
Reminiscences from a callow youth of 23 who volunteered to go to the 
‘deserts’ of Bechuanaland in September 1964. 
 
 
In writing this reminiscence nearly 50 years on, what is most striking is how naïve 
and immature I was and hence my choice of “callow” in the heading. I had much 
to learn and was fortunate to have the opportunities that Swaneng offered. 
Equally after all this time some of the reflections may lack accuracy of detail that I 
hope will be sympathetically accepted. 
 
 
First impressions 
 
 
The slow train from Salisbury Rhodesia.  
 
 
Three of us, Ian Smith a religiously motivated tall redhead, Len Davis a quirky 
extrovert scientist and I flew out from London to Salisbury, as volunteers 
sponsored by International Voluntary Service. We took the train which rumbled 
very slowly on lines which wiggled through the bush to Palapye where we were 
met by a larger than life bearded man in a small VW beetle. So our journey to 
Serowe began through sand and more sand tracks, until we arrived at an outpost 
on a hillside with very little apart from a large thatched building, two rodavels, a 
building called the library and more builds under construction. A theme for my 
time at Swaneng was always “buildings under construction”. 
 
 
“Teaching and learning” 
 
 
What did I teach and what did I learn are perhaps the vital keys to my time at 
Swaneng. My teaching rested on my previous tortuous experience of being an 
unqualified teacher in north London on a split site where 40 % of pupils were 
recent immigrants, without good English, and they were not keen to learn. What I 
was faced with at Swaneng was unpacking boxes of books and chemistry 
equipment while students of all sizes and ages arrived, keen on helping and 
learning. This was such a shock after my previous teaching experience.  
 
 
I was absorbing so many new experiences and formally contributing so little. The 
theme of building asserted itself very early on, with Martin looking for volunteers 
to help with construction, while  Pat on the other hand was wondering who might 
get a petrol/paraffin tractor, gifted by a UK charity, going and who might manage 
the diesel Landrover, whose battery was always flat. Which type of pump should 
we get for the new borehole and how lay out the water distribution piping and 
storage? And then there was the dam that had been built with so much effort 
before we arrived, which after the first night of heavy rain and electric storms, an 
experience in itself, was broken where the pipe went through the earth bank – a 
design fault not to be repeated. So the scene was set. 
 
 
Any volunteers? 



Pat was continually looking for funding support. We came to realise that if more 
gifts didn’t arrive soon, the traders in Serowe would give no more credit. Our 
pocket money of R2 a week, equivalent to 50p, wasn’t an issue compared to 
what needed to be achieved. Remarkably it was a generally accepted that we 
would succeed. The students led by example walking to Swaneng on their 
Saturdays to build, using just picks and shovels, hammers and nails. We just 
joined in. 
 
 
I found that by not saying ‘no’ I ended up sorting the tractor rear wheel which 
always came loose and learned the rudiments of farming, breaking the land 
under Pat’s direction. The Land Rover had poor compression so getting it started 
each morning was always a challenge. We just battled on.. The water piping 
began to stretch across the site, rewarding our improving attempts to use the 
taps and dies to thread the galvanized pipe together. It was a case of learning 
how to manage new experiences with somebody else learning. The learner then 
took over.  
 
 
This was the creative strength of Swaneng. If something needed doing, 
somebody was prepared to have a go and volunteered to try. One of the most 
interesting challenges for me was how to get a new 5 ton Bedford truck, which we 
desperately needed to support our building programme, and eventually to provide 
transport for the students, from Mafeking to Swaneng. Thinking of the truck 
brings memories of a number of rich experiences and equally fraught difficulties, 
starting with my drive back from Mafeking to the time I drove to Jo-burg and into 
Soweto when picking up building supplies. Less welcome was waiting for the 
truck to return from getting sand with a broken back, and my unfortunate flare of 
temperament over the safe loading of students. The lack of mutual understanding 
nearly led to a serious breakdown between myself, other staff and the students. 
Fortunately the students didn’t rise to the provocation. Years later I learnt we had 
come close to a complete break down and losing the focus of the joint 
endeavours we were all engaged in, to build Swaneng.  
 
 
Water was always a concern as Bechuanaland was experiencing a serious 
drought at this time, so the dam and storage of water was a preoccupation. 
Fortunately Oxfam funded an outstanding Food for Work programme, a major 
operation to build a bigger and better dam next to the brick making operation 
down on the farmlands. 
 
 
 
The ‘school’ grows and diversifies 
 
 
Nothing stayed the same at Swaneng. There were always new ideas emanating 
from Pat. As volunteers left after a one or two year stint, new staff appeared from 
South Africa, America and Europe, bringing unique contributions. The new 
teaching block with eight facing classrooms round a square courtyard was 
finished and this meant every pupil could have a desk. These desks could be 
used by the Brigades and others to attend night classes by gas light which were 
then transformed when the electricity generator came on stream under Len’s 
guidance, if I remember correctly. 



 
 
There was also much happening off the Swaneng site that we talked about over 
the communal supper each evening. The Builders Brigade, the Cattle Brigade, 
the Textile workshop and Engineering Brigade were all being developed at 
various times. The first cooperative store opened in the village and the country 
moved towards the independence celebrations.  
 
 
The school role grew each year, with more classes to teach, as well as the 
continual development of buildings and the maintenance of the existing 
infrastructure. This was all very demanding, inspiring but exhausting.  
 
 
Fundamental learning and personal benefits 
 
 
What I am left with is how much I learnt and that with a ‘can do’ approach and a 
good team, nearly anything is possible. I learned how valuable education can be 
in helping people to help themselves. The beauty of this dry and scrub covered 
country is amazing and will never be forgotten.  
 
The whole experience left such an impression on me that when the opportunity 
came to try to replicate the Swaneng principles at Tutume Community School in 
the North East of Botswana I was prepared to give it my best effort. That 
adventure is another story that also provided me with much learning and 
completely eclipsed my time at Swaneng. 
	  


