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In Paris, standing in a rain storm on one of the towers of Notre Dame, I made the 
interesting discovery that a gargoyle is a gutter for carrying water clear of the wall. 
The next day I left for Lourenço Marques, foregoing for a time the possibility of 
making such discoveries at first hand. 
 
The flight was a tedious marathon. I was sitting on the inner of three seats, opposite 
the door and unable to see out of the window. This was the result of arriving late at 
the airport and having to conduct a time consuming manoeuvre, with an accomplice, 
to get my bagpipes onto the plane unweighed.  
 
The Afrikaner woman next to me did not have the sort of shoulder anyone could lean 
on with impunity, so sleep was out of the question. We stopped for an hour at Malta, 
Fort Lamy and Brazzaville. The only thing I can remember with certainty is that Fort 
Lamy the airport bar would accept no known currency. 
 
Superficially, Lourenço Marques is an attractive, continental kind of place, with wide 
tree lined avenues and beautiful modern buildings. With the exception of a few 
'assimilados' the Africans live outside the city in shanty towns, rather like those of 
Palermo. In the sleazy part of the town, more or less where the merchant seamen 
step ashore, there is a fully integrated sex industry, to which the South Africans 
seem to object least of all. The first Hotel I went to was full so I left my bags there 
and went in search of another. When I found it the Portuguese owner sent a boy with 
me to fetch the bags. It soon became clear that we had lost our way, and a 
hairdresser lent me another, very small boy, as guide. He did not know the way 
either and we walked for miles past crowded pavement cafes: one very red man and 
two black boys. 
 
When I arrived in Johannesburg I went to the railway station restaurant to collect my 
wits. This is a new part of the station and everything is extremely modern. I was the 
only customer and it took thirty waitresses (white) and a battery of gleaming, hissing 
machines three quarters of an hour to produce one cup of coffee and a piece of 
toast. This came to symbolise the South African economy: big, booming, and 
increasingly inefficient. The newspapers were full of arguments about job 
reservation. Things had come to the pretty pass where they had to employ black 
postmen to keep the service running, and doubt was being thrown on the wisdom of 
training white mental defectives to lay bricks. A Minister said that apartheid would 
have to be taken to its logical conclusion 'even if it means making economic 
sacrifices.' 
 
The country imposes its vocabulary on you. There is no such thing in South Africa as 
a public lavatory or waiting room; there are only Native Lavatories, European 
Lavatories and so on. Once I approached the railway station from the wrong 
direction and found myself faced with a large sign saying 'Non-Whites Only.' The 
next entrance was also for 'Non-Whites only' and when I tried a third, only to find 
the same thing, I began to feel persecuted myself. The fact that the people, having 
been segregated at the entrances, are desegregated again on the platforms merely 
indicates how much progress has yet to be made. 
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The hospitality I received from complete strangers could not have been bettered 
anywhere in the world. White South Africans, whatever their political attitudes, talk 
about their country in a way which I had thought to be peculiarly American. There 
seems to be an intoxication of sheer size, wealth and beauty. After using the most 
bitter language about the situation they will always say 'But it's a great country — 
it's got everything a man could want.' About Bechuanaland I heard mainly horror 
stories. 'The natives are incredibly primitive' they said, and 'the dust hangs on the 
trees like snow.' 
 
At the Bechuanaland border the train dining cars become desegregated. In the early 
morning, as we approached Palapye, I began to feel quite excited. It is one thing to 
look out from a train over the immense flat distances of the High Veld, indulging in 
idle speculation about the inhabitants of a few mud huts, and another to be 
deposited, to become quite suddenly a part of the landscape, standing on a platform 
with the wind blowing Kalahari dust into your sandals. Palapye station, in February, 
is not a particularly thrilling introduction to the country. There is a tin roofed Hotel in 
which the bar is decorated with traditional English toasts and sayings like 'Here's 
How, Good Hunting' and 'If Your Wife Drives You to Drink, Get it Here'. 
 
Serowe is about thirty miles from Palapye, along a flat, dusty, potholed road, empty 
except for a few cattle with their minute herdboys. The School stands on sloping 
ground, four miles from Serowe. It faces East, towards two flat-topped hills called Ma 
and Pa Swaneng which are the only relief to the eye until the Kalahari escarpment 
rises low on the horizon. The Kalahari is only a desert in the sense that there is no 
surface water. The vegetation, I think, is similar to ours, consisting of low trees, 
thorny scrub and grass which for most of the year is burnt yellow or disappears 
altogether. This is the fifth serious drought year in succession and thousands of 
cattle are going to die. Near the water supplies overgrazing has practically destroyed 
the natural veld cover. The tribe allowed the school to fence off its land, and already 
from a distance you can see brown on one side of the fence and green on the other. 
 
The dining and common-room building is like a thatched whitewashed cottage. There 
is no ceiling, so you can see the black twisted branches supporting the roof. Attached 
to this is the single room where the van Rensburgs live. The rest of us are living in 
rondavels, round thatched huts built of brick and plaster and whitewashed inside and 
out. They are rather cramped for two but we have been sleeping outside where there 
is generally enough wind to discourage the mosquitoes. There are ten volunteers 
here and two permanent staff members, apart from Patrick van Rensburg and his 
Wife. 
 
The classroom block is separate and quite interesting. It is built round a small square 
on which each classroom has an open side. This means that you can hear what 
everybody else is teaching, and makes your first class an even more awesome 
experience than usual. Goats and dust storms are apt to enter uninvited, but it has 
the cardinal virtue of coolness. Van Rensburg built this school up on the principle of 
self-help and much of the building work has been done by the pupils themselves. At 
present they are working on their own laboratory and workshop. Needless to say, the 
local white builders are not keen on this principle and are happy to point out how 
badly the building is done. At least it is done conscientiously: some of their buildings 
are known to be lacking in foundations. 
 
I came here under the impression that I was going to teach History, but was not 
particularly surprised, given the nature of the establishment, when the first thing 
Patrick asked me to do was to draft a new Civics course. The idea of this is to carry 
the whole background of development by self-help, co-operation and so on into the 
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academic life of the school, as a counter to the university bias of the rest of the 
curriculum. There is some possibility that such a course will be incorporated in the 
syllabus for the Junior Certificate examination, taken in the third form. Generally 
speaking the pupils are older than their equivalents in Britain. At first I was working 
in a vacuum, being ignorant of the country and several steps away from the pupils. I 
based the whole thing on elementary economics, the study of necessities are 
extracted from the available resources, and tried to get an idea of development by 
considering what had already happened - the transition from nomadism to fixed 
settlement. The first classes were not spectacularly successful. There was vast 
confusion and uncertainty as to what the course was about, and indeed as to 
whether it was a course at all. The pupils, with a background of traditional 
conservatism, are in a confusing and rapidly changing environment. Just when they 
are getting used to it a man appears from Scotland and starts prating about a course 
they have never heard of and which he appears to have maliciously invented to give 
them more work. 
 
My second task, in the absence of an expected expert, was to start another new 
course for Village Developers which is being taken by seven volunteers from the 
fourth form. When they leave school at the end of next year they will get jobs as 
Primary school teachers, working only in the mornings, and spend the afternoons on 
projects like building dams and classrooms. They are already learning to build and 
make bricks. Ideally they should know how to initiate a co-operative society, with 
some help from outside. All of them are fairly well committed already, so there is no 
problem there. What I have tried to do is to open things up for them by talking about 
communes, collectives, co-operatives and other developments in the rest of the 
world so that they can make comparisons end put their work in a larger context. 
They are energetically collecting information about development plans for 
Bechuanaland, such as the scheme for fisheries in the Okavango swamps. 
 
One difficulty is that there are aspects of tribal tradition, particularly communal 
ownership and family responsibility, which are superficially attractive but which in 
changing conditions are fatal to economic progress. Nobody wants to teach the 
grabbing kind of economic individualism, but at the same time enterprise must be 
encouraged and money must count for more than status. It might be considered 
unfair to deny the use of the school land to everybody's goats and cattle by putting a 
fence round it, but it must be pointed out that methods of ploughing and soil 
conservation can only be demonstrated if we have control over the area, and that 
ultimately this will benefit everybody. There is something ludicrous about a complete 
newcomer talking about all this, and it might be said that the effectiveness of the 
teaching increases in proportion to the local knowledge of the teacher, but that will 
come with time. The golden rule in teaching is not to talk too much. There is nothing 
like a steady drone in an unfamiliar accent to produce a drooping of heads and finally 
a sprawling of bodies on the desks, like Guards collapsing on parade. 
 
Recently I got a depressed letter from a friend in Dublin saying that the term was 
dragging to a constipated end and that it must be a great deal more exciting here. At 
first sight Serowe would not seem to qualify for a very high excitement rating. 
Although it is often referred to as a village, it has a maximum of about thirty 
thousand inhabitants. Like the Sicilians the Bamangwato and other tribes tend to live 
in large concentrations and travel many miles to their lands and cattle posts. Like 
Ireland, Bechuanaland exports labour. Thousands of men are recruited every year for 
work in the South African mines, which are one of the greatest sources of money for 
the territory. Yesterday I saw a man herding his goats, wearing a miner's helmet. 
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Serowe has got nothing resembling a centre, or even a street, but what looks at first 
like a totally formless collection of mud huts resolves itself into hundreds of small 
groups, or miniature villages, with patches of dusty goat-infested earth in between. 
At some of the more important places, like the garage, the tribal administration and 
the District Commissioner's office, there are tall wide-spreading green trees, giving 
coolness and shade well out of goat reach. (Goats will eat anything: they find cement 
bags particularly appetising). When I came, almost everything else in the village was 
a dull monochrome, even the thorn bushes were not really green, and a deadening 
heat was sucking the last inch of water out of the dam. The depressing aura of want 
is un-relieved by any of the savage colour which might appeal to a tourist. The men 
might have been fitted out at a jumble sale, with the usual contribution of the armed 
services, and a European sweltering in his shirt sleeves, will pass a Ngwato in a 
flapping greatcoat over an apparent multitude of shirts and vests, covering each 
other's holes. The women are different. They wear simple, brightly coloured cotton 
dresses and head squares. They can often be seen going in convoy along a path, 
carrying water-buckets on their heads, with a straight-backed walk which can impart 
immense dignity to the most malformed body. They have handsome, broad faces 
with high cheekbones and perfect teeth. They are quiet and deep-spoken and the 
older ones have an indefinable air of maternity — fertility if you like — so that from 
some faint childhood memory of grandmothers I can imagine, inaccurately, that their 
bosoms smell of lavender. 
 
Two weeks ago the rain finally appeared, after a piling up of storm clouds, nervous 
shifting of the wind, and a great booming and flashing in the distance like guns 
opening up the way for an advance. When it did come, it came in earnest, and for 
two days the landscape was transformed. Everything seemed strangely out of place. 
The road into Serowe might have led through Flanders fields and the people might 
have belonged to an unhappy African regiment, floundering in the mud. 
 
Afterwards, on totally bare patches of ground, green shoots began to appear. By 
bending down and looking along the ground, the isolated shoots could be made to 
come together into a continuous green blanket. The mud-caked walls of a hut would 
no longer be dull brown, but a vivid terra cotta. I remembered an old man who had 
come to the school one evening and told us that the dry donga near the post office 
was once a stream flowing all the year round. This inverted springtime has come too 
late, and the crops have already failed, but it has made it possible to imagine 
paradise. 
 
Soon after I came, Patrick announced his intention of 


