
SWANENG HILL SCHOOL: Building in Botswana in the 1960s             MK 02/14    
 
Arrival 
 
Mary and I climbed in the dark from the back of a lorry onto the terrace in front of the 
thatched common-room. Welcoming hands lifted Helen - just three, and Celia - fifteen 
months - down, and unloaded our luggage.  
 
A car had been sent to collect us from Palapye Station, with a lorry to bring our luggage. 
Not being sure what the needs of the situation would be, we had brought a lot of tools 
and equipment - some of which was never used. 
 
We had to fill in time on the veranda at the back of the Palapye Hotel while the drivers of 
the car and the lorry visited the bar. When they were finally ready to set off for Serowe 
we made a snap decision - we chose to travel in the back of the lorry.  
 
For the thirty-mile ride from Palapye to Swaneng a mattress was laid in the bed of the 
lorry behind the cab, and another propped up for us to lean back against.  Bumping 
along the dirt road towards the sunset we could see the receding bush glowing in the 
low sun, and the dust-cloud swirling behind.  
 
As darkness fell the headlights of the following car rose and fell with the road, swerving 
from side to side to avoid the bad places. There were puddles and the smell of recent 
rain, and scents from the flowering bush  
 
We were shown to the rondavel which was to be our home. Looking up into the roof we 
saw the radiating rafters and ties, and the smooth under-surface of the thatch with its 
pattern of grass flowers. A bunch of flowering grasses in a jar on the table had been 
thoughtfully placed there by Liz. We had arrived!    
 
The journey out: 
 
To get to Palapye we had travelled for several days and nights by the slow train on its 
narrow-gauge track through  Portuguese East Africa (now Mozambique), across 
Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), and down through the Bechuanaland Protectorate 
(Botswana) to Palapye Station. 
 
We had come by ship to Beira via the Suez Canal and the Indian Ocean, calling at 
Gibraltar, Port Said, Aden, Mombasa and Dar-Es-Salaam. The journey took four weeks, 
during which we saw Europe shade into Africa. 
 
Our reason for taking this roundabout (and extremely interesting) route was that we 
thought we might have difficulty - because of Patrick’s earlier high profile as a politician 
in opposition to the Nationalist government - travelling more directly by boat to 
Capetown, and then by train up through South Africa. From our experience in Southern 
Africa later we realised that we needn’t have worried - the South African Special Branch 
had more important people to think of.   
 
 
 



We had boarded the British India boat in London in the dark. By morning we were out of 
sight of land. Helen, looking down at the waves when we went on deck, commented: 
“House Swimming!”. 
 
The ‘Kenya’ sailed from London to India via the East coast of Africa. The four weeks 
which it took to reach Beira gave us passengers the time to get to know each other. We 
were a varied collection - most on our way to work of some kind as missionaries, 
engineers or agriculturalists. Families and ‘singles’ ate together in the dining-room. 
 
We arrived in high summer. Rain had fallen after several years of drought. The thorn 
trees were in bloom and the air was scented. We were entranced by the bush with its 
plant, bird and insect life. Throughout our stay we marvelled at our good fortune. 
 
Morning 
 
A knock on the door next morning was Kenalemang the kitchen-maid with cups of tea 
from Florrie the cook. Being waited on by a servant was a new experience for us late-
twentieth-century English.  
 
Coming out from our rondavel, we saw the layout of the new school. The land sloped 
towards a valley, and the two Swaneng Hills stood beyond - the smaller ridge-backed, 
and the larger flat-topped. Greening vegetation spread on bare earth among scattered 
thorn-trees.  Southwards the Khutswe Hills were faint on the horizon.  ’Blue 
Remembered Hills’ evokes distant Khutswe.  
 
The low barn-scale thatched common-room lay along the contour facing the view.  A 
smaller square thatched building at one end was where Pat and Liz lived with Tommy - 
about the same age as Celia. Between was the flat-roofed shared bathroom.  In front was 
a wide terrace with a pair of rondavels spreading at each corner - one of them ours. The 
’wings’ of rondavels stretched out from the common-room, embracing the landscape. 
Brilliant planning. 
 
Down the slope towards the road was the first classroom - a small building roofed with 
corrugated iron. Later this became the school library, and after that the office. Then 
there was a dusty open space where eventually the school hall would be built. Beyond 
that the block of eight new classrooms - still unroofed - enclosed a courtyard. Beyond 
the classrooms the school drive ran down to the road, with the playing field to one side. 
That was all.   
 
To the North of the common-room was a range of low tree-covered hills - untouched 
bush - running east towards the Swaneng Hills. Later staff housing would be built there - 
first Pat and Liz’ house at the top, and then houses for us and for the Fewster family 
lower down.   
 
Below the common-room there were contour-ridges of stones laid to slow the sheets of 
water which swept down the slope carrying soil in the heavy rains. Already there was 
silt lodging among the stones. Preparing to build the school, Patrick had worked with 
future students gathering and placing these stones .  A White Man doing manual work in 
Southern Africa?  
 



’Dongas’ (deep gullies) were eroding the land, exposing the roots of trees and working 
their way up the slope. Dave Kennedy (Rradikoko) had built small brick dams in the 
dongas, and soil was building up behind them. Tree seedlings were starting to colonise 
- land reclamation in action! 
 
Small flowering plants showed unfamiliar wild-flower colours for English eyes - some 
vivid purplish-blue, and others bright red, Clumps of tall plants had foxglove flowers, 
and low shrubs bore cream hibiscus-like flowers with dark centres. 
 
Fleshy green stapelia fingers supported spotted and striped stars with waving filaments 
on their petals. Big melons, like watermelons though bitter, lay among their trailing 
vines.  
 
Everywhere was unfamiliar bird-song, with purring African turtle-doves, and hornbills 
giving their ’whoop-whoop’ calls.  ’Go-away’ birds told us where to go from the tops of 
trees. Small blue waxbills darted into bushes, and black Wydah-birds hovered with their 
long tails trailing. Above Black Kites circled, and higher up Bateleur Eagles soared. 
Occasionally we saw a secretary-bird stalking snakes. 
 
At dawn the harsh guinea-fowl chorus coming from the Bush as the sun rose over the 
Swaneng Hills reminded us of domesticated birds in an English farmyard. 
 
Botswana Nature 
 
The Mokoba thorn-trees had knobbly thorns even on their trunks, and pairs of leaves 
which closed in hot sun. ’Coggly-headed’ (Peter Roberts’ descriptive term) blue-tinted 
agama lizards scrambled up the trunks, avoiding the thorns. The Moshu bushes had 
feathery leaves and long straight spines which could pierce a flip-flop. Each spine had a 
curved hook at its base - the ’wait-a-bit’ tree. 
 
There were larger ’Acacia Tortilis’ trees, with their curled-up seed-pods which contain 
cyanide. The local goats - evolved to become immune to the poison - love to eat these. 
’Exotic’ goats  
(the European breeds) also enjoy the pods, but can die from eating them. Another 
hazard of farming the edge of the Kalahari! 
 
If you looked carefully you might see a tree-frog camouflaged against the branch of a 
tree or a chameleon with its swivelling eyes stalking flies. On the ground were agile 
lizards, as well as more sluggish skinks. Where there were rocks, big ’leguaans’ raced 
for cover.  
 
We saw few snakes - perhaps because close to the village they had mostly been killed. 
But still the snakes were there. 
 
Big gingery-coloured ’Sun Spiders’ ran across the bare ground hunting insects. 
Occasionally there would be a ’Sebokolodi’ - a six-inch-long millipede. The children 
enjoyed playing with these, as they left ’train tracks’ in the sand.  
 
There were large poisonous centipedes, which came out mostly at night.  Also nocturnal 
were scorpions - the big back poisonous ones (Leshokgwa), and the smaller relatively 



harmless yellow kind with a painful sting (Pepeng). These would be lurking under 
stones and the bark of dead trees during the day. 
 
Locusts with brightly-coloured under-wings took off and flew a short distance, dancing 
like butterflies. When they landed the wings closed and the locusts disappeared.  With 
the sudden contrast between being first dazzlingly conspicuous and then camouflaged, 
they vanished.  
 
There were also large sluggish brightly-coloured locusts, and green bush crickets with 
long antennae which filled the night with song. Nocturnal mole crickets produced a loud 
pulsating song, amplified by their underground chambers, and hard to locate. 
 
Very large stick-insects mimicked twigs, and were almost impossible to see. Mantises 
stalked grasshoppers, with a disconcertingly ’aware’ way of looking at you over their 
shoulders - which few ’normal’ insects do. 
 
Trains of large red angry-looking ants with big jaws followed their highways, some 
carrying caterpillars and other prey.  Sometimes grass-eating termites would swarm out 
of the tall termite-mounds. There were wingless wasps which looked like enormous 
ants.  Big dark-blue hornets with clattering wings took caterpillars into their 
underground nests to feed their grubs. 
 
Sometimes in hot weather tiny bees would swarm over our skin. Perhaps they liked the 
moisture. 
 
Butterflies abounded - blues, yellows, swallow-tails, and Painted Ladies exactly like the 
Northern kind. They congregated around puddles, appreciating the moisture. 
Sometimes for days on end hosts of ’Clouded Yellow‘-type butterflies migrated past, 
drifting Westwards with the prevailing East wind.  
 
The unpalatable African Monarch - orange with back veins - looks much like the 
American kind, only smaller. The edible female Diadem mimics the poisonous Monarch, 
as does the ‘Viceroy’ in North America. But the male diadem (dispensable!) is quite 
conspicuous - black with large white blotches, and a wonderful purple sheen in the right 
light.  
 
At night the moths came out. There were huge silk-moths with big eye-spots, and 
beautiful Lunars - pale green, with long trailing tails.   
 
One year there was a plague of moth-like butterflies. They got everywhere, and I once 
saw a volunteer trying to kick one out of his way. Imagine - kicking a butterfly! 
 
Another year there was a plague of Mopane Worms - fat silk-moth-type caterpillars 
(‘Pane‘) which feed on the leaves of mopane trees. Dried, they are a delicacy. As a 
friendly gesture you are liable to be offered a greasy paper bag containing fried worms. 
Be prepared!  
 
The year of the plague the moths were laying their eggs everywhere - on trunks of trees, 
and the tyres of vehicles. People were rubbing their hands: “Next year - plenty of Pane!”  
 



But when next year came the mopane leaves soon got eaten up by the hungry 
caterpillars. They started to migrate in great hordes, looking for food.  As they marched 
their soft bodies shrank while their hard heads remained the same size. Nothing could 
stop the hordes. When they came to the railway line they swarmed across. When the 
train came the wheels began to slip - lubricated by mopane worms - and the train 
stopped.  But soon all the mopane worms had disappeared - No Pane!   
 
The Sound of Summer was the Cicadas - a deafening throbbing chorus from the trees. 
The males are the ones who sing, and we are told the females are deaf. Cicada grubs 
live for many years underground, feeding on the sap of tree-roots. When they emerge 
they leave their inch-long pupa cases clinging to the bark of trees. 
 
In the world of mammals, nocturnal porcupines lived underground, and ‘Spring Hares’ - 
illuminated by headlights - looked like something between a hare and a wallaby. True 
hares (‘Mmutle’) were common. If one appeared near the school it would be chased with 
wild shouts by stone-throwing students, who sometimes managed to kill and eat it.  
 
The hare is the wise animal in the Tswana legends (transferred to America as ‘Bre’er 
Rabbit’). Some of these legends correspond exactly with the Uncle Remus stories.   
 
On the rocky cliffs at the end of the hill rock-rabbits sunned themselves and churred. 
Occasionally baboons (‘Tshwene’ - ‘Trouble’) barked from the ridge. At night Jackals 
could be heard from the bush. A Civet Cat was chased up a tree by the School Cat.  Its 
spotted shape was seen by torch-light, staring down. Occasioally we would see a family 
of meerkats scampering by.  
 
Sometimes on the road to Palapye an ostrich would run ahead of the car and we would 
see a phuduhudu (a small buck) bounding off among the trees. 
 
We saw no Large Game near Serowe - they had probably been hunted to extinction 
locally. Without the Game, there were no Big Cats. A long time ago a Lion was seen 
drinking, not far from the village. 
 
In spite of the absence of more spectacular wildlife, the desert plants and abundant 
smaller creatures were endlessly fascinating. 
 
Early Swaneng People 
 
I have mentioned Don and Joan Baker, whom we met on the train. They lived with 
Rosemary (Rosie) in the rondavels at the other side of the terrace in front of the 
common-room. Mike Hawkes was already teaching at Swaneng, and Tholo Molefe taught 
Setswana. He encouraged and helped me with my first efforts to learn the language. 
 
Dave Kennedy - an IVS volunteer - had the task of starting the School Farm. He was an 
enterprising and entertaining person, who got on well with local people. They called him 
’Rradikoko’ (‘Mr. Chickens’), because he was buying hens to build up a school flock. 
 
With Pat and Liz, that was about it I think. 
 
Domestic staff included Florrie the Cook and her young daughter Jane, who was very 



friendly and helpful towards our two girls. The kitchen maid Kenalemang helped Florrie. 
Gaotolwe was the Man about the place - chopping firewood for the kitchen stove, and 
looking after the water supply from the pump-house. If he saw anybody not being very 
careful with the precious water, he would shout: “Wasting-Bloody-Water!”. Young teen-
age Batsweleng was the odd-job and errand boy. 
 
Mack Ketshabile was doing the fencing. This was very important, to keep wandering 
cattle from eating the grass as it re-established itself on the school site and the Farm. 
There was a ’cattle corridor’ between the school and the farm land along which local 
cattle could go to and fro between the gap in the hills and the bush beyond, and the 
village. 
 
I learned from Mack how to use an old-style oval pilchard tin to scrape soil out of the 
bottom of a post-hole - the perfect tool for a useful skill. Later, he asked me one day “O 
sa age ke eng?” (“Why don’t you build?”). I understood ‘build’ to mean ’settle here’ - a 
compliment. 
 
There were three builders (mentioned elsewhere): Todd Kuhlmann, Tshediso, and 
Charlie Mmoi. With them worked several labourers.    
 
Todd was (and hopefully still is) an extremely able person with very good English, and a 
competent builder. His father was German, and Todd had a decidedly Teutonic air.  He 
smoked a pipe, and had made a moveable lid for it out of curled wire. Thediso was tall, 
dark and striking and more ‘traditional’ than Todd. Dave Kennedy had nicknamed him 
‘Blossom’, after Cherry Blossom boot polish. Charlie Mmoi was a steady worker - soft-
spoken, with some Afrikaans mixed with his English. He always wore pointing-out 
wellies. Tragically, his wife was killed by lightening at The Lands. 
 
Early thoughts and feelings: 
 
At first I suffered terrible waves of self-doubt as to whether I had the right qualities and 
capabilities to be useful in the obviously demanding work. The new situation for us in a 
strange country was bewildering. I knew that others with better building qualifications 
than mine (which were non-existent, formally) had contacted Patrick to work at the 
school. 
 
Almost immediately after we arrived I was given the un-enviable task of cleaning out the 
kitchen drain, which had become clogged with grease and food waste. In the manhole 
on the terrace were living some interesting creatures - a bit like a cross between a 
spider and a scorpion (with crab-like claws, but without a stinging tail) - which gave the 
job some interest. 
 
With head and shoulders in the manhole, I became aware of a student looking down at 
me. “Thank you so much for coming here to help us” he said. It was Joseph Mosedame, 
with whom I later worked when he became Manager of the Serowe Con.Co-op At once, I 
felt better. 
 
With hindsight, as things turned out I think my lack of expertise may have been an 
advantage.  Because I was aware of my shortcomings I was eager to learn, and the 
Batswana builders were willing to teach. I did have some knowledge which they lacked, 



so it became quite an equal partnership. But I did occasionally catch the words: “Ga a 
itse sepe” (He knows nothing”)!  
 
 


