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1966 

 

 

Sunday September 4th 1966 

Here I am, very well, writing in a room with a blazing log fire, a cat called Phage 

(Setswana for ‘wild cat’, but he is very tame and sentimental) and a dog called Tiger. 

Neither house nor animals are permanencies. I am here while the normal residents are 

on holiday and a flat is made ready for me. There is one large, thatched room, rather like 

a young church hall, as a bed-sitter and a beautiful tiled bathroom and lavatory and then 

a kitchen with a gas stove and stainless steel sink. 

The foreman came to ask what colours I wanted the walls done. I chose white 

for most walls, but one was to be a wonderful dark blue, as I thought it would be restful 

in the glare of the sun. So I said ‘blue, please’ and went off to Serowe to buy material for 

curtains and bedspread. Came back to find the wall done green. It seems that there is no 

distinction between blue and green in Setswana. Painted on the door now is a notice 

saying Principal-Vice! 

Patrick van Rensburg, the Principal, met me at the local station last Monday and 

we very solemnly had breakfast together at the only hotel. I was too tired to break the 

ice and I don’t think he is an ice-breaking type. But then Bechuanaland is not an icy 

country and took us in hand, for the truck in which we were travelling here broke down 

in the middle of nowhere. The road was a foot deep in fine sand, the sun was beating 

down madly, we couldn’t find out what was wrong and there seemed little prospect of 

any help. While we messed about with plugs, the ice melted and it was clear that we 

should be able to work together. And once Providence had settled that, she intervened 

again and sent the Oxfam lorry along our route and they rescued us. Since then all has 

been plain sailing and I’m very happy here. 

Swaneng Hill is much more than a school. It has a 600-acre site in the bush. We 

are on the edge of the plain and the hills rise on the site so that the house in which I am 

staying has magnificent views. The school building and students’ dormitories are 

scattered over a large area and the effect is quite pleasing. 

Patrick and his wife, Liz, are wonderful people, in their early thirties and very 

charming. Liz has very beautiful features whilst Patrick is hidden by a beard. He must be 

a terrific personality to have achieved everything here from scratch in about four years. 

He has very strong views on the need to give all his students a clear picture of the 

relevance of their education to their own, their community’s and their nation’s needs. So 

self-help is the school’s leitmotif and the amount of voluntary work done by staff and 

pupils is tremendous, building huge dams, school classrooms, making gardens, dozens of 

things. 

I had doubts as to whether the staff would welcome someone twice their age as 

Vice Principal and Head of Science and was not surprised to learn that there had been 

much discussion about my advent. But all, so far at least, is well. And mainly, I suspect as 

a result of a quite unfounded rumour. From somewhere the staff heard that I was an 

agnostic but had succeeded in getting the YWCA to finance my trip. They decided that 

anyone who could do that must be a good egg and were thus pre-disposed to welcome 

me. I didn’t hear about this until today, when I exploded the myth, but by this time I have 

made friends with such of them as are here, so the rumour has served a useful purpose. 
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Many students have stayed at the school throughout the holiday either to do voluntary 

work or because, being Rhodesian or South African, they cannot return home and rely 

on keeping their passports. Many of the staff are here, too. Some of them are political 

refugees, like the students, others come here on a purely voluntary basis, just getting 

their board and lodging and cannot afford to go away. It is rather like living in a village. 

I had a nasty shock on my first morning when Patrick said very casually, ‘perhaps 

you wouldn’t mind keeping an eye on the goat situation, we have a number of them to 

provide the boys with meat’. I gulped and said, yes, I would, but I should delegate the 

responsibility to someone else as quickly as possible. Later in the day I went on a tour of 

the classrooms and met the goats meditatively chewing exercise books. I have had them 

transferred to the animal husbandry section where they are now in the care of a 

Norwegian farmer, paid by the Swedish government. In a stroll round last evening I saw 

the goats behind wire and from the malevolent look they gave me it was clear they knew 

who had ended their freedom. 

We are very mixed racially here. The staff, though mainly English, also sport a 

Malayan, an Indian, a Dane, two Americans, and one or two I haven’t yet identified. 

There is an enormous, simply huge man, called Alasdair McEwen who runs an Oxfam 

experimental ranch nearby who zooms in and out; he has a fiery red beard, huge Stetson 

hat and a habit of galloping about the place on horseback. 

The science staff are young, cheerful and, judging from those I have met so far, 

extremely keen and hard-working. The men scientists have done a wonderful job. 

Between them they have coped with water supplies to every house and building, 

involving bore holes, pumps, 20,000 gallon storage tanks and miles of piping, septic 

tanks, electricity, lighting all round, garden clearance and so on. I can see that it is going 

to be hard to get them down to teaching. But they sound great fun. 

Swaneng is one of the few sights to be seen in Bechuanaland, so we get a lot of 

visitors, some important, some not. I have had to learn quickly to put up unexpected 

guests and feed them. In fact I have had to learn a lot very quickly this week. It is not a 

place for the meek and shy. 

Swaneng is not popular with the ‘authorities’. I suppose this is because the whole 

idea challenges local practice, particularly our schemes of community development. The 

school is often stigmatised as ‘the school with no trained teachers’. This, of course, is 

why I was imported and I am now Exhibit A - ‘our trained teacher’. What a farce. Nothing 

in my 28 years of teaching prepared me for this. So I am here to see that our untrained 

staff get the children at least as far, if not further, than other schools. Such students as I 

have met have been very lively. It is no good calling them ‘children’. They just aren’t. 

Many of them disguise their ages to get in here, anyway. They have a great deal of poise 

and seem very intelligent. And they are full of good humour. Staff-student relations are 

very informal and there is no fussy supervision. In fact 50 boys worked entirely on their 

own for a few days at a place 200 miles away because the students of a school there had 

asked them to help in building a new laboratory. 

We had a party the other night. I would normally think a staff-student party the 

dullest thing imaginable. But this one wasn’t. 

Written on the blackboard are the end-of-term messages and farewells. I 

particularly liked one, to a leaving teacher, scribbled in a corner of the board: 

Farewell for evermore – For we have nothing to say. 

Your kindness to us during your presence – Was very delightful. 
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Wednesday September 7th 

Term doesn’t begin until next Tuesday but if the holiday is like this what on earth will 

term be like? I have now been here ten days and while I feel that I belong, I also 

occasionally wonder if I am not far: too old and unadventurous for this job. But let’s get 

down to facts. And as, in my more sanguine moments, I think Swaneng may be important 

in African history, I had better, first of all, enlarge on the idea behind it, which while not 

startlingly new in concept is probably unique in practice. 

The building schedule is perpetually behind the needs of the community which 

is why I am at present in a house until my ‘flat’ is completed. ‘Flat’ is a curious name for it 

as there isn’t a multi-story building nearer than 200 miles. Attached to it there will be a 

luxurious tiled bathroom and a kitchen, though at the moment it is not certain whether 

anyone can afford a stove for the kitchen, but it has a flush lavatory with the lavatory 

paper holder about four yards away so that only a gorilla could cope. 

The school has organised a co-operative store in Serowe, four miles away, a 

cattle co-operative, a women’s vegetable-growing co-operative, and a Builders’ Brigade. 

This is a collection of youths who couldn’t get into the school but who are taught 

building in the mornings and given some lessons and free board and lodging in return for 

their building activities. They are now skilled enough to undertake contract work and at 

present are away building a church. 

Then there is the women’s ‘help yourself’ group. Women here customarily have 

several babies before marriage and these girls are hard put to it to look after the children. 

So we are teaching them to grow vegetables – grave shortage of Vitamin C and much 

scurvy locally – sew, knit, make and repair clothes and look after their children. They 

walk the four miles from Serowe daily, baby on back, furiously knitting as they go. 

Then there is the school farm-to-be. The Norwegian government has sent us an 

agricultural expert to help with this. He got here, with his wife and family, and was a bit 

nonplussed by the total lack of similarity between Swaneng and Bergen but he seems 

fairly cheerful about it. 

About an hour after I arrived, the local Education Officer called with a request 

that I write complete lesson notes for a seven-year course of Science in the primary 

schools on the line of the current syllabus. The idea is that a teacher who has never had a 

science lesson will be able to cover the course and do the experiments. It would be a 

three year task for a high-powered committee in England. But I am asked to hand the 

whole thing over in time for printing for issue in January. The adviser from UNESCO 

hopped it back to the States before the syllabus she cooked up could go into action. I 

don’t wonder, either. Year One includes measuring atmospheric pressure and learning 

how a two-stroke motor works – this is for six-year olds. To make matters worse all the 

biology refers to plants and animals I’ve never met. But it is good that the Bechuanaland 

authorities are alert to the importance of science in primary schools because primary 

education is all most of the Batswana get. 

Patrick is very keen on developing industry based on local resources. He wants 

the science department to d o this, saying solemnly that he would like to see us operating 

a lime kiln, a cement works, possibly a coal-gas plant (no local coal but cheap to import 

from Wankie, Rhodesia), and an associated fertiliser industry. 

Tuesday September 13th 

During the past ten days the staff have returned gradually. The men are almost all huge, 

blond, bearded and voluble, American, Canadian and English. The Americans are 



1966 

18 

Harvard and great fun, the English red-brick and slightly less so. The women are equally 

tough. One of them is American – rather strident but otherwise O.K., the others are 

English or South African. These young staff raise the roof almost all the time and most of 

the conversation is about sex, travel or politics and I don’t want to cramp their style. 

They must think I am out of the ark, but so far have been very companionable. 

Pat, the principal, is unpredictable, one moment immersed in educational 

theory, the next in worries about money and then he surprised me by saying that only 

lashings of beer would solve his problems. This was on Saturday. In the evening all the 

staff then back went to a party given by the Chief, Tshekedi Khama’s son and Seretse’s 

cousin (Leapeetswe Khama). The party, outside, was in almost total darkness, only the 

light from the barbecue (fire) and a Tilley lamp helping. There was lots of beer and goat 

and lots of dancing to taped ‘high-life’ music. I never knew whether the man with whom 

I was madly gyrating was an elder of the tribe or one of our students but it didn’t seem to 

matter. 

Teaching days seem likely to go something like this, at least for me: 

6 a.m. Wake to see Sun zooming up over the horizon. 

6.30 a.m. Doris from the kitchen brings a mug of tea. 

7.30 Breakfast 

8.25 Assembly – three minutes of total silence for prayer for those who wish and two 

minutes of announcements. This morning the whole school assembled in deathly silence 

and without reminders. Pat told them who I was and that was that. 

8.30 Lessons start and go on, 3 x 40 minute periods until 10.30, when there is a half-

hour break. Then lessons from 11-1, lunch from 1-2 and lessons from 2-4. 

At the moment I have a very light timetable, eight periods of maths, for which  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Patrick and Liz van Rensburg standing outside their house overlooking Swaneng School. 
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I volunteered as we are low on mathematicians, and seven periods physics and that’s all, 

out of a 45-period week. Today I took 1C for maths which was fun. We did metric weights 

and measures and they were thrilled to use a metre rule to learn their own heights and 

reach. Their names are a bit of a teaser. Kebitsamang Seamolo doesn’t yet roll easily off 

my tongue. They have a habit of changing their whole names from term to term and this 

doesn’t help in marking a register. And some of them have English names so that the girl 

who is down as Semolemo in my register is Yvonne in class. 

2B Physics was less successful, more elderly and inclined to take the mickey until 

I unrolled my whiplash tongue and then they conformed cheerfully enough. But I think 

they will work well. Certainly their books are models of neatness and some of the class 

are very bright. 

Between 4 and 5.15 there are games and then the school lorry takes the Serowe 

pupils home. Any who want to take advantage of school electricity to work in the 

evening come back on the lorry later and work until 9.30, but this ‘prep’ is not supervised. 

There is no electricity in Serowe at all. But there is a night-school in Serowe, lit, I 

suppose by bottled gas, and some of the staff take classes there. 

This really is an odd community. I have just had a beautiful pink plastic lavatory 

brush given to me for my super bathroom. But getting a drawing pin seems impossible and 

a hook to hang a towel on is completely out. I am quickly getting the scrounge mentality 

common here. Any packing case that sets foot on this campus is pounced on immediately 

and turned into an indispensable piece of furniture. I have even started hoarding bits of 

string, small boxes, lengths of cotton and, great treasure, an empty Nescafe tin, which 

will, sometime in the future, safeguard my sugar from ants. 

Serowe isn’t bad as a shopping centre but has odd deficiencies. I had to root 

around madly to buy a jug, hideous, and it cost 9/-. But drinks are cheap. In fact I think 

that right now I will go all colonialist and have a sun-downer – if the water stays on long 

enough for me to wash a glass – everything coats with dust immediately unless ensconced 

in bags, which are not plentiful. 

Then I must wrestle with the maths syllabus. The answer book is in Afrikaans 

and every page is headed ‘HOOFSTUK’. Sounds ominous. 

 

Post-supper 

The drink was awful, Cinzano brewed in Bechuanaland, I think. We are to have two 

Peace Corps people on the staff, time of arrival and subjects unspecified. Most of the men 

have nicknames, Puffer Jones, Killer Tiller, Louse Howe, Missing Link and so on. There is 

even one called God when he is co-operative and Sod when he is not. This is part of the 

staff-room religion which works on the basis that there is God and a devil called Sod. 

This has its own ceremonial and is a bit confusing until you get used to it. 

The older members of staff who live in houses with their families are almost all 

religious, Pat being the notable exception, but as they all belong to different religions 

there is no concerted religious front. 

After supper I acquired the last spare bulb in the place for my bathroom. Alas, 

it ‘went’ immediately. Spares have to be ordered from Rhodesia or South Africa, so I’ll 

not be washing at night for some time. The lighting system in my room is odd. One light 

is not controlled by any switch and comes on when the generator is switched on at 

sunset. The other has a switch. So if I want to go to bed before God does (God controls 

the generator), I can only get darkness by climbing on the table and taking a bulb out. 
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This room is very high, 13 feet before the thatch begins and then about six feet to the 

peak of the thatch. 

The controversy about celebrating Independence got a stage further tonight, as 

the students say firmly that what they want is a feast. Can’t blame them – mealie meal 

and goat forever is not very exciting. But we haven’t any money for a feast. By the way 

Pat has just told me that what he told Oxfam is that I should get a salary of £1,200 a year 

but the school will pay this after December. 

It is queer to be on the receiving end of these charities or at least to see them in 

action. The improved cattle on the Oxfam ranch are standing up to the drought without 

extra feeding, the kids are wearing Oxfam and War on Want clothes, the Ethical Union 

has provided the pumps which keep us alive and so on. 

Now feel inspired to do things about things. This means another sleepless night 

but worth it, I suppose. I feel absolutely ghastly here when I am not doing something 

terribly effective and since I cannot dig cesspits or erect flag poles it will have to be in the 

realm of ideas. And I feel horribly doubtful about having enough of those. 

Friday September 30th 

We shall be Botswana in about nine and a half hours time. I’m all for Independence not 

least because we have two days holiday. Isn’t it shocking – only back three weeks and 

here we are slacking! 

I continue to feel slightly unreal about being here at all and never quite certain 

that it is really me doing all these odd things. At least, I find them odd but they aren’t 

really. Last week when I was cooking a bean feast for 20 staff and guests on a wood fired 

stove with the help-of two vast Bangwato women, I thought longingly of my electric stove 

and neat little kitchen in London. But this is the only time I have felt nostalgia. I can see 

that it will come when the temperature soars still further and I lose my battle with the 

mosquitoes. 

Swaneng continues to astound me. It always has a last-minute, breathless air 

about it. For example, it is only now that they are making a flag pole for tonight’s flag-

raising ceremony. And only now that Kirsty is making the six-foot long flag. This isn’t 

improvidence, because yesterday was so airless that there seemed little point in a flag that 

wouldn’t flutter and hence no need of a flag pole. And tonight’s plans are still chaotic. 

Serowe has its own ceremonies to which we are invited, a tattoo, prayers, lowering of the 

Union Jack and raising of new flag, with appropriate anthems. 

But at the same time we have planned a bonfire on the top of Rra Swaneng. It’s a 

solid half-hour climb from the foot to the summit and I am not looking forward to it, 

in the dark with the hazards of snakes and scorpions. 

Last night there was an unplanned concert in Serowe given by the school. I only 

heard about it at 6.30 and didn’t do my usual ‘prepare yourself for a surprise’ conditioning 

before I went. Eight of us went in a truck, having difficulty in finding the way in dark 

Serowe. The concert, if you can call it that, was, and I hope will remain, unique in my 

experience. I should explain first that it was a fund-raising affair, organised entirely by the 

students so that they have money in the Sports Fund for long journeys to play other 

schools. 

The artistes were in two groups, the Radio Sisters and the Black Beetles. As 

soon as their act got under way someone would stand up in the audience and offer five 

cents to have them stopped, brisk bargaining followed, the Master of Ceremonies bawling 

the various offers. As soon as the group was deposed the other took over and the uproar  



1966 

21 

started all over again. The Master of Ceremonies was one Modiri Khama, brother of the 

Chief and in my fourth form physics set. I offered 20 cents to have the Radio Sisters 

continue uninterruptedly for two minutes. And that was the only consecutive two 

minutes in the whole evening. But they raised about £10 (R20) and this will take them 

70 miles by lorry next weekend to debate and play volley- and soft-ball against Moeng 

College. 

Teaching here continues to thrill me. It is sheer bliss to have one’s words 

positively hung on, to have every book given in for every homework, and to have no 

member of the class content until he/she has a sure grip on what has been taught. And 

they get such excitement out of it all. If someone gets hold of something new in a lesson 

he fairly busts a blood vessel until you turn him loose to explain to someone else. During 

my first week of teaching I used to sneak down every evening just to reassure myself that 

the whole school could work unsupervised and it wasn’t all a dream. I can’t do that any 

more as the moment I set foot inside the classroom block I am hailed and dragged in by 

some enthusiastic form or other to give them a lesson or settle an argument. It is widely 

assumed that I am competent to do this in almost any subject. But I am let off Setswana 

grammar. 

I realised after a day or two that I had no idea what the students did about lunch. 

It turns out that they pay three cents a day into a common fund and appoint a committee 

to enrol cooks and order the food through the school co-operative. And then they sit 

under the trees and eat. They have their own herd of goats and kill the beasts themselves, 

bringing ‘interesting biology specimens’ to any member of the science staff they happen 

to think of. They kill at 6 a.m. and with my morning tray of tea one day the goat squad 

arrived bearing a uterus and two foetuses for my inspection. Doris, the cook, tried to 

drive them away, but they deposited my tray of tea on the floor and put the tray of goat 

on my bedside table (i.e. a packing case). 

There are lots of problems in living here. Bath mats, for instance. My bathroom 

has a concrete floor and I thought a bath mat would be a Good Idea. It had to be easily 

washable so I bought a cheap towel in the village. This was designated by Maggie, who 

cleans the bathroom, as the Tswana equivalent of Far Too Good for the Job. And every 

time I put it down she picked it up, folded it and put it away in my drawer. So I found a 

sack, washed it and put it down. This also was found FTGJ and disappeared completely 

until I recognised it as the staff mail bag. So I put down newspaper. Maggie finds this 

Below the Vice Principal’s Dignity and has removed it. So insanely do things work out 

here that I am fairly sure that if I embroidered TAM HTAB on something Maggie would 

let me use it. Maggie and Doris are the only people here in the least concerned about the 

V.P.’s dignity. This is because the Canadian geographer, ‘Puffer’, has told them that I have 

16 grandchildren. Maggie, who is now well on in her eleventh pregnancy and has only 

seven grandchildren, is impressed. 

One of the staff, Mary, offered to take me into Serowe to shop yesterday 

afternoon. We were going to ‘slip out’ quietly at 3 o’clock. The quietness was not because 

it isn’t done to shop during school hours but because we knew we would be inundated 

with commissions for other people if our trip became known. As it was we had six adults, 

four children under six and two babies with us. 

Serowe is amazingly like one would expect it to be. So much so that I feel as 

though I were looking at it in a cinema. Women in bright, long dresses with everything 

from a bucket of water to a dead goat on their heads. Scores of children, some naked, 

some with a leather loin cloth, playing in the dust. Hundreds of rondavels, some 
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dilapidated and looking as though their thatch needed a haircut, others trim and tidy 

with a mud wall round them. Goats everywhere, badly rutted roads, dust and a 

continuous buzz of conversation. 

Later 

Suddenly the sky went dark, a gale sprang up and ‘dust devils’ whirled across. Those 

outside ran from the dust storm. Furious argument, of course – would it be safe to light 

the bonfire at midnight? Contrary-wise, will it rain before midnight? And is rain a good 

idea or not on this occasion? In the middle of this there was a phone call from Serowe: 

would we go in and collect the rear half of a cow for our students’ independence ration. 

The common room, at the moment, is rather like one of those plays, a cross 

between Tolstoy and Tennessee Williams, in which people wander in and ask questions 

and never get an answer. Kirsty, on the last hundred yards of seaming the flag, wails that 

progress has stopped on the flag pole. The staff matron is on the last 100 yards of the pink 

tulle dress she is wearing to the Ball and is singing the new national anthem rather loudly. 

Jane, who only arrived two days ago keeps asking, ‘Is it always like this here?’ Peter, in one 

corner is inventing a paraffin torch guaranteed to keep alight all the way up Rra 

Swaneng. At intervals he lights the latest model which fills the room with soot and then 

promptly goes out. Normally I can see 30 miles from my window but now there is scarcely 

a mile visible. 

Latest bulletin – it appears that work on the flag pole has stopped because 

someone discovered that the tree being used was a special one designed to be converted 

into the Bishop’s Chair for the new church which our builder’s Brigade is furnishing 

under contract. And the Bishop is due to consecrate the furniture next week. One of the 

pews is currently housing the staff duplicator in the Common Room. Meanwhile Kirsty 

has suspended operations on the flag until the fate of the pole is settled. Alasdair is 

complaining that someone has pinched several hundred yards of wire from the ranch 

today and the flag pole committee is looking rather shifty as they have bagged the wire 

as stays for the (problematic) pole. 

Pat has just added to the confusion by announcing that he and Liz would like 

everyone in for a drink at 8 p.m. Ha! An enormous lorry has appeared. In the back are 

lots and lots of packages and lots and lots of people sitting on them. Everyone has his or 

her head wrapped up in a cloth, because of the dust so that the effect is rather bizarre. 

Some sacks have been disembarked – oranges, it seems, and now everyone is settling 

down again, so the lorry must have come from Palapye and be going on to Serowe. As 

the lorry leaves I see, scrawled on the back, ‘LEANER’. And now the half cow has arrived 

and is being carted off to the students’ quarters. These, mercifully, are way down the 

other end of the Swaneng site, so that we only hear them when the wind is blowing from 

them. 

It is now 5.45 p.m. and the evening ritual of The Valve has broken out, a little 

earlier than usual. The Valve is sacred. It controls the allocation of water from the pump 

between The Hill, where most of the families are and The Shelf, where I am with the 

rondavels, showers, etc. At this hour everyone wants a shower and the Families are 

bathing their young. So water runs out, from The Hill, that is. So a Family Man is sent 

by his irate wife to turn The Valve, so that water is cut off from The Shelf until the Hill 

tanks are refilled. This usually means that one of the unmarrieds in the showers is 

covered with soap and cannot rinse. So cursing loudly, he/she wraps a towel around and 

belts across the yard, hoping to make my bathroom, where I keep the bath full for just 
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this emergency. If the soaped one is male the kitchen staff get a great kick out of it and 
are clearly longing for the day when I shall be found in the bath with the door unlocked. 
(There isn’t a key anyway.) 

Saturday October 1st. – Independence morning 

You must keep this letter for me, please. Then maybe when I am completely senile it can 

be read to me and I shall recapture the first careless rapture of this bitterly cold, windy 

grey morning, hang-over-ridden and with about six members of staff missing. Luckily we 

are on holiday again. 

I’ll recount the rest of the story but unless you have had the job of being liaison 

between the hind end of a cow and the people supposed to be eating it you will have 

difficulty in getting the true atmosphere. 

Before dinner there was a real flag panic – not going to be finished in time, all 

hands on deck, etc. But no flagpole. Got the flag finished and handed over to Donald 

who recruited Killer and they and the flag disappeared. 

During dinner there were endless phone calls from the students. Those in town 

demanded that the meat be taken in and roasted there, along with the rest of the village; 

those here demanded that those in the village should migrate. At one stage the meat was 

being cooked here but the potatoes and beans were in the village. Both camps decided 

to change places and met half-way. In the end they all came back here and got very 

merry. 

I went with the Serowe contingent to the official ceremony. It really was weird. 

There is a huge ‘sports field’ i.e. several acres of flat plain. There were hundreds of camp 

fires burning with people huddled round grilling, or smoking bits of meat. It had rained 

earlier so the dust situation had improved but even then I was hard put to it to accept 

with pleasure bits of meat torn from a carcass lying on the ground, briefly exposed to the 

fire and then handed over. The Batswana wrap themselves in very gay blankets if the 
temperature drops below 90 degrees so it was a weird sight. 

 
 

The Mess and the ‘flat’ which Sheila occupied for three years. When she first arrived, 

she found that a notice had been painted on the door saying Principal-Vice! 
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In the centre of the plain the Union Jack fluttered, floodlit. At intervals, in the 

dim light, squads of police, scouts or girl guides marched into the middle and, to the tune 

of Colonel Bogey, marched and counter marched. But Batswana girls are not built for 

marching. It really was fun to watch as their bosoms shook up and down, their hips 

swayed from side to side, their arms swung briskly but at varying angles and the feet 

danced along. The missionary’s wife, Chief Guider or whatever it is, stood stiffly to 

attention, saluting the flag while all this was going on. 

At ten to twelve prayers were broadcast in Setswana and I suddenly saw the 

District Commissioner, in white with a white pith helmet, also in the arena. Then a 

wavery choir sang God Save the Queen, the Union Jack was hauled down and bundled 

under a soldier’s arm while he attached the Botswana flag. This was then raised, everyone 

sang the new anthem, and that was that. 

I thought we would now come home. It was bitterly cold and with a howling 

gale. But no, we passed the turning to Swaneng and went on to Rra Swaneng. Here our 

fire was burning merrily and about 100 students and staff were trying to keep warm 

beside it. 

By this time it was 1.30 a.m. and I felt absolutely exhausted. Climbing Rra 

Swaneng is no joke. So I led a splinter group home – freezing cold in the back of a truck – 

lit the stove in the kitchen and we had cocoa. Then we remembered the flag, actually 

got it hoisted up on the weather pole. (Swaneng is supposed to be a met station and we 

have a steel pole with a weather vane on top and an anemometer.) At the moment we 

raised the flag the wind speed was 40 knots. In the lights of the truck headlamps the flag 

looked magnificent. Then, 2.30 a.m., I went to bed. About ten minutes later the school 

lorry arrived with about a hundred on board, so I got up again and everyone had hot 

cocoa and thawed out as far as possible. All this was by candle light as no one could get 

the generator working. 

I finally got to bed at about 4 a.m. There were only six of us at breakfast this 

morning. Three staff have actually stayed the night on the top of Rra Swaneng – I can’t 

think of anything crazier. Three women, of course, the men are too fond of comfort for 

anything like that. 

Sunday October 2nd Evening 

If you can be bothered to keep my letters I’ll be grateful. I find it much easier to write 

letters than a diary, i.e. I have an audience in mind when I write. What’s more, if I write 

things up in a diary first they seem stale when I come to put them in letters. So the diary 

idea has rather collapsed. 

Today is very hot and rather doldrummy, after the excitements of the weekend. 

We had a huge party on Saturday night, much bigger than originally envisaged, because 

both the Balls planned in the village collapsed when the band from Jo’burg didn’t arrive. 

So the Ball-goers were deeply frustrated and descended on us, white gloves and all. 

Monday October 10th 

I can’t rise to describing how much fun it is teaching here, despite the heat. Whatever 

class I take, I get an instant and friendly response and they work wonderfully hard. It is 

by no means straightforward because of my lack of knowledge of the way their minds 

work. They are very interested in science but don’t easily accept rigid definitions. When 

I defined energy as ‘capacity to do work’ the class got quite agitated. Oh no, they said 

firmly, because when you have energy, you have a capacity to play. Or ‘energy is God in  
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your heart’, ‘energy is people looking up to you’ and various other philosophical ideas. 

They never let anything pass without a full understanding and come and visit me at all 

the odd hours to ask questions or pose problems. 

Tuesday October 18th 

You ask where our water comes from and the answer, right now, is through the roof. Yes, 

it is raining. Heavy, steady rain, after a day of weather vicissitudes calculated to drive one 

mad – intense heat, grey cloud, high winds, dust storms, lightning and thunder. 

We had a wonderful storm last week, great hailstones the size of aspirins, and 

when the lightning flashed we could see the whole of Swaneng turned white. The hail 

turned to water and for a few minutes it was a fantastic sight. The ground couldn’t absorb 

the water and it ran all over the place in swirling sheets, taking in the staff office en route. 

There is a wonderful, indescribable, smell after rain which makes all the students sing 

and dance. 

Our more official water comes from a bore-hole via a pump which raises 400 

gallons an hour. Our lives depend on this pump, which was second-hand when bought 

three years ago. If it runs 20 hours a day, it just meets our needs, provided no one does 

anything silly, like leaving a tap running. We have just set up a Water Committee to try 

and end the bickering over garden water, bath water, and general washing water. 

Sunday October 23rd 

Paper, paper all around and ne’er a thought to think. So I am writing you a diary-typed 

letter. I think of composing a letter entirely of grumbles as I seem to have written so many 

smug ones. I’ll grumble as much as I can but probably cheerfulness will break through. 

G.1. Just been into common room on way to get cup of cocoa. Found that some 

idiot had spilled a box of sawdust all over the settee and down those crevices which so 

hungrily consume pens, stamps, ten cent pieces and pins. There is mania here for never 

throwing away anything useful, such as a box, and a surprising number contain sawdust  – 

unexplained. 

G.2. My bathroom floor is washed over every day, my kitchen floor never. This 

stems from the days when the bathroom was communal and the kitchen non-existent. 

Made a desperate effort this morning, Sunday, to divert Mma Thutwa who stands in for 

Doris on Sundays, to the kitchen. Thought it a success but have since had a state visit 

from Maggie who wants her son, aged 12, to be my house boy and wash the floor. Can’t 

tell Maggie that I have succeeded in getting Grace, housekeeper, the push and a new era 

is about to dawn under one May, who will take Grace’s place next term. I propose to take 

charge of May and indicate that staff duties entail dusting as well as sweeping, scrubbing 

the dining tables, not just smearing them with a damp cloth, and so on. 

G.3. Self-immolation by staff reaching great depths. They take on the job of 

giving extra lessons to all exam candidates and then come to me in a state of collapse and 

ask for help. 

G.4. Expected to fill in umpteen bursary application forms involving giving the 

names of the Head Men of tribes all over Botswana. Help! 

G.5. Have to go to Gaberones for three weekends to demonstrate Science 

equipment. We got a letter asking us to send two people to be trained in the use of 

UNICEF equipment. I wrote back saying that we were all graduates and was our journey 

really necessary? They promptly sent a radio message to say come and demonstrate 

instead. Involves leaving here at 3 p.m., taking the bus to Palapye (only one a day,  
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anyway), catching the 5.30 train to Gaberones, arriving midnight, trekking to a school 

where we will sleep, working all Saturday and Sunday morning, then having to wait until 

midnight to catch a train back and hitching the 30-odd miles here in time for school. 

When we first enquired about trains they said there wasn’t one on Sundays except at 5 

p.m. which meant reaching Palapye at 1 a.m. and sleeping in the open on the station 

until dawn. It now appears that they didn’t give us the midnight train because it leaves 

at 12.10 a.m. on Monday morning and we had enquired about Sunday trains! 

G.6. Mosquitoes. My net has holes in it and I can’t take it down and mend it 

because it is suspended from the rafters about 15 feet up. 

I think that’s all. None of it serious but much of it irritating. I think I had better 

list some rejoicings. 

R.I. The Hurls* have come up with £25 (R50) as a bursary to keep a student 

here and are prepared to continue it as long as necessary! The actual cost of keeping a 

boarding student here seems to be about £70 (R140) a year but the subsidised figure is 

around £25 (R50). We are thinking of changing this and charging the full rate to the few 

wealthy ones and subsidising the rest. Many cannot afford even the £25 and they get 

additional help. 

R.2. We got the roof trusses on the second lab yesterday and marked out the new 

classroom block. The students were very thrilled and sang as they worked. I never know 

quite what to do on Saturday mornings as much of the work is heavy. Yesterday I 

inspected the dormitories, laid a few bricks on the new cowsheds and finally shovelled 

earth to level the floor of the future wood work and metal work room. I then got diverted 

into a consultation on the design of the new hall-cum-dining room, for which the Swedes 

have given help. This is really a G. as I think we need common rooms for the boarders 

more than a hall, but there is no money for common rooms. The students have nowhere 

to sit at all – not a chair within 100 yards of the dormitories except in Nancy’s flat. They 

eat sitting on the ground and do their prep in the classrooms. They don’t mind this until 

other schools visit us, then they take the food up to the classrooms and use the staff 

tables, asking us not to tell the visitors that this is unusual. 

There was a YWCA entertainment in Serowe last night and I am rather sorry I 

didn’t go as the account of it was hilarious. First of all there was a dress parade with an 

amusing commentary by Billy Woodford, who runs the store and stocks quite good 

clothes, buying one of everything in a Courtelle catalogue. The mannequins were the 

white policeman’s wife, Hilda (Pitse) who was Miss Serowe 1964 and a fat nurse from the 

hospital. Then there was an entertainment by various local people including a posse of 

our own students. Serowe is surprising in what it comes up with. There was actually a 

Tupperware party for the wives the other day. Most of ours were thought very odd fish as 

they didn’t go. And there are classes in flower arrangement at the community centre! 

Monday October 24th 

Monday is rather a curious day. By 12.20 I have taught four lessons, a quarter of my 

week’s work which gives an illusion of leisure. After lunch I wrote to Hurlingham as one 

of the men on the staff there is apparently acting as liaison officer on this business of 

bursaries. This led me to sort out what the students really pay: Tuition fees R10, lunch 

for whole year R5, boarding fee R18, transport fee if in village R5, water and light R1, 

                                                                  
* Sheila had previously taught at Hurlingham Comprehensive School in England. 
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