
into the car with my sons and driving to 

Germiston station.

I suddenly remembered, however, that 

as you come in to land at OR Tambo 

Airport, there is one particular spot where 

the public road came almost right up to 

the beginning of the runway. I’d often 

wondered what it would be like to sit 

there and watch the planes coming in 

to land right above your head. Clearly it 

was the right time to try this out, so my 

reluctant and suspicious boys and I left 

home early one Saturday morning, grabbed 

some coffee and a muffin on the way to 

Boksburg, and drove around looking for the 

exact place I’d seen so many times from 

the air. At last we found it, I parked my car, 

and we sat there waiting for the first plane.

We were not disappointed. As the first 

flight came in they suddenly got quite 

But before you think I’m off on a nostalgic 

self-indulgent trip, (to a time which was 

better, simpler and less stressful,) allow 

me to share a story of a recent event to 

demonstrate how things have changed. 

I wanted to take my sons away from 

those dreaded screens and video games, 

and to also maybe experience the 

adventures I had with my dad. 

I wanted them have some memories  

that they could remember for the rest  

of their lives, and to feel the same sense  

of comfort and safety I felt all those 

decades ago. 

So I made a couple of calls to see 

whether these steam trains still operated, 

and discovered, sadly, that there are just 

a handful of them left in SA and around 

the world; clearly this would require much 

more planning than just impulsively getting 

excited, and every few minutes yet another 

plane came in – so close you could feel the 

vibrations in your bones. 

There were some “small” turboprop 

planes, and some larger ones coming in 

from local flights. There were also a couple 

of A380s flying in from far away, and they 

were huge! But the single most exciting 

plane was an old 747 Jumbo jet which 

was clearly not allowed to fly passengers 

anymore, but was carrying cargo. It had 

been designed and built in the old days 

when noise pollution was not an important 

priority, and when it roared overhead even 

I could not contain my excitement. It was 

awesome.

We just sat there, my sons and I, 

enjoying and talking about on what we had 

just experienced, and I felt great that they 

had moved from reluctant to thrilled. 
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What happened to love and generosity?
When I was an eight-year old boy, my dear dad used to take me to Germiston Railway Station to see the old steam engines  

huffing and puffing as they shunted railway stock around. I can still smell the mixture of burning coal and steam, and my mind  

has indelibly recorded the powerful sound as these gigantic machines slowly started to clang into a long row of cargo trucks,  

and then puffed with increasing speed until you could not distinguish the gap between each puff. It was simultaneously exciting 

and exhilarating, it filled me with utter awe, and it let me know as a little kid how utterly safe I felt with my loving dad  

who shared these magical moments with me.



And then suddenly a police car pulled up 

right next to us. The aggressive policeman 

spoke to me as if was a naughty boy in 

the headmaster’s office. “No vehicle is 

permitted to park within three metres of 

the exterior wall of the airport,” he barked.

“I just brought my sons to watch the 

airplanes,” I told him as politely and gently 

as I could.

This testosterone-fuelled moron then 

jumped out of his car, put his hand 

threateningly on his pistol holster, and 

started shouting hysterically. My young 

son was terrified and close to tears, and I 

just couldn’t believe what a complete bully 

this stupid man, half my age, had become. 

I started my engine and we drove home 

in silence. Our father-sons adventure had 

turned into a nightmare. 

But this column is not about the dreadful 

state of our discourteous police force. 

My most important insight was that the 

spirit of generosity has gone out of our 

society, and, just as guilty as that particular 

member of the SAPS, are the huge 

corporations and businesses that dominate 

our lives. 

Whatever happened to the free 

gingerbread man bakers used to hand 

out, and to the “baker’s dozen,” (13 rolls 

instead of twelve)? Banks used to give a 

free piggy bank to children to encourage 

them to save, but not anymore. Most 

restaurants organized free Irish Coffees on 

the house for their “favourite” customers, 

and, of course, we were all their favourite 

customers. Businesses would willingly 

allow you to use their clean toilets. When 

you paid with cash, they didn’t tell you 

there wasn’t enough change so you have 

to round the price up and pay extra. Yes, 

there are still some small, privately-owned 

businesses that do the positive things, 

(shout out to them,) and they are killing 

their competitors.

These days it costs R700 to buy a (fake) 

Springbok shirt, and there are no free drinks 

and a meal on some airlines. (In fact, on 

Ryanair you have to pay one Euro, about 

R15, just to use the loo.) You have to be 

wary that the supermarket didn’t put the 

rotten fruit at the bottom of the pack to 

hide it. If you are looking for a chain at 

your local hardware shop, you have to buy 

it in minimum quantities – and pay for 

stuff that you will never use.

When did we lose our generosity, 

compassion, humanity and love for one 

another? When did we lose trust in our 

politicians, business executives, and even 

our religious leaders, celebrities and sports 

heroes? We need to limit the greed-and-

profit-over-compassion attitude, for it has 

resulted in billions of cynical, untrusting, 

suspicious customers all over the world 

– and who can blame them? As we all 

believe, it is better to give than to receive. 

Here’s your opportunity: if there is such 

a deep nostalgia, a yearning for something 

– anything – that is authentic, honest, 

trustworthy and generous, customers will 

pay just about any price to businesses that 

treat them with dignity and respect. You 

know what you need to do, but just in case 

you’re too busy to think right now, here are 

some ideas...

When last did you show genuine and 

heartfelt gratitude to your customers by 

saying a proper “thank you”? (Hint: inviting 

them once a year to the box at Ellis Park or 

the Wanderers doesn’t do it.)

Do you reward your best customers – 

but without cheapening your brand and 

reputation by introducing a typical “loyalty 

programme”? How about a programme 

that honours and recognises them?

Do you thrill and delight them with little 

surprises that come out of the blue?

Do you allow them to feel like VIPs by 

sharing privileged information or special 

secrets reserved only for them?

When last did you demonstrate true 

generosity and love through an act or 

charitable event that made them say, 

“Aaah. How nice was that?”

How do you make them feel like they 

are part of a bigger community that shares 

something in common, that has history 

together, or that allows legends to be built? 

(If you want clues, think about how fans of 

sports team or musicians feel about those 

that they support, and imitate that.)

Can you tap into the longing they 

feel about days gone past, days where 

they were young and beautiful and felt 

immortal, and before the troubles of the 

world shocked them into reality?

And do you give them the ultimate 

honour by actually listening to them?

Remember that the opposite of love 

is not hate, (although that policeman 

missed that message.) The opposite of 

love is indifference and apathy. As Nelson 

Mandela wisely wrote, “No-one is born 

hating another person... People must learn 

to hate, and if they can learn to hate, they 

can be taught to love, for love comes more 

naturally to the human heart than its 

opposite.”

And please – please – think about it very 

carefully before you go out there and upset 

small children!

Aki Kalliatakis is the 
managing partner of The 
Leadership LaunchPad, a 
company dedicated to 
helping clients become 
more customer driven. 
He can be contacted at 
(011) 640 3958, or via 
the website at www.
leadershiplaunchpad.co.za
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