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 Swaneng in the early morning- Staff common room and rondavels -Jenny Baker 

 
 Swaneng in September 1964 was a very different place from the campus it 
became five years later.  There were no family houses, no hall, no primary school 
building or dormitories for the students.  There was no fourth wall to the classrooms, 
each of which opened onto a central courtyard.  Sometimes this could lead to an 
accidental mixing of the curriculum when a quiet maths session might be interrupted 
by a poetry or story reading!  The common room was the centre of our non-working 
time. In those early days there was no generator so we relied on hissing gas lamps, 
with their fragile mantels, or candles in the evenings. 
 
 
 We lived simply, though not as frugally as many of the Batswana and we never 
ate mealie porridge with the strange protein sauce that the students had most days for 
lunch.  The killing of the goat for the one day when meat was on the student menu 
was to be avoided by the squeamish.  We had our meals cooked by the wonderful 
Doris and Maggie, our rooms were swept and we even had our washing done.  I think 
we were paid a pound a week with a small additional allowance for holidays and 
clothes.  Not much, even in those far off days but, probably because we had more 
than many of the local people, I never felt poor or hard done by.  We were all in the 



same boat. Besides, there wasn’t much to spend any money on.  Over the years things 
changed and, as the institution expanded, different people were paid at variable rates. 
 

 
 The classrooms opened on a central courtyard – Jenny Baker  
 
From the start, it was clear this was more than just another secondary school.  Patrick 
and Liz, support by the Kibblewhites, lived their beliefs and their vision.  To be part 
of that, in however small a capacity, seemed to be an immense privilege.  It is 
difficult to explain Patrick's charisma. Liz was even quieter yet they were there, with 
support and advice; making it clear that we could do what was asked of us and we 
were necessary to the realisation of the project.  I had many hints from Liz on how to 
make English teaching fun and engaging. At least, that is what I felt at that time.  For 
the first time in my life I felt I was doing something worthwhile, making a difference.  
It was only years later, after returning to U.K. that I realised how ill prepared and 
ignorant I was.   
 Volunteers from other projects came to visit.  I think I pitied them because they 
weren't working at Swaneng and had more ordinary jobs, with no philosophy or 
vision.  The early sixties saw the change in status from protectorate to independence 
via internal self government.  Several IVS and VSO volunteers were employed 
getting people to register for voting.  They told us that sometimes the Batswana 
questioned the right to register the Bushmen for voting because they weren't really 
human.  Some of the volunteers from outside certainly felt we were too intense and 
getting too involved.  At one work camp a volunteer, feeling we were living in too 
frugal a way, bought steaks for the whole camp to supplement the basic food.    
 We also had more well-known visitors.  Diana Athill, an ex-colleague of Liz's 
came, as did Naomi Mitcheson.  Lady Mitcheson had befriended Linchwe, a tribal 



chief while he was studying in London.  Because of this she had assumed the title of 
Tribal Mother, or Queen mother.  One story has it that on one visit to Botswana, 
worried about the increasing birthrate, She arrived with a suitcase packed with 
contraceptives.  Apparently, the customs official who opened the case, grinned and 
wished her a very happy stay. 
 One of the surprises for me was that many of the students, especially in the 
very early days, were much older than you would expect from people starting 
secondary school.  A form one consisting of young people in their teens and even 
early twenties was a bit disconcerting, at first.  One of the students told me when I 
was first introduced that they wondered how this little girl would manage to teach 
them.  Eventually a law was passed giving a maximum age for starting primary 
school.  There was almost universal primary education but few secondary schools.  
Most students left secondary school after three years, having complete the Junior 
certificate in education.  Our early students were often people who had not managed 
to get into secondary school and Swaneng was a life-line.  Often the girls were 
younger than the male students.  Young boys would be sent to mind the cattle at the 
cattle posts and so starting primary school was delayed for the boys. 
 Before Gaberones was built, the administrative capital was in Mafeking, which 
was in South Africa.  Some of our students came from that area and so had to cross 
the boundary when returning to school from their homes.  There were rumours that 
some students had been offered bribes to spy on the school and report back to the 
South African authorities.  Goodness knows if this was true and what they would 
have reported in any case.  It is likely that the school was of interest to the South 
African authorities.  I remember having to take my luggage off the train at the border 
to be inspected by customs even though it was usual for customs officials to board the 
train to check the baggage of “Whites” or those travelling first or second class.   
 Among the ex pat community in Serowe, the Swaneng project was at times 
viewed with suspicion.  I was introduced to the wife of a local administrator who 
asked me whether I owed allegiance to Peking or Moscow. She thought she was 
being very witty. 
 The curriculum had its challenges.  The first book I had to read with a class 
was Dumas “The Black Tulip”.  A translation of a French novel seemed a strange 
choice for an English exam.  The students found my inability to pronounce the Dutch 
words very amusing.  Later we read Neville Shute's “No Highway” and nearly got 
bogged down on the first page with the students feeling they had to know exactly 
what a dish mop was.  When the University for the three ex Protectorates was 
established, things improved a lot and the examiners acknowledged the existence of 
African literature.  I was so lucky to be able to read Achebe's “Things Fall Apart” 
with classes of students.  The nuns from St Joseph's College were not happy and 
managed to get an alternative choice.  Shakespeare was popular.  “Julius Caesar” 
provoked real discussion.  Generally the students responded to poetry very positively.  
Many of them had such a strong feel for figurative language and anything with 
alliteration or onomatopoeia was a hit.  Not all poetry was a hit.  I can still see Patrick 
tearing his hair out over Newbolt. 
 We held a cinema, bioscope, on Sundays.  The lorry would drive into Serowe 



to pick up the audience.  The films were shown in the courtyard.  Mostly they were a 
success but there were times when what it said on the tin was certainly not what was 
on the reels.  “Romeo and Juliet” came with a reel of “Scaramouch” which was much 
more popular.  It took us a long time to get the whole of “scaramouche” . 
 All the while as the secondary school expanded, Patrick founded Brigades, 
where young people would learn a practical skill with some education. Of course, this 
seemed the way forward but it was sometimes hard for those of us without practical 
knowledge or skills to keep up with what was happening.  Part of the conflict was not 
wanting to feel that our teaching work was of no value.  I wanted to be valued and 
really believed that life at Swaneng was useful and purposeful.  There was often heart 
searching about whether staying at Swaneng for longer than one's original contract 
was dedication or just running away from real life, whatever that was.  I know I was 
thrilled when Patrick asked me to go with Len to start a new school at Maun.  
Fortunately, this never happened.  I would have hated it and been hopeless.  By the 
time a new site had been found at Shashi my life had taken a different turn.  
  
  
  


