
7

I had a friend



In the Englishman Denys Finch Hatton (1887-1931), the younger son of the 
Earl of Winchilsea and Nottingham, Karen Blixen found her living, breathing 

masculine ideal. Both emotionally and intellectually, he came to mean more for 
her development as a human being and an artist than any other person.

With his rare combination of practical ability as a safari leader and pilot and his deep knowledge 
of classical European art and literature, he was an inspiring challenge to anyone who met him. 
Her time with him spurred Karen Blixen to take decisive steps on her path as an author even as 
the external reality around her and the farm’s financial basis crumbled at the end of the 1920s.

The portrait of Denys Finch Hatton is from ca. 1913.
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Karen Blixen loved to drive cars. Here she is photographed behind the wheel 
of Denys Finch Hatton’s car. The site is Mombasa around 1928.
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One of Denys Finch Hatton’s aerial photographs of the African farm. That 
was how Karen Blixen saw her home when she flew in his plane.
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Finch Hatton’s plane - a Gypsy Moth - was an object of wondrous curiosity 
for the Africans when he brought it from England in 1929.
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On 14 May 1931, Denys Finch Hatton crashed in his plane at Voi in 
Tanganyika and was killed on the spot. Here is the last picture of him, taken at 

Voi the same year. It was sent to Karen Blixen after his death.
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Denys Finch Hatton’s grave in the Ngong Hills, a few kilometres from the farm, 
represented for Karen Blixen a sort of mental landmark long after she had left 

Africa and moved back to her mother’s home at Rungstedlund.
Every evening before she went to bed, she opened the door to the south and remained standing for a 

moment. Down there in the African hills, her real life was buried beneath an obelisk with a verse from 
Coleridge’s “The Ancient Mariner”: “He prayeth well who loveth well/both man and bird and beast”.
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Obituary for Denys Finch Hatton in The Times, May 1931.
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