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We returned to the UK in December 1969 and decided to live temporarily in 
Cardiff to be near Jan’s parents. Over the next few months, there were two 
important events. Patrick wrote to us to let us know that he had secured 
funding for the new ‘institution’ to be established in Mahalapye from major 
government development agencies in Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands. 
So he was now able to confirm his offer to us on behalf of the Swaneng Board 
of Governors for us to return to Botswana to found the new centre. 
 
The second ‘event’ was Jan becoming pregnant with our second child whose 
predicted birth date was mid-August. Rachel Mary Hawkes was born at Cardiff 
Hospital on 13 August 1970. We asked our doctor at what age it would be safe 
for a young baby to fly. He said six weeks, so we booked our flights to 
Gaborone via Johannesburg for early October. We vividly recall that journey – 
especially changing planes in Jo’burg from an international flight to a 12 seater 
plane for the onward connection to Gaborone. Everybody was air-sick except 
Jan and the pilot who had a flight map on his lap! But we landed safely and 
made our way by train up to Palapye and onto Serowe. We lived for the rest of 
1970 and the early months of 1971 on the Swaneng campus. Both of us did 
some teaching at the school but we spent most of our time working on plans 
for starting the new centre at Mahalpye. 
 
The first task was to find somewhere in Mahalapye for us to live. Now, of 
course, we were a family of four with David (3 yrs) and Rachel (6 months). We 
were offered a vacant government house in the village. The second task was to 
discuss with the local tribal authorities and with the government’s education 
officials where the new centre should be established. We were eventually 
offered a large area of unoccupied land between the northern boundary of the 
village and Mahalapshwe River. It seemed ideal. We were told that the 
Setswana name for that area was MADIBA - `a place of much water`. We had 
to smile at the irony of that name as we surveyed an area of flat, dry land next 
to an apparently dry sand riverbed. But within a few months, we came to 
understand the significance of that name. The apparently dry riverbed was to 
become the source of the water supply for the centre. Many years later, we 
came to know of another important meaning of `Madiba`. It was the clan or 
family name of Nelson Mandela who was to become the first black President of 
post-apartheid South Africa. We decided that the name of the new centre 
would be `Madiba Education Training Centre`. Many years later, we have 
`Madiba` as our part of our email address. We have also sponsored a bench at 
a local Wildlife Reserve. The bench looks out onto a small lake so we have 
called the bench ‘ Madiba ‘ 
 
During 1970 we organised weekend work-camps for groups of Swaneng 
students who would come to Mahalapye to work alongside local young people 
in clearing the land. Voluntary work was to be a central feature of Madiba life 
from the outset! Over the next few months, acacia trees were removed from 
the central part of the site, foundations dug for the first classrooms, and 
importantly, a trench about ½ mile long was dug for a water pipe to be laid 
down to the Mahalapshwe riverbed. As a family we all joined in these work-



camps. We still smile when remembering our little David and Rachel digging 
out earth from the trenches. 
 
Living in Botswana teaches you one lesson above all else – water is essential 
for life. So our priority had to be installing a reliable clean water supply at the 
Madiba site. Through many work-camps, the trench for the water pipeline was 
dug. This involved removing many tree stumps and rocks and digging a trench 
of uniform depth. The foundations of the pumphouse were dug on the riverbed 
bank near to the extraction point. A hydrological survey of the riverbed had 
been carried out. We were assured that as much as 30,000 galls of water could 
be pumped from the riverbed each day. This was good news so long as we 
were careful about how we used water at the centre. A network of pipes was 
sunk into the sand in the riverbed, two pumps powered by diesel engines were 
installed in the pump house and the water pipe was laid in the trench. A 
storage tank was erected at the site. And everything worked!  So construction 
work at the site could begin. We started with two standpipes at the site – one 
in the builders’ yard and one just outside the perimeter fence for local families 
to share in our water supply. This was much appreciated because the practice 
had always been for young girls to walk each morning and evening to the 
riverbed to fill buckets with water by scooping it up from holes they dug in the 
sand. No wonder the most celebratory word in the Setswana language is PULA. 
Pula means rain, rain means water and water means life! 
 
The Mahalapye area was not good for brick-making so we decided that 
concrete blocks would be our main building material. An electricity generator 
was installed at the site. We were advised that an Italian-made electrical 
block-making machine would be the quickest and cheapest way of making 
concrete blocks. We bought one from a Johannesburg company, but it proved 
so unreliable that we decided on hand-made block making instead using 
specially fabricated moulds. This was to be our first lesson in the importance of 
appropriate or intermediate technology. By that time, Erik Kool from the 
Netherlands had joined us as Site Engineer. His design and construction skills 
were invaluable as building work progressed. 
 
Our next priority was to start the Madiba Builders Brigade so that we could 
begin work on the first classrooms and staff houses at the site. We were 
fortunate that a qualified and experienced local builder, who had worked at 
Swaneng but whose home was in Mahalapye, agreed to join us as the Manager 
and senior instructor of the new Builders Brigade. His name was George 
Rametsana. Over the years, we became good friends and I came to appreciate 
his wisdom. He helped me to understand the Batswana culture and he 
counselled me when I faced problems and dilemmas. Madiba owes him a debt 
of gratitude. 
 
We worked hard to have the Secondary School operating by January 1972. We 
accepted when offered, the use of the old Mahalapye English Medium Primary 
School attaching a vast tarpaulin to one sidewall so that we had enough 
teaching space for a two class intake. Volunteer teachers were recruited from 
Europe and the US. The Madiba Centre- with a Builders Brigade and a 
Secondary School – were up and running by January 1972. 
 



By August 1972, all staff were able to live at the Madiba site and teaching and 
training were transferred to the newly built classrooms and workshops. Over 
the next few years, on-the-job training was developed in car mechanics, 
electrical installation, plumbing and dressmaking. Gradually, brigades with a 
formal training curriculum emerged. Because agriculture was so fundamental 
to Botswana’s development, we were encouraged to take over the former UN 
Development Programme’s agricultural training programme on the south side 
of the village. The Mahalapye Farmers Brigade did not prove viable. Within the 
curriculum for both school students and brigade trainees, we continued the 
Swaneng practice of teaching Development Studies. A Vice-Principal was 
appointed to run the Secondary School so that I could concentrate on 
developing the Centre comprising school and brigades as well as the 
community development programme. 
 
The Madiba ethos meant closely integrating the work of the Centre with the 
development of the neighbouring Mahalapye village community. We wanted 
the Madiba Centre to act as a catalyst for community development in 
Mahalapye. Madiba should not be an ivory tower so meetings were held at the 
main Mahalapye kgotla as well as at the smaller local kgotla near the Madiba 
site. The outcome of these consultations with local people was the decision to 
form a Mahalapye Development Trust. The trustees decided on a number of 
initiatives – to establish a dressmaking workshop, to run literacy classes for 
local out-of-school young people, and to set up a vegetable garden. The aim of 
the vegetable garden was threefold – to improve the local diet, to tackle 
malnutrition, to train local people in improved vegetable growing techniques 
and to develop income generating schemes. The literacy work was particularly 
interesting as it was decided that the teachers would be Madiba school 
students. Jan and other Madiba staff taught teaching skills to our students. so 
that they in turn could teach local illiterate children.  
 
School students and Brigade trainees were encouraged to work voluntarily for 
the continued development of both the Madiba Centre itself and the local 
Mahalapye community. Workcamps were held to construct the buildings 
required for the Trust’s community development programmes - a workshop for 
the women’s dressmaking co-operative and a classroom for the literacy 
classes. On a personal note, Jan and I have such good memories of working 
alongside the school students on Saturday mornings digging foundations and 
mixing concrete – with David and Rachel always wanting to join in. We had 
little awareness of ‘health and safety‘ in those days. We have, I’m glad to say, 
no memories of any serious accidents ! It is our hope that community work 
gave our students both practical and leadership skills which would be 
important to them for the rest of their lives. Hopefully it can be said that the 
Swaneng/Madiba ethos of self-reliance has contributed something to the fact 
that, 50 yrs later, Botswana is one the most developed and democratic 
countries in Africa.  
 
Year by year, the Madiba staff grew as more Batswana teachers and 
instructors were employed and we were joined by an increasing number of 
expatriate staff from many different countries. It became a vibrant multiracial 
and multicultural community. 
 



By August 1974 it was time for Jan and I and our children to leave Madiba. It 
was a very sad day for us because we both felt that Madiba had become home. 
We knew that the future of Madiba lay in the hands of Batswana leadership. 
We were fortunate to see this for ourselves when we made return visits to 
Botswana in 1992 to celebrate Madiba’s 20th Anniversary and then again in 
2005. But back to August 1974 and our departure from Madiba and return to 
the UK. Our feelings were a mixture of sadness and thankfulness for the seven 
years we had spent living and working in Botswana.  Pula ! 
 
Mike Hawkes     December 2013 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


