
THE BASADI BA BA ITHUSANG 
(The women who help themselves) 

 
Extracts from letters sent by Jenny Baker to her parents in England. 
The letters were kept and eventually returned to Jenny.  
 
 
2nd  February 1966 
Mary and Tessa and I are trying to start gardens at the Community Centre in Serowe, one 
involving the Youth Club, and one, we hope, on a market garden basis, involving 
unemployed women.  We are just waiting now for people to get interested… 
 
25th February 1966 
The scheme for gardening with unemployed women in Serowe is progressing slowly.  
Tessa, Mary and I went to the inaugural meeting of the Serowe Youth Development 
Association last Tuesday, and we will probably be able to get some funds from them. 
Then Patrick van Rensburg has agreed to us having some of the land behind the Swaneng 
dam – we will be able to siphon water over the top of the dam.  It is a bit frightening 
really to feel the scheme slowly progressing, at least we feel rather inadequate and have 
to have some mutual encouragement. 
 
9th March 1966 
The way now seems clear for two gardens.  The first is to be a demonstration vegetable 
garden run by Serowe Women’s Club members at the Community Centre.  The second is 
to be a market garden run by unemployed young women from Serowe, on a ‘Work for 
Food’ basis.  We have got an initial government grant to start it, and when the nationwide 
‘Work for Food’ gets underway in July it will come under that scheme. 
 
16th March 1966 
We can only manage six women as a pilot scheme on a ‘Work for Food’ basis; it is small 
but we hope it will be catalytic. We have five women so far who will definitely be 
starting work next week.  One of them hasn’t been to school at all, the others have just 
had a year or so in primary school. They are all on famine relief at the moment.  They are 
full of go – it will be very exciting working with them.  We’ve started buying food for 
them, and have some clothes out of a charity bale from England to give them.  We have 
the vegetable gardens marked out already near one of the Swaneng boreholes.  
 
Tessa and I are wildly excited about all this and can’t quite believe it is happening.  We 
are very pleased about the government grant. 
 
25th March 1966 
We have called the group ‘Basadi ba ba Ithusang’, which means ‘the women who help 
themselves.’  Today Form 4 and Form 5 gardeners gave them a lesson on compost heaps 
(having learnt about these the week before).  Most of such a lesson is practical, of course.  
Then Jenny Griffin is teaching them English and we are learning Tswana at a great rate. 
 



3rd April 1966 
I enclose a copy of the Basadi ba ba Ithusang Constitution.  The women are very 
enthusiastic and want to start bread-making, dress-making, and ginger-beer making as 
well as gardening.  They are also asking for more and longer lessons so Tessa and I feel 
quite encouraged (if a little worried about the economics). 
 
10th May 1966 
The women’s garden is growing very well and they are also doing dress-making – they 
are being taught by other volunteer teachers here. 
 
24th May 1966 
The Basadi are going into the bread-making business, the profits (I hope) will pay for the 
material they are currently making their uniforms from.  They all wanted a uniform, so 
we are all making pink overalls, learning to use a sewing machine at the same time. 
 
1st June 1966 
We want to enter some vegetables from the garden in the Bamangwato Agricultural 
Show which is in a fortnight. 
 
The finances are difficult at present though we are not actually in debt.  The bread-
making they started last week is promising however, and if things continue well this 
should be a steady source of income.  And, of course, they haven’t sold any vegetables 
yet as they are not ready, though they have eaten and enjoyed the leaves of their beetroot 
thinnings. 
 
24th July 1966 
The Basadi have sold quite a few vegetables now and we are in a good financial situation. 
 
We are looking for a permanent site, as we don’t think it’s a good idea for them to 
become permanently attached to Swaneng.  We have found a nice place about two miles 
away in the middle of one of the villages (which of course are highly dispersed), with 
wells containing plenty of water.  If the tribe let us use the land we hope to have a small 
work-camp to start the Basadi off.  Next holiday we hope.  That begins in three weeks 
time.  
 
3rd November 1966 
We are now gradually building up a new garden at the site, Motetshwane, given to the 
Basadi by the tribe.  It’s a very beautiful little river valley (dry of course most of the 
time), about two miles from Swaneng and with a good well.   They like it very much.  
One of the Swaneng students, Gabofele, is very interested and our treasurer Donald 
Curtis has given her the accounts book to keep.  
 
We are having an auction sale of old clothes this afternoon for Basadi funds which are 
five cents in the red at the moment!  A student, Sebego Kgoma, is going to be the 
auctioneer. 
20th November 1966 



We are having a work camp at school, also I hope to get some work done on the piece of 
land that has been given to the Basadi – we have to improve the well, put up a fence and 
so on, and the women want to build a rondavel. 
 
 

4th December 1966 
 

  
 
7th December 1966 
There is a little snake in our well.  We’re still working hard there in the mornings. 
 
13th March 1967 
We’ve found an exciting plan for a home-made well pump, which we’re considering for 
the Basadi site.  It’s basically a four inch steel pipe going down the well, fitted with a 
continuous chain which pulls water up the pipe by means of leather-edged metal discs 
attached to the chain. 
 
25th June 1967 
The Basadi have started building a rondavel at Motetshwane, and one of the sewing 
machines I ordered has come.  When the rondavel is finished then everything will go 

We are in the middle of a week’s 
work camp to celebrate the end of 
term…About ten of my form are 
helping the Basadi with their new 
site. We have to dig out the 
collapsed well top and rebuild it 
and clean out the collapsed well 
top and rebuild it , and clean out 
the well debush and dig the 
garden, etc. We walkthe two 
miles to the site at eight o’clock 
every morning, put in a good 
morning’s workand walk back for 
lunch. In the middle of the 
morning we brew tea under a 
thorn bush.  
Yesterday we caught a little 
terrapin in the well. It is now in a 
tank at Swaneng. The students 
help very willingly. 



there – boxes of material and wool, sewing machines, gardening tools etc. 
 
16th August 1967 
The Basadi have finished the walls of their rondavel and smeared them with red mud in 
the traditional way.  The roof is being made by the father of one of my fifth-form 
students.  The women have started making a proper fence round the place. 
 
24th September 1967 
Work has been progressing very well.  A new volunteer, Dave Bowdery (from Watford) 
has built a very serviceable shadoof, so the women will start planting next week (I hope).  
The rondavel roof is nearly ready for thatching now, the last of the woodwork will be 
finished on Monday.  The women have built a good fence enclosing the well and the 
rondavel and about 200 square yards for vegetable gardening. 



 
I told the Basadi that I was going back to England in December, and their immediate 
reaction was ‘What are you going to do with your old clothes!’  
 
10th November 1967 
The Basadi vegetables are all sprouting and they have planted a lot of mulberry cuttings.  
Temogo is in charge day to day, and a new volunteer is interested in carrying on, she is 
an IVS History and English teacher called Monica Partoon. 
 
 
 
 
 


