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Jan Hawkes Reflections on the Evolution of Swaneng Primary School 
 

Reading Patrick’s moving account of the foundation of Swaneng Hill School 
and Kathryn Fewster’s memories of her early life at Swaneng Primary 
School has encouraged me to write my own reflections on this time in my 
life. 
 
Michael and I arrived at Swaneng in December 1966 after a 3-month 
journey overland. We arrived with nothing — apart from the clothes we 
were wearing and our valuables around Michael’s waist — having had our 
rucksacks stolen in Lusaka. We have numerous slides of this amazing time 
but we also have them in our heads, as if it were yesterday. Michael, who 
had been an IVS volunteer in the early years 1963–1964, was returning to 
Swaneng Hill Secondary School for another three years. I was coming out 
to develop the Primary School — to take it from its founding by a few 
enthusiastic and dedicated people, particularly Diane and Peter Fewster, 
to being ultimately a full English-medium primary with government 
recognition.  
 
I was rather young and inexperienced, being just 24 at the time with only 
two years teaching experience! There was much to do and to learn. When 
I arrived in December 1966, one classroom was nearly finished for the 
new term in January 1967. We opened with children of the secondary 
school staff as well as some local children in Standards 1 to 4. When I left 
three years later we had all classes up to Standard 7, with 110 children, 
mostly from the nearby ward of Newtown.  
 
We had to raise money to run the school and pay bursaries for local 
children, so we made a short promotional film to send to the UK. Sixteen-
year-old Oagile was the star. We followed her for a full school day: leaving 
her rondavel, her dusty walk to school, and participating in lessons at 
Swaneng. Like the other children, she was committed and enthusiastic 
and made the most of her time at school. I remember the excitement 
caused by the materials I had collected in the UK — 11 tea chests full of 
workbooks, reading books, pencils, crayons and paint. 
 
Kirsty Thomas, a secondary school teacher who had been involved with 
the Primary School from the beginning, taught Standards 1 and 2 until 
playtime, after which I taught the four classes on my own. I was relieved 
that she could teach the younger children for the first part of each day. It 
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was English-medium for everyone. I know now why I’m such a good 
“mimer”. I had so much practice during that time! Playtime was not only 
for playing. It was for eating too. The children ate porridge, paid for by 
the UN Food Programme, which was cooked in a big black pot over a fire.  
 
Through the year building continued. We looked forward to the coming of 
Lynn Blackmore, a Quaker volunteer, who was going to teach Standards 1 
and 2. She arrived in September 1967. She was soon a great asset to the 
school, and we felt we were now heading in the right direction. She lived 
in a rondavel in Serowe’s Newtown ward, so had a lot of local knowledge 
to share. 
 
One of our aims at Swaneng Primary School was to employ more local 
teachers, so that eventually we would become an English-medium primary 
school fully staffed by Batswana. Our first local teacher was Mma 
Sikunyana, a cheerful and enthusiastic teacher, who joined us in 1968. 
She helped us to integrate with local people and gave us confidence in the 
Primary School’s ethos. Then in January 1969 we welcomed Martin 
Morolong to teach some of the older children. He encouraged the children 
to grow vegetables to supplement their daily porridge. He also coached 
football, which was very popular with the boys. He later became Head 
Teacher, a post that he held with distinction for many years. 
 
In March 1968, during my time at Swaneng Primary School our son David 
was born. During the final months of pregnancy I taught a small group of 
older children in the carport of our house, which was close to the primary 
school and I was able to carry on until a week before his birth. I was 
determined to see the film Zorba the Greek on a Saturday night at the 
bioscope in the secondary school courtyard, but David was determined 
that I shouldn’t! So Ron Hart, who organised the film nights, kindly 
showed it on our living room wall on Friday evening. As it finished, I was 
rushed off to the hospital in Serowe!  
 
Edith Badisa who worked in our house, looked after David while I was 
teaching, carrying him around on her back. Her nephew, Segomotso 
Basiamang worked in our garden. At 16 he had yet to finish primary 
school, so I helped him to learn English. I remember with gratitude the 
support he and Edith offered us.  
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By the time we left Serowe at the end of 1969 we knew we were coming 
back to Botswana. We returned to Swaneng in the September 1970 but 
this time with two children — David, together with Rachel who was just 6 
weeks old. After a short time we moved to Mahalapye about 100 miles 
south of Serowe. There we set up a new Swaneng-style secondary school, 
which became known as the Madiba Education and Training Centre. We 
made our final departure from Botswana in 1974 
 
 
Postscript 2013 
 
We have twice been back to Botswana to visit. The last time was about 
five years ago. As we walked down the road from Swaneng, there walking 
towards the Primary School was Mma Sikunyana! But of course it couldn’t 
have been her. It turned out to be Mma Sikunyana’s daughter, who had 
followed her mother’s footsteps and become a teacher at Swaneng 
Primary. We were able to share memories and learn about developments 
at the school. 
 
We met Segomotso again too. Not only was he working in Gaborone, he 
had become the Director of Primary Education! 
 
His story reflects the way Botswana has changed, developing into a 
country with a stable government run by its own people. We are so lucky 
to have been there at the birth of this new African nation.  
 
Jan Hawkes  
 
 


