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Innocents Abroad1 
 

 

Mennonite Volunteers 
 

The Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) sent Linda and me to Botswana for a 

three-year assignment as part of its longstanding Teachers Abroad Program in 

Africa, on which the Peace Corp program was to some extent modelled. I was a 

conscientious objector obligated to do alternative service in lieu of going to Vietnam. 

The Botswana stint met that obligation. Ironically, 25 years later I was to spend a 

decade working with Vietnam government officials on health projects funded by 

the World Bank. 
 

Vern Preheim was then MCC Director for Africa. MCC had received a request for 

teachers to assist in the Swaneng Hill School’s growing program. MCC normally 

provided teachers solely to mission schools in Africa; two MCC cohorts were 

assigned to Moeding College, a London Missionary Society bastion. Vern made the 

judgment that Linda and I would not be unduly affected by such a decidedly secular 

setting. 
 

What Vern could not possibly have foreseen is the incredible stew that history 

would dish up in Serowe in the late 1960s and early 70s. Debates of all shapes and 

stripes coursed through the place — political, economic, cultural (over which the 

towering intellect and erudition of one Robert Oakeshott frequently presided), and 

even religious (Quaker vs. Congregational vs. agnostic). 
 

The currents trickled in from all over the world — the “60s” student protests of 

North America and Paris (Tom Holzinger regaling us with how they — Students for 

a Democratic Society [SDS] — had “captured” McNamara in Harvard Square), a 

slightly smug Scandinavian approach to “solidarity” with the Third World, and, 

even a touch of Welsh Nationalism! We were all were huge fans of Nyerere and his 

notions of self-help and ujamaa. Some colleagues seemed keen on aspects of Mao’s 

thought as a more promising approach to social equality and economic develop-

ment. And, inevitably, experiences and ideas were flowing in from all over emerging 

Africa and Asia. Among us were political misfits of all types who were part of the 

Southern Africa liberation process, notably the renegade Afrikaner diplomat, van 

Rensburg. We had wide-eyed European youngsters desperate to be “part of the 

struggle”. And there were older veterans whose cynicism had even then begun to 

settle in the belief that there was little hope for change. Indeed, who of us then 

could have anticipated a non-Apartheid South African state within the timeframe 

in which it subsequently unfolded? 
 

Sheila Bagnall in Letters from Botswana observed that Serowe was an arguably some-

what dull place where an extraordinary number of exciting things were happening. 

Few experiences since have been as formative and instructive. Indeed, we will be 

forever grateful for Vern Preheim’s error of judgment. 

                                                        

1 Written from the perspective of raw youth circa 1968. 
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Early Days 
 

We arrived in Gaborone on the flight from Entebbe and were shuttled off to a small 

local hotel. I vaguely remember a brief courtesy meeting the next day with Dr. 

Gaositwe Chiepe, Deputy Director of Education, who was reserved but welcoming. 

Then we were off on the night train to Palapye. Bright and early next morning we 

were deposited at the Swaneng gates. I recall being struck as we drove in how 

barren the whole place seemed — not much in the way of vegetation or colour. 

 

Initially, we lived in the rondavel of a volunteer who was away for a few weeks. We 

ate in the common room with other, mostly single, staff — baked beans on toast for 

breakfast was to this day one of the more dramatic cultural shocks of my lifetime 

(and I have been all over Asia). Not to worry, Doris the cook had some semblance 

to my rotund Mennonite grandmother and helped me over the adjustment. 

 

We were then assigned to our new home, the “Danish Abortion”, which was 

constructed by the Builders Brigade at a time early in their development when 

enthusiasm outpaced skill level. The fireplace was smack dab in the middle of the 

tiny “living room” and was set out from the wall rather than within it thus substan-

tially reducing living space. 

 

The house had apparently been intended for some Danish teachers, who clearly 

had finer residential sensibilities than we did. Perhaps the Swaneng administration 

knew that Mennonites are “in the world but not of it” and things would work out 

just fine. 

 
Agricultural Science 
 

When the two of us pitched up at Swaneng, no one quite knew what to make of, or 

do with these newly arrived Mennonites. It did not help that we were younger than 

anyone anticipated. 

 

We were soon summoned by Sheila Bagnall, the Vice Principal. She wanted to know 

what we could teach. It was after all a school. 

 

I had grown up working on a farm, in fact did so up until I went off to college — 

milking cows, hoeing corn rows, baling hay, etc. But I did not in any way feel qualified 

to teach formal Agricultural Science and in response to Sheila’s interrogation said 

so. As a consequence, Linda was assigned the task. This by a Decatur, Atlanta 

suburbanite, who did not know a heifer from bull and who could not distinguish a 

radish plant in the ground from a run of the mill legume. 
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Pedagogical Technique 
 

It was sometimes hard to muster enthusiasm to go into the classroom day after day 

especially when one was teaching the same material across forms. I found absolutely 

tortuous the task of grading mock exam essays every six weeks — endless blue 

copybooks (had these people not heard of multiple-choice questions?). 

 

The students, however, were wonderful and were an endless source of pleasure. I 

found astounding how engaged they were with Shakespeare. English is my mother 

tongue but they “got it” in a way I had not, certainly at their stage of my schooling. 

Erastus (“Power”), a strapping lad whose facility with a pickaxe was the stuff of 

workcamp lore, would roar “Et tu, Brute”, when called upon to read the relevant 

portion of Julius Caesar. I feared for the health of the classmate in the desk next to 

him. 

 

At this time a brand of pedagogy was all the rage. Ivan Illich, author of De-schooling 

Society, was a leading proponent of this perspective arguing that students should 

not be viewed as vessels into which knowledge had to be spoon fed or even poured. 

It was thus disconcerting to walk into my Fourth Form class one day only to be told 

by some very energized students that Linda had just delivered a particularly sterling 

Health Science lecture. “Oh, sir, Mrs. Meyers, she really poured!” 
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Mule Management 
 

One of the best-kept secrets of the Swaneng operation was how essential I was to it 

all. 
 

All staff got their provisions, and mail, from Serowe central. Most things were 

purchased from the Woodford’s or the Watson’s stores in Serowe. Gaboitsiwe was 

the school messenger. He took orders from staff in the morning, presented same to 

stores and then delivered supplies to staff later in the afternoon. The whole thing 

depended on an efficient transport situation. Had staff not received their daily 

mincemeat from the Serowe butcher, they would likely have rebelled and the 

whole place could have ground to a halt. 
 

That is where I came in. I took over the management of the mule and donkey brigade 

from Tessa (unlike me, she was English and had horsewomanship in her genes). I 

kept things rolling so to speak. Things went swimmingly until one day Patrick 

came to me to say that apparently the school needed new mules. So off I went on 

the train to some dorp in the Transvaal — I think it was called Bronkhorstspruit. I 

dutifully met with an elderly Afrikaner farmer who was the local purveyor of 

trained mules. We looked over several mules and at his recommendation I chose 

one that looked healthy and strong (we even examined its teeth!), forking over the 

precious Rand with which Patrick had entrusted me. I then left with the assurance 

the mule would be shipped by train to Palapye in a few days where we could 

collect it. 
 

The Palapye station master rang a while later to say the mule had arrived. Joseph, a 

truly sweet, understated man who oversaw the mule and donkey group for us, set 

off on the bus to collect it. He came back a day later looking more than a little 

distressed. The mule was apparently unruly — he said wild — and had escaped 

while they were trying to offload it at the station. He asked to borrow our horse to 

collect it from the bush (we owned a quarter of this horse, as did the Thaarups; 

someone else owned other portions).. A week later I was down at the kraal and 

Joseph came riding up, ever so slowly, looking even more forlorn. They had been 

all over including well south of Palapye but were unable to find the mule having 

spent days searching the bush. Moreover, his partner had gone with him on another 

horse and that horse had gotten away from them. Thus they were both riding our 

(one quarter) horse. It subsequently died not many days later from what is called 

in that part of the world “horse sickness”, otherwise known as exhaustion. 
 

I rang up the Afrikaner and berated him for sending me a bum mule. I must have 

been pretty persuasive (or perhaps he could not live with himself by taking even 

greater advantage of my naiveté). In any event he promised to send a replacement. 

Joseph dutifully set off a few days later to collect this animal in Palapye. He came 

back leading the mule, which to my relief was clearly properly domesticated. The 

only problem was it hardly came up to Joseph’s shoulder, something Joseph found 

highly embarrassing. This mule was just barely the size of a large donkey! 
 

I am, however, happy to report that after many months of deep skepticism Joseph 

sheepishly confessed that this mule, which I had been wise enough to purchase, was 
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exceedingly strong and pulled it weight better than any other in the team. And it 

seemed never to tire. 
 

Swaneng saved to soldier on! 

 

 
Evening Studies 
 

I was evening studies monitor one night. Students had evening studies each week 

night for several hours and teachers took turns patrolling the classroom courtyard 

space to keep an eye on things. A loud commotion erupted coming from one of the 

study rooms and I hurried to investigate. Some of the girls were standing on their 

desks in the back screaming. At the front of the room stood tiny Jimmy Ratshosa. 

He was calmly holding a plastic hosepipe on the end of which was dangling a still 

squirming cobra that he had killed when it entered the doorway. 
 

On another evening I heard a noise in the dark. Kent Gormley, fellow volunteer, 

came hopping out of the darkness. He said he had been bitten/stung by something 

on his foot. He did not know what it was but it “hurt like hell.” Kent, who had a 

penchant for handling reptiles, had been bitten by a black mamba previously and 

had been told if he suffered another snakebite it could be fatal. I threw him on my 

shoulders in a fireman’s carry and lugged him up the hill to Marit Kromberg’s 

house (a Norwegian doctor who lived on campus and worked at Serowe Hospital). 

Marit in turn immediately had him put in her car and raced off to the hospital. 

Turned out it was scorpion bite. Quite painful but not of much consequence once 

diagnosed. 
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Life in Serowe 
 

It was a more innocent time. While there was occasional petty thievery (see Sheila 

Bagnall’s reference in her Letters), we never locked our doors. Indeed for a good 

portion of our stay, we lived in a house that had no door at all on the side facing the 

cliff. 
 

The Serowe Hotel was a kind of “no-man’s land.” Scruffy volunteer teachers in khaki 

shorts and sandals and SHS principals/vice principals drank here amiably with the 

local upright (European) citizens (the latter in their tan/olive safari suits), foreign 

visitors, as well as local Bamangwato officials. Widely diverse political views got 

checked at the door. I don’t remember instances of friction in this setting even 

though privately participants likely held a somewhat dim view of their bar mates. In 

retrospect I think of this situation as akin to a university town where the “academics” 

and “townies” have an unwritten agreement to tolerate one another, all in the 

interest of access to decent grog. 
 

“Digger” managed the Serowe Hotel and these interactions with considerable skill 

and aplomb. I remember him hovering at the back of the dining room when Linda 

and I went there a few months after our arrival to celebrate our first wedding 

anniversary (we were the only folks there). It entailed, among other things, our 

introduction to a “fish course” as part of a formal meal. The stilton and port that 

followed at the end was a step down the road to culinary perdition! 
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Food, while quite adequate, was in general hardly the high point of life in Serowe. 

The options were limited owing to the fact that Botswana received, at least at that 

time, only around 18 inches of rain in good years. There was lots of protein and 

masses of cabbage. Fruits were mainly papaya and plenty of oranges from South 

Africa. The Farmers’ Brigade was a real boon when it brought a wider variety of 

fresh vegetables onto the scene. 

 

 

 
For someone who had grown up on Pennsylvania Dutch desserts, this was an 

adjustment (my grandmother would typically serve 3 or 4 types of pie for dessert 

at Sunday meals). It saddens me now to think ho thrilled I was when one day Linda 

produced a mock apple pie made from Ritz crackers and cream of tarter. It was a 

surprisingly good approximation. 
 

For the Batswana, fat cakes were a favourite delicacy. Fried in oil in iron pots, they 

were aptly named. 
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Sherry with Sheila 
 

When we would come home from our teaching duties on a late afternoon our route 

took us up the hill where the Krombergs lived as well as past Sheila Bagnall’s house 

to the left. From there we would veer right down the path to that glorious place 

perched on the cliff overlooking the plain. Kent Gormley had built a stone and thatch 

edifice that we gratefully inherited when he and Harriette Barber left Serowe after 

their Peace Corp stint.2 

 

 
 

 

Sheila would sometimes be out on her stoep and would inevitably invite us in. We 

would sit with her and cover the day’s waterfront, fortified by a glass(es) of sherry, 

something our Mennonite upbringing had mysteriously omitted. 

 

In the background was one Sandy Grant, a (to us) slightly eccentric but delightful 

Brit from Mochudi who would regularly pitch up. We would occasionally bump into 

them drinking coffee on Sheila’s stoep as we went by in the morning. Like so many 

of his countrymen who wound up spending a lifetime in Africa, he was an engaging 

conversationalist. His wry humour complemented an infectious grin. Local cultural 

history, development and political intrigue were his particular bailiwick. We would 

listen, bemused by his ramblings, but nonetheless subliminally aware that this 

character had a far deeper understanding of the immediate world around us than 

we ever would. 

                                                        

2 Kent is no sadly no longer with us. His was a free spirit not readily troubled by conven-
tional strictures. In accordance with his wishes, his body was interred beneath his favourite 

Ponderosa pine tree on the plot of land in New Mexico on which he lived in his last years. 
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Postscript 
 

The attentive reader will have noticed the above musings offer no commentary on 

the merits of the “Swaneng experiment” in all its varied manifestations. That, it seems 

to me, is premature. I leave such judgments to the longer reach of history. In any 

event, it is the citizens of Botswana who should speak to that from their many differ-

ent perspectives. 

 

One cannot help but note, however, how very young many of us were who partici-

pated in those early Swaneng days. We took ourselves very seriously, were fairly 

cocksure that we had discerned many of the world’s ills and were on a clear path to 

righting them. It was a pervasive delusion of the time. And, history since might argue, 

a bit of overreach. 

 

The central figure in all this, Patrick van Rensburg, was a person of striking qualities 

— charismatic and devilishly charming, inevitably articulate and of penetrating 

insight, soft-spoken despite his imposing physical size. It can be noted, parenthetically, 

that he unequivocally asserted he had no creed and was not a religious in any way. 

To the extent that he was, a central tenet of faith was that physical labour was at 

least one sure route to salvation. 

 

No one can question that he was a visionary. The ideas poured forth non-stop, 

regardless of counter arguments, potential evidence to the contrary, or whether 

they met the test of internal consistency. That was both his strength and weakness, 

to keep pushing the frontiers relentlessly. A verdict on which of his ideas were 

appropriate is probably less important than an acknowledgement that taken in 

toto, they had a hugely significant impact on the lives of many Batswana, as well as 

those non-Batswana who were part of the broader Swaneng effort. And, to a lesser 

extent, on economic development thinking more widely. 

 

Much is made of the tensions between Patrick and Sheila Bagnall, particularly in 

Shelia’s last years at Swaneng. While certainly true in the instance of particular 

differences over policy or tactics, this understates the great respect each had for 

the other. One cannot read the Letters and not come away with the sense of how 

much Sheila admired Patrick’s broad sweep of thought while at the same time 

exasperated by some of his actions on a day-to-day basis. In his more candid 

moments, he would acknowledge how essential she had been to Swaneng’s early 

establishment. 

 

Those of us who had the honour of working with them for a brief period in our youth 

know how wonderfully warm, humorous, delightful, wise, and occasionally unwise, 

each could be. Both had uncommon stamina and indefatigable commitment. We 

should treasure those moments and leave to time the task of sorting out any short-

comings, whatever they might have been. 
 


