
 

 

THE SEROWE CON.CO-OP: An Experiment in Co-operation               MK 02/14  
 
The Serowe Construction Co-operative Company Limited (the ‘Con.co-op‘, or ‘Konkopa’) was 
first registered in 1967. It operated for five or six years, until it was liquidated in 1973.  
 
It was the first worker’s co-operative in the country. If it had survived it would have 
established a co-operative element in the building industry in Botswana, which with 
economic development has expanded to an extent impossible to imagine in the 1960s.  
 
We who were trying to promote the development of a worker’s co-operative in the then 
Bechuanaland Protectorate all fell short in one way or another. Perhaps the real needs of the 
situation in the run-up to independence were not fully understood. Maybe it was because we 
were more intent on importing our own ways of doing things than on sensing the potential of 
indigenous approaches. 
 
The Con.Co-op arose from the ethos of Swaneng Hill School, and the relationships which 
grew out of our work together there. This account picks up from when we returned to Britain 
in 1967, after three years at Swaneng (described in the previous notes). 
 
Back in England: 
 
We all had adjustments to make. It took Helen and Celia a whole summer to get used to 
wearing shoes. Helen was pitched straight into the village primary school. A lot had changed 
in Owslebury while we had been away, and our experience in Botswana was 
incomprehensible to our neighbours. One asked: “Had a good holiday?”.  
 
I felt I needed some further training in the direction of Architecture, so was able to start in the 
second year (due to my experience) at the Portsmouth School of Architecture. Surely 
designing buildings and supervising their construction (‘Architecture’) was what I had been 
doing at Swaneng? 
  
In August 1968 our youngest daughter Anna was born. She arrived around midnight, so we 
weren’t certain whether she came into the world on Sunday or Monday. A Midnight’s Child. 
We were too preoccupied to be watching the clock - Anna was born before the midwife got to 
our house, and we had the (slightly anxious) privilege of delivering her ourselves.  
 
Two years further on, with me at ‘intermediate’ (degree) level in Architecture, we had a 
general feeling that we would return to Botswana. I began to put out feelers in the direction 
of the Con.Co-op.  
 
Joseph Mosedame - a former Swaneng student who was by that time manager of the co-op - 
wrote in reply to my enquiry saying that the members were ‘very excited’ to hear that I might 
return to work with them.  
 
I also learned through a letter from Bessie Head that Sekgele Sosome - the outstanding 
builder with whom I had worked at Swaneng - was saying that if I came back he would leave 



 

 

his job as instructor with the Builders’ Brigade and rejoin the Con.co-op. Those messages 
settled the matter. 
 
 
I approached several sources of funding - including Quakers - asking for support for our 
return to Botswana. None was immediately forthcoming, so we decided to fund our return 
ourselves, and continue to seek support from the Serowe end.   
 
This time we sailed via Capetown, because by that time the Suez Canal had been closed and 
we had discovered while at Swaneng that it was possible to travel in South Africa in spite of 
association with Patrick. So we drove from Capetown to Serowe in our ancient Landrover. 
That journey would make another story. 
 
As we approached the bushveld of Botswana after the desolation of the Karoo, Helen and 
Celia began to perk up. The sights, sounds and smells of the bush began to remind them of 
their earlier life in Botswana. “We like it here”, they said. 
 
Arriving finally in Gaborone I decided to look in on the Department of Co-ops there, to put 
them in the picture. I didn’t get to see the Registrar (a Motswana, whose name I don’t 
recollect), but was met by his deputy - an expatriate.  
 
I explained that I was aiming to give some technical assistance to the Serowe Con.Co-op. My 
interviewer gave me to understand that I was an interfering ‘knight in shining armour’,  
inappropriately intervening by attempting to rescue a co-operative doomed to failure. He also 
made clear that in his opinion a bunch of Batswana builders were no more capable of 
running a co-operative than would be a collection of British housewives. 
 
Finally arrived in Serowe, we were welcomed by Pat and Liz and the Fewster family.  A small 
crowd of children danced up and down the hill to greet our three. It felt like a homecoming. 
‘Our’ house was occupied by another family, so we were allocated another to use further 
along the hill. 
 
Because I didn’t have funding to work with the Con.co-op and we needed a place to live, 
Patrick generously agreed that we should stay at Swaneng, and in exchange I would do some 
teaching.  
 
Apart from the Fewster family all the volunteer staff were new, and it was strange when 
students who strongly resembled their older siblings whom I had taught previously were 
prepared, in the changing educational climate, to ’mess about’. “No more teaching for me!” I 
thought. 
 
Patrick was very keen that I should work with the Builders’ Brigade, and tried hard to 
persuade me to abandon my Con.co-op plan. A meeting took place with some Brigade 
workers, who exercised a lot of persuasion. I had to thank them for the compliment of 
wanting me to work with them, while re-affirming my commitment to the Co-op builders. 
 



 

 

I renewed contact with the Con.co-op, and began to work with them. This had a dramatic 
effect. A Serowe resident came up to me in the village, saying: “Oh Mr. Kibblewhite, I’m so 
glad to see you’re back. I want ’your’ builders to build me a house. I don’t trust these African 
builders!”. So work started to flow in, to an extent which eventually over-stretched the 
resources of the Co-op. 
 
They were not in a strong position. At the time when the first rush of building had slowed 
down at Swaneng and there came to be less need of builders there, Shashe River School was 
started at Tonota with Robert Oakeshott as its head.  
 
The Con.co-op provided a ready-made and trained team of skilled men, used to working with 
expatriates, to build the new school. So the builders moved to work with Robert, and stayed 
there for several years. By the time Shashe River was nearing completion they had lost 
contact with their home base in Serowe, and at the time when we returned to Botswana they 
were struggling to re-establish themselves there. 
 
In some ways they were stronger, though. They were more experienced. They had 
accumulated more tools, wheelbarrows, and scaffolding as well as more skilled builders. And 
- amazingly - they had acquired - or amalgamated with - a brick-making business which could 
produce the bricks which they needed for their contracts.  
 
The Con.co-op brickyard had been established in Serowe just outside the perimeter fence of 
the hospital. This location was chosen because effluent flowing under the fence from the 
hospital provided a reliable supply of water for making the bricks in an otherwise water-
starved environment. Very resourceful. No Heath and Safety there, in those days! 
 
Eventually funding for my work came - on the strength of the work which I was already doing 
- in the form of a grant to the Con.coop from the Quaker Joseph Rowntree Foundation, to 
enable them to pay me a volunteer’s wages. 
 
A small house was built for us on Nancy Moatlhodi’s land on the hill beyond the dam. While it 
was being built we lived in a tent and our Landrover under the thin shade of a mokoba tree. 
Helen and Celia attended Swaneng primary school from there, braving puff-adders on the 
track.  
 
There followed two years of work for the Con.co-op, in Serowe as well as in outlying places. 
A second-or-third-hand Peugeot pickup was acquired - a reliable vehicle whose French 
suspension coped well with the corrugated surfaces and potholes of the dirt roads. The 
Con.co-op began to build a reputation, and work came in. 
 
Patrick allowed us to use part of the first classroom/former library at Swaneng as an office. I 
worked on my drawing-board there, and we had weekly meetings when a few of the leading 
builders would come together to look at plans and estimates, talk about the past week, and 
plan the week to come. 
 
Joseph Mosedame had potential to be an able manager. One of the first intake of students to 



 

 

Swaneng Hill school, he had left with GCSE ‘O‘ Level. He was good at figures, a capable 
organiser and - importantly - a friendly and likeable person who got on well with the builders. 
Having taken part in the voluntary building work at Swaneng, he was at home on a building 
site. 
 
A trip with Joseph to builders’ suppliers in Bulawayo threw light on White Rhodesian 
attitudes. Meeting with managers there, I did my best to keep in the background to allow 
Joseph to speak for himself - which he was well able to do, with confidence and clarity.  
Invariably, the managers would address themselves to me, while managing to ignore Joseph. 
 
We took on Simon Kuhlmann - nephew of Todd the builder and brother of Andrew, an able 
student at Swaneng during our first time in Botswana - to train as a draftsman. Simon was 
extraordinarily talented in using drawing-board, T-square, set-square and drawing pens. 
Again, as an ex-Swaneng student he understood building.  Very soon, I could sketch out a 
plan and leave Simon to draw it up.  
 
I dreamed that Simon should train to become Botswana’s first architect. I don’t even know 
what happened to him after the final dissolution of the Con.co-op.  
 
Not long after we got back to Botswana a group of former Swaneng volunteers and others, 
aiming to set up a school at Tutume in the North, passed through on their way from the UK 
full of hope and aspiration. Their intention was to apply at the new school the aims of 
Swaneng, tempered by experience gained. 
 
Among them were Bernard Hyde - a fellow-student of Architecture at Portsmouth - with his 
wife Catherine, and Pauline (’Pearly’) Bugg, who had been Secretary to the Head of the 
School.   
 
We kept in touch with the Tutume project. At first things went well with the new school, and 
good connections were made with local people. But there were two tragic deaths. A 
disagreement on policy arose, and most of the original founders left. Some returned to 
Britain, while others found work in Botswana. Among Batswana there was much 
disappointment over this. 
 
How was it that the inevitable differences which arose at Swaneng didn’t cause that project 
to disintegrate?  
 
Among those who left Tutume was Pauline (Pearly) Bugg, who had been secretary to the 
Head of the Portsmouth School of Architecture . As Con.co-op secretary Pearly brought a ray 
of light into the dusty office.   
 
Another ex-Tutume volunteer was Eric Fisher, who had come to Botswana funded by 
Quakers to be bursar at the Tutume school. Eric eventually audited the Con.co-op’s books.  
  
To help Pearly and Eric, Margaret Moatlhodi - daughter of Nancy, formerly matron at 
Swaneng - was taken on to work in the Con.Co-op office. Like Joseph, Margaret was a bright 



 

 

former Swaneng student. She learned to do office work, and to type and keep the books. 
 
This was the time when the demands made by contracts began to outstrip the Con.co-op’s 
resources: technical, material and human. We started to take on major works, some far away 
from Serowe. 
 
A big project was building a clinic at Maunatlala in the Tswapong Hills, half-a-day’s journey 
from Serowe. I think I over-designed the building - definitely not ‘Long-Life-Loose-Fit’.  
However, it would have been easy for later users of the clinic to sweep away the unnecessary 
partitions, which I hope they will have done by now.  
 
A good point in the design was a roofed - and therefore shady and out of the rain - waiting 
area, with a ‘honeycomb’ wall to let the air circulate. 
 
At Maunatlala the whole Con.co-op enterprise - including the brick-makers - was relocated to 
the site. Suitable brick-earth was found, and a water supply. Soon the rows of drying bricks 
were laid out in the sun, and the firing clamp was being built. 
 
 
Listening to a music programme on Radio Botswana, a request came to play a piece for 
’Basimane ba Konkopa kwa Maunatlala’ (the Con.Co-op boys at Maunatlala). The Con.Co-op 
had arrived!  
 
Accommodation for the builders on outlying jobs was never a problem. After work they 
would disappear into any nearby village, and re-appear for work in the morning. They implied 
that they could always find a hospitable woman to take them in. I would be left camping 
beside the truck. 
 
When there was no nearby settlement, blankets came out and the builders would wrap up 
and lie on the sand. Before turning in we would cook our bogobe (maize-meal porridge) in a 
three-legged pot on a small fire. After the meal, ’Lead Kindly Light’ would be sung in the light 
of the dying embers. A peaceful way to get close. 
 
Another contract was to build an abattoir. This required an elaborate septic tank system. I 
hope we got it right. Also, a butcher’s shop in Serowe asked us to build a cold store. I found 
a design in a South African Building Research Station publication in which the building was 
cooled by water trickling through clinker between a solid inner wall and a honeycomb outer 
wall. When the job was done, there was a ceremonial opening of the cold store.  
 
A short time later it was found that mould was growing on the surface of the meat hanging 
inside, and the building was abandoned. The owners of the butcher’s shop just cut their 
losses - the  ’claim culture’ hadn’t yet taken hold!    
 
By the end of the second year based in Serowe, the Con.coop had two other major contracts. 
One was a court house - a more sophisticated building than we were accustomed to. It was 
on a slight rocky rise, and it took ages to pick away the stone. We should have used 



 

 

dynamite to speed things up. 
 
Another job was to build a large house for Ben Hopkinson - the Anglican missionary in the 
new mining town of Selibe-Phikwe - who had been running a radical bookshop in a tin 
rondavel there. Taking on a job so far from home base in Serowe again strained the 
resources of the Con.co-op.   
 
The site was a ’clean slate’ in the wild bush, with streets and house plots pegged out on the 
ground. I supervised setting-out and building foundations for this house, but never saw it 
completed - we left Botswana before the work was finished. I was troubled when a termite’s 
nest was uncovered while the foundations where being dug. We put some ’very nasty’ 
substance on it, and hoped for the best.   
 
I applied all I had learned about climate control in the dry tropics in designing this house. An 
important element was that the house should have a thatched roof. Many years later after 
Ben and his wife Rosemary had returned to Britain they paid a visit to their old home in 
Botswana. Rosemary sent me photos they had taken of the house - roofed with corrugated 
iron. I don’t know whether this had been done because thatching grass was hard to find the 
year the house was built (this had forced us to abandon thatching for some buildings at 
Swaneng). Or was it because regulations in the new town prohibited thatched roofs? 
 
While their house was being built Ben and Rosemary with their two small sons were living in 
a temporary house built of gum-poles with walls made of hessian stretched over the poles, 
coated with lime-wash for waterproofing and to reflect the heat - a popular form of 
construction for ‘short-life’ buildings in Southern Africa. 
 
Another example of this method of building was the ‘camp’ built for the migrant workers on 
the Selibe-Pikwe mines. When we arrived to spend the night there the manager of the camp 
welcomed me to ‘motse wa rona’ (our village) 
 
While these projects were going forward, the financial situation of the Con.co-op 
deteriorated. Over-extension, under-estimating (due to misguided anxiety about getting 
work), and lack of experience in running a business all contributed.   
 
There came a time when cheques started to bounce, and suppliers declined to let us have 
goods on credit. Obviously we couldn’t go on in that way, and the prospect of liquidation had 
to be faced.  
 
Finally, when our own cheques started to bounce it was obvious that we had to return home. 
Telling the builders that I was leaving, one asked: “O sa re laele ke eng?” (Why didn’t you 
warn us?”). Before we left, the then Registrar of Co-operatives gave me a letter undertaking 
to fully support the Con.co-op if I were able to arrange a ’bail-out’, and return to work with 
them. 
 
Back in England I hurried round all the aid agencies, trying to raise funds. Most were 
impressed and interested, but unable to commit to a ’failed’ business.  



 

 

 
Finally I found my way to War on Want, whose presence at an Aldermaston March years 
earlier had contributed to the idea of launching ourselves onto the ’Third World’.  The 
Director of the charity felt that the Con.co-op was just the kind of project they would wish to 
support. BUT … the agreement of a Trustee had to be sought.  
  
The Trustee in question was a Labour MP, who was also Postmaster General at the time. So 
we went to his prestigious offices in the West End armed with visuals and graphics. I was 
slightly surprised that he didn’t seem to recognise my name, since his wife had worked as 
my father’s secretary in Uganda many years earlier.   
 
We did our best to present the case for the Con.co-op. The Trustee listened politely. At the 
end he asked one question: “There wasn’t any malpractice, was there?”. Obliged to be 
honest, I had to say that the co-op’s administration had become chaotic towards the end, and 
that anything could have been going on.  
 
On hearing this, the MP swelled himself up and replied righteously: “If there was any 
suspicion of malpractice, they don’t deserve to be helped!”. That was the end of it. The 
Director of War on Want and I crept out of his office. 
 
For those who weren’t around at that time to remember - the one who had rejected our 
appeal for support was later famously convicted of fraud in connection with charitable funds 
which he was administering. Soon afterwards his clothes were found on a beach, and it was 
assumed that the disgrace had caused him to take his life. However, some time later he was 
discovered living in Australia (with his secretary). He was returned to Britain and served a 
prison sentence. After release - fully rehabilitated - he spent the rest of his life doing 
unobtrusive good works.  
 
Soon after our interview with him the news came that the Con.co-op had been liquidated. We 
returned home. In the more than forty years since then I’ve had no direct contact with the 
Con.Co-op builders.  But I hope I might yet meet some of them again. What will they say?   
 
It is important to stress that throughout the life of the Con.co-op the builders and their 
labourers worked conscientiously, and with a common purpose. The co-operative was ’their’ 
project. There didn’t seem to be the need for the lengthy meetings which had been necessary 
while building the school, to explain the reasons why things were being done. All seemed to 
understand that we were ’in it together’, and that co-operation was essential. 
 
What went wrong? All of us whose job it was to help to develop a co-operative approach to 
building in Botswana at that time of change failed in one way or another. I was probably the 
wrong kind of person to ensure success in such an enterprise - far too focussed on the 
technical aspects of building, and naïve in management and business. I was another 
’Lekgoa’  (Englishman) who came and raised hopes and expectations, and then when things 
got difficult disappeared back to a comfortable life ’kwa moseja’ (on the far shore).   
 
Joseph Mosedame was potentially an able manager, but not trained or experienced in 



 

 

management. His education at Swaneng had been academic, in spite of having taken part in 
building the school. After the dissolution of the Con.Co-op he got a job in a bank. I hear he is 
still ‘going strong’. 
 
Pearly Bugg and Eric Fisher - the right kind of people - came on the scene too late. By that 
time the big mistakes had already been made. The Department of Co-ops was also too late in 
throwing its weight behind the builders.   
 
Unlike the Brigades, the Con.co-op was never an ’official’ Swaneng project. As far as I know 
it received no aid money or financial assistance, apart from the funded services of us 
expatriate ‘advisers‘. Could this have been because the Brigades were a training 
organisation and the Con.co-op was a business, and therefore expected to fend for itself? 
What was the situation in this respect when the Serowe consumer co-op was being set up, 
and the hotel?    
 
Although it grew from the Swaneng ethos it never seemed to be fully part of that project, or 
to have had its full support. It was ’there’ when Shashe River School was being built, but the 
diversion to Shoshong - though providing assured work in the short term - was perhaps ’the 
beginning of the end’ for the co-op in the longer view. 
 
Perhaps the answer lies in reflection on the whole ’post-colonial’ relationship between ‘us’ in 
‘The North’, and the ‘Third World’. In the burgeoning economy of Botswana today a co-
operative element in the building boom of ’development’ could have been a current running 
counter to the competitive materialist world of ’The West’, unwittingly fostered by 
missionaries and ‘educators‘.     
 
For me the experience was a positive ‘learning experience‘. Working with the Con.co-op 
builders was uplifting. For our family, the opportunity to spend a few more years in Botswana 
was a wonderful gift.  
 
And for the Con.co-op builders? Hopefully the experience of running their own business - a 
success in terms of buildings built - was a learning experience for them too and 
strengthened their feeling of self-worth, boosting their confidence as Africans in the racist 
climate of Southern Africa. 
 
To quote the words of a Con.co-op building labourer introducing what he had to say at a 
meeting: “Mo kgopolong ya Motho wa Montsho” (In the Thought of a Black Person).   
 
 
 
   
 
 
    


