gone off in her head. Seconds earlier, I had told her 

that I did not drive. She sent me to a more senior officer. He gave me the third degree and 

questioned the validity of my frequent visits to the States. “You say you’re just visiting your 

girlfriend, but I say otherwise. I think you’re living with your girlfriend in New York and just 

visiting here.” He started fishing through my wallet. “Am I going to find hits of LSD hidden 

between these business cards? Tell me now, and we’ll go easy on you.” 

“No,” I said, frowning. “I’m not carrying any drugs.” A thorough search of my 

belongings confirmed it. But I have hidden acid between business cards — before and since. 
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“I need proof that you’re a resident in Canada,” he said. “I need to see a letter from Tim 

Hortons saying you’re gainfully employed.” The fucking cheek of the guy. Like I would work at 

Tim Hortons. He told me I could return to New York to collect my things but I would have to 

leave the US within a month and then stay away for at least six months. I wrote to Jody Baker: 

“Gotta go, amigo. Player-hatering immigration officer gave me one month to get out of Dodge.” 

“Sorry to hear that, younger brother,” said Jody.  

“Yeah, they got me, rafiki. I’m out. The dream is over. I’ve got a one-way ticket to 

London on July 17th. I intend to get my divorce finalized even if I have to use drastic measures. 

Where I go next is anyone's guess. I was thinking Uganda or the Kenyan coast…Any ideas?” 

“Malindi?” asked Jody. “Verena House?” 

“Are you serious?” 

“Sure, you can stay rent-free, as long as you pay the bills. Mi casa es su casa. I’ve been 

trying to sell the place for the past couple of years but it’s a buyer’s market out there right now.” 

“Wow! That’s a generous offer, amigo. You’ve saved my life. I’ll surely get some writing 

done in your villa. Malindi will be quite the change from Manhattan. Thank you, older brother” 
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Gorilla Tactics: Memoir of a Fundraiser 
by Greg Cummings

Synopsis

"I hope you’re using me," says Princess Diana, staring into Greg’s eyes. Dressed in a 

strawberries-and-cream Chanel outfit and sheer ivory hosiery, she strikes a schoolgirl 

pose with her head tilted to one side. She is grace and allure entwined. She is making an 

important point. Charities are obliged to use celebrity star power to get noticed. 

Lending her name to a humble drug and alcohol rehab charity helps grow public 

awareness of its work, and open up new sources of funding. By supporting this cause 

the princess, too, gains a little added kudos for herself. More importantly, she does not 

want Greg to squander the prestige of having a royal patron, she wants him to use her. 

Greg’s fundraising career is in its infancy, yet he’s already grasped the advantage 

of having high-profile patrons. Saving gorillas is his next cause. Answering an ad in The 

Guardian, he is hired to run the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund UK. He quickly enlists a roster 

of celebrities to this sexy cause. Not satisfied with simply having their names on his 

letterhead, Greg exploits their public appeal to the max — he uses them. Sigourney 

Weaver helps him launch a gorilla appeal with YOU magazine. Arthur C. Clarke cajoles 

NASA into steering the space shuttle over the gorilla habitat. Douglas Adams helps 

Greg pitch to Bill Gates for a $35 million donation that will save gorillas in perpetuity., 

Adam Ant runs the first ever Great Gorilla Run dressed in a gorilla suit (or does he?). 
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And, after demand for electronics triggers a mining boom that threatens to wipe out the 

gorillas in Congo, Leonardo DiCaprio leads Greg’s campaign for gorilla-friendly 

technology. Each relationship he builds illustrates a facet of charity fundraising and 

how to maximize the publicity potential of a cause.

he encounters as he overseas the development of grassroots community projects in 

a war zone. He takes A-list celebrities into the jungle to meet wild gorillas. It is a risky 

business. But, having grown up in Africa, Greg uses bushcraft to effortlessly overcome 

most of the obstacles. And he is a natural at soliciting support from the great and the 

good in deepest darkest. He believes he belongs with the big fellas. “Great apes are we,” 

he says. “Our common ancestor lived around seven million years ago. If that’s how far 

back I have to go to find parity with my peers, so be it. I’m a gorilla man.“ As he spends 

a more time away from home, a rift widens between him and his co-director wife. 

Wildlife conservation is a righteous cause for Greg, an outlet for unresolved grief 

consequent of his highly-mobile upbringing. But he has still got his issues to resolve. 

Against a backdrop of conflict, rebellion, and double-dealing, he puts heart and soul 

into saving the gorillas, which satisfies his need for social justice. And, during his 20-

year career as executive director, he plays a small but vital roll in growing the world’s 

mountain gorilla population from 650 to 1000 — a 50 percent increase. 

Angry about the success Greg’s been having on their turf, a sister charity in the US 

sues Greg’s charity in the UK to cease using the name “Dian Fossey”. In a high rise law 
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office in downtown Atlanta where mitigation proceedings are underway, Greg is so 

disenchanted by what he sees that he considers leaping from a window. In a final 

karmic twist, however, the late Dian Fossey’s estate is bequeathed in its entirety to 

Greg’s charity, providing an endowment that will serve the mountain gorillas forever. 

Taking a BBC film crew into the Congo to film his charity’s work, Greg shows 

them how he is mitigating the threat of coltan mining to the gorillas. The result is ‘Apes 

In Danger’, a three part documentary. And after he takes an A-list entourage of gay 

Hollywood industry players on safari, helicopters into the gorillas, he sees himself as a 

rock star gorilla man. But after 15 years of fundraising, Greg is burned out. Cocaine, 

booze and infidelity now define his character. His rocket is falling to Earth, burning up 

on reentry. He has lost control of his career and marriage. Something has gotta give.

As he darts between wealthy manors in Britain, high-rises in America and war-

ravaged villages beside gorilla habitats in Africa, Greg gives his readers fundraising 

tips, how to make the most of a dire situation. A case in point is when he rallies public 

support for gorillas in the aftermath of Rwanda’s genocide, marshalling the publicity 

power of Sigourney Weaver, Arthur C. Clarke, Douglas Adams and Leonardo DiCaprio 

to raise awareness of their plight and importance to Rwanda’s future. Greg’s memoir is 

about a shoot-from-the-hip, grassroots conservation style, a compelling cause, and the 

triumphs and failures of a self-taught fundraiser. Alas, in trying to save a species, Greg 

destroys his career and marriage but finds his purpose in life. He is a gorilla man. 
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Into Africa: Memoir of a Safari Guide 

by Greg Cummings

Synopsis 

Greg is born on the African savannah. That is not to say he did not live a little before he 

got here. He is four when Dad moves the family from Montreal to Nairobi, too young to 

grasp the cultural divide. But his passion for Africa is born in the bush. In due course,, 

laid bare to a mishmash of cultural influences, his infantile psyche develops. Naïvely, he 

believes this is the way life is meant to be lived, in the nurturing bosom of Mama Africa. 

He spends his childhood and teens moving around the “Bright Continent” — 

living and schooling in Kenya, Nigeria, Tanzania, and Madagascar, which profoundly  

shapes his character. “The wood might be Douglas fir,” he laments, “but the carving is 

Makonde.” He wishes his family would stay put for a moment and give him a chance to  

process the grief he carries from uprooting every few years and leaving pals and pets 

behind. Overcome by his restlessness, Greg rebels at school and starts smoking weed. 

He and his Dad are on a collision course. Greg finds solace in the African wilderness 

and hours spent exploring coral caves and coves by himself. His last safari follows his 

expulsion from boarding school two months before graduating, an event that would 

impact him dramatically. Sixteen years pass before he returns to the African savannah.

As an adult living in London, Greg pines for Mama Africa’s warm, supple bosom. 

He has spent two long decades trying to find a way to make another home there. In the 

midst of a monstrous mid-life crisis — a molotov cocktail of cocaine, bourbon, 
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philandering, and uncontrolled anger — he gets his wish. Convicted for common 

assault against his wife and given an 18-month community order, Greg jumps parole 

and goes on the lam in Africa. He then embarks on a drug-fuelled narcissistic binge. 

How far the mighty gorilla man has fallen. He runs a bar in Kampala, consults for the 

UN in Congo (a job he quickly loses when his estranged wife emails his boss), 

fundraises for a slew of lost causes, and starts a gorilla safari company. 

Living in the slums of Kampala on a diet of weed, beer and Matoke, Greg 

immerses himself into local culture. He manages to snag a few foreign clients. A doctor 

from Toronto and his two sons hire Greg to take them on a guided tour of the Albertine 

Rift and trek chimps and gorillas. A couple from Brisbane and her brother join him on a 

six-week safari through Uganda and Tanzania, ending up on the Serengeti. And he 

takes movie producer Peter Guber and his son on a flying safari across East Africa. But 

after an outbreak of Ebola, business dries up. It is not all doom and gloom, though. 

During the course of two successive serious relationships with Ugandan women named 

Sandra, Greg writes two novels, which are published in the UK along with a handful of 

articles. However, he is earning too little from writing and safaris, and is in danger of 

hitting the skids in deepest darkest. He then lands a job managing a tented safari camp 

next to a game park in northern Uganda. It pays $100 a week plus room, board and a 

beer allowance. It is Greg’s dream job. All the animals come to visit camp. Five months 
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later, that stint ends and Sandra Two ends their relationship. He is then airlifted out of 

Africa by Robin Klein, daughter to Alan Klein, Greg’s rich girlfriend in New York City.

King Kong is living on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, a kept man. It is a big 

leap from what he is used to in the bush but he is comfortable. He has Robin’s platinum 

Amex card to play with. He drinks a lot in New York’s taverns. Returning to Uganda to 

fetch his remaining possessions, he spend six weeks at a boutique hotel in Kampala, 

living it up with his mates, and shagging whoever is up for it. Then, on his way back to 

NYC, Greg is arrested at Heathrow for jumping parole six years before.

Greg spends a month in HMP Pentonville rubbing shoulders with hardened 

criminals. He uses his stay to sharpen his focus and try to redeem a vestige of his 

integrity. “I now know what it feels like to be a gorilla in a zoo,” he says. He gets a job 

writing for The Ville, a prison newspaper and begins working on a piece about captive 

gorillas. But before he can complete it, thanks to Robin, he is given his day in court (via 

video link). The judge sentences him to four weeks and, since he has already served it, 

he is told he can go free. But the prison thinks otherwise. Due to a clerical error, Greg is 

forced to remain in Pentonville for four more days. They are the most difficult of his 

detention. On his release, he returns to the Big Apple and attempts to revive his writing 

career. But, living off the fortunes of his girlfriend, there’s little incentive for him to push 

as hard as it takes to make it in NYC. And Greg now has an ache in his heart, a need to 

be loved and cherished completely by another human being. And Robin is not the one. 
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• 2012-2013: marketing director for Global Changemaker, an alternative energy company aimed 
at providing renewable energy to emerging economies. Devised and marketed GorillaCam, a 
project to instal robust web cams in the mountain gorilla habitat, ensuring their protection.

• 2009: short term consultancy for the United Nations Environment Programme, Geneva, to 
conceive, in situ, a communications strategy for a Post-Conflict Environmental Assessment for 
the Democratic Republic of Congo.

• 2001-2008: set up and managed the Durban Process aimed at tackling the illegal mining of 
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• 1985-1986: free-lance journalism in Singapore, Thailand, Ethiopia, and England. 

Education:
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