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This is the question I have asked myself: How has my experience as a child at Swaneng Hill School 

influenced my life?  

 

Our house in Swaneng was halfway up the hill above the primary school. In winter I clearly 

remember making my way down the drive, I was wearing my duffel coat but my feet were bare and I 

hopped from one stone to the other sometimes wrenching the arch of my foot over a certain-sized 

stone with a pain I can recall. I was usually looking for animal bones, or worrying about finding bones 

– if I hadn’t collected any by the time I was on the drive down to school I was in trouble because we 

had to bring them to be sold to the glue factory. I was constantly worried in case I didn’t find them, 

sometimes I used to dream about finding whole caches of bones that I could take to school for days 

to come.  

 

I enjoyed primary school a lot; I can see words and the pictures like setlari and borotho in the little, 

quite brightly coloured books we had. Unfortunately I was very bad at Setswana and had to keep 

returning to the first book in the series – orange I think. I was often pinched in Setswana class, the 

teacher used to take a chunk of the skin on your arm between her fingers and pinch and twist it 

quite hard. If you were really bad you had to stand in the corner with a brick in your hand, holding it 

above your head – sometimes two bricks. I never received this punishment, maybe because I was 

getting by with my limited Setswana vocabulary, which seems unlikely, or maybe because I was the 

daughter of two teachers at the secondary school. There were not many of us – I only remember my 

brother and Tommy and Thusi van Rensburg at the primary school; we stuck mostly together, the 

other children used to call us “white pork”.  

 

I don’t think I often had the lunch that the tswana children had, except sometimes I remember 

mealy meal and goat or cow and sometimes there was spinach from the school garden (delicious!). 

Sometimes too, one of the aid agencies – an American aid agency I think – sent a consignment of 

sultanas and we used to queue up to receive our share of a handful of them from the cook. These 

were a real treat. Normally I had sandwiches made by Jane who  complained that because I insisted 

on having peanut butter AND apricot jam they took twice as long to make. If somebody asked at 

school, I broke off half of my sandwich and gave it to them. This was the right way to behave. 

 

I don’t have a very clear idea about the layout of the school when I was a child. My memory retains 

pockets of structures, disconnected buildings, without much knowledge of how they fitted together, 

The primary school, I think consisted of two parallel brick buildings painted white with maybe blue 

corrugated tin rooves – perhaps I have seen this later, from photographs – and an earth space in 

between them for playing. The nursery school was a square brick building with a thatched roof 

located a little bit away from and at the end of the primary school building. Each of the two primary 

school buildings had one, maybe two classrooms. I remember reading an English passage to Mr 

Morolong in a classroom in the building nearest the hill. Luckily my English was better that my 

Setswana but I was still nervous, my left eye was ticking uncontrollably.  

 

 



I learned a lot outside of school too. There were a few white families at Swaneng and we played 

together as children. I played with matchbox cars with Pete Kibel, our nearest neighbour, in roads 

that we built in the dirt.  We used those thick fleshy purple starfish plants as roundabouts. I 

remember once I walked down to the farm with a suitcase on my head to play with Karin Gibberd, 

Thobo and, of course, Hanneke. The suitcase had a sort of metal bobble on the side that poked into 

my scalp, it was obviously not meant to be carried that way. When she saw it Tineke thought I had 

come to stay for a week but it was full of doll’s clothes. We camped outside their house that night 

and Vernon Gibberd came around our tent blowing through a tube and pretending to be an 

elephant.  I doubt whether we were much fooled, because inside the tent we were busy sewing 

coloured threads into the soles of our own feet. Why? I don’t know, perhaps just because we could, 

the skin was so hard. Once Carl Marstrand (I think it was him) shot a snake and we were all invited to 

look at it, it was laid out on one of the steps leading to their veranda. It was dead but still moving, 

thick and scary and surprisingly dry to the touch. The Marstrands were Danish; Natalie and Camilla 

and (then) Luisa and Michala, who were older. I played school  with Susie Kromberg, we used to 

cover a piece of paper with “writing”, it was just scribbles really, and hand it over to the other to 

“mark”. I remember I could hardly wait for Susie to fill her piece of paper so I could assess her work. 

Funnily enough, I could never muster the same enthusiasm for marking when I became a real life 

teacher!. Sometimes the Kromberg family had high tea with unbelievable cakes and you were lucky 

if you were invited. There were also the van Rensburg boys as I have said and the Kibblewhites – 

Annie and Celia and Helen, as well as my brother, Tim, and sisters, Lynn and Carol.  

 

 The other volunteers took good care of us. I felt very free and secure, I felt I could wander into any 

rondavel at Swaneng and be welcomed. I had a great degree of trust in people. Chris Kravetz used to 

make me a salad of lettuce and cheese. Kent Gormley had built a house at the back of the hill with a 

toilet that faced out onto the plain below, towards Serowe, it was a good place to sit and see rock 

rabbits. John Vial’s rondavel ( I think) was the one that had a wall made of bottles. He gave me a 

present of six ice creams for my sixth birthday, not to be eaten all at once of course, but to be taken 

one at a time on our trips to Serowe. I was in love with Hugh Pearce, the geography teacher, and to 

try to catch his attention I would ask him how many countries there were in the world. He would 

say, hmm, now that’s a difficult question...lets count them...and I would sit on his knee and we 

would start to count the countries, starting with Botswana of course, but we never finished them, 

and so every time we met we would have to start counting them again from the beginning, starting 

with Botswana. 

 

I had a good childhood. I remember our family climbing Rra Swaneneg to see the basalt rock 

formations, my two front teeth had fallen out and I look like a wild thing in the photographs we 

took. No shirt, and bare feet, I was wearing trousers made of the turquoise tie died fabric from 

Serowe Textiles, they had split at the back and my brother was trying to turn me over for the camera 

to see. Or maybe he was tickling me to make me laugh and show my teeth. I don’t know. It worked 

anyway. I look truly uncivilised, and very happily so.  

 

We did a lot together as a family. We travelled to Tsodilo to see the paintings (although I was too 

young to remember, I have seen myself by them in a photograph), we saw the Matopos, Victoria 

falls, the Drakensburgs, the green greasy Limpopo, and the ruins at Great Zimbabwe all from our 

green landrover. It breaks my heart that I was too young to remember all these amazing places. But I 



do remember that we camped out at night and saw the stars so near and heard the crickets and the 

spitting of the fire and the hissing of the gas lamp and sang a lot. We learned to swim in a cattle 

trough at Paje and leapt into the silage tower at the farm for fun. We ate moretlwa and marula if we 

could find them and sucked sugar cane and buried our faces in watermelon that was never cold 

enough, we stole tomatoes from the school farm and dipped our small fingers into the molasses 

drums until we felt sick. We stuffed fat cakes into our mouths and spent our 5 cents pocket money 

at Matebogo’s on blackjacks or kool aid, which we didn’t even dilute but just ate as powder straight 

from the packet. 

 

Sometimes at Swaneng we used to watch the goats being killed and butchered and hung out in the 

trees to dry. I can still remember the smell of their shit and their opened stomachs and the blood. 

Once we killed a lot of bullfrogs; the Kibels, our neighbours, had a pond near to the stone steps up to 

our house and every year the bullfrogs would leave the pond and were to be found all over our 

steps. When we left our house at night, with only a torch, my mother really disliked them and she 

said that if she stepped on one she’d die, it was only an English expression, but unfortunately we 

took her seriously. No child wants their mother to die and so my brother and I collected a lot of 

bullfrogs in our plastic red bucket and took them down to behind the school toilets where we picked 

them out by their legs and smashed their heads against the brick wall one by one. When my mother 

found out what we had done she was very sad, we knew we had done wrong.   

 

We collected the little red velvet (spiders, we called them, but I’m not sure they were now) that 

came out after rain in my father’s empty Three Nuns tobacco tins and Lion matchboxes, and green 

iridescent beetles and bright butterflies. Sometimes we found stone beads, especially in the crevices 

of what we called Lock’s rock, Tataganyane. These were our treasures, I still have some of them now, 

in a tin upstairs, matchboxes with a piece of tortoise shell or a beetle wrapped in cotton wool, an 

ostrich eggshell bead or a piece of pottery with incised dots and zig zags from Khami.  

 

Frank Taylor was interested in archaeology and one day, after the rains, we discovered a crouch 

burial  in the ground somewhere between the school and the farm. The earth had been washed 

away to reveal a human skull in the upright position, with plenty of ostrich eggshell beads around. It 

made a big impression on me. I wanted to see more and I asked Frank if we could dig the skeleton 

up but he said no, it was something sacred and we had to cover it and leave it alone, which we did. I 

think that it was probably at this moment that my interest in archaeology began, although of course 

I did not realise it consciously at the time. 

 

Naturally, after such an exciting childhood, when we got back to England I was disappointed. I was 

eight years old. Our family, which had been relatively wealthy in Botswana, was relatively poor in 

England. My parents had sold the house in Wales that I was born in to pay for their passage to 

Botswana and we had nowhere to live. The Kibblewhites picked us up from Southampton dock and 

drove us up to the north of England where some Quaker friends of my parents – Harry and Rose 

Pyle, people who had helped to raise money in England for Swaneng hill school while we were there 

– took us into their house to live with them and their three children and treated us like family. Harry 

and Rose became like a second mother and father to me. It was dark when we first arrived at their 

house, I stuck my leg out of the back of the Kibblewhites’s landrover to get out and there was 



something stinging falling on my bare foot. It was snow. I was not sure that I was going to like 

England.  

 

I wore second hand clothes and I did not really fit in with the other children at my new primary 

school; the girls always seemed to be so clean and neat, their socks stayed up and their hair was 

straight and brushed. I began to think of myself as a dirty girl, the little chimney sweep, I always 

wanted to play outside, with my muddy falling-down socks and wild hair and orange face covered in 

freckles – sun kisses from Botswana. I missed my freedom and the sun, red velvet “spiders” and 

chameleons and the silage tower.  The other children weren’t interested in these things. The walk to 

my English primary school was over a wooded hill and, because I hated wearing shoes, at the end of 

the day I used to walk home in bare feet. Once I cut my foot badly on a piece of broken glass, I think, 

I didn’t actually see what it was. I still have a scar, 2 inches long. The doctor said I was a stupid girl 

for taking my shoes off. He didn’t understand anything.  

 

As I got older my family became very unhappy, arguments, divorce, my family life, which had been 

so close and energetic in Botswana, was falling apart. I just wanted to get my head down at school 

and work hard, firstly to forget the situation at home, and ultimately because I knew that if I got 

good grades at school I would be able to go to university and leave home altogether. In order to do 

that I just had to fit in in England and be quiet and un-noticed, so one day I gathered up all my 

African things – my bone animals and my wooden tortoises, my skin drum, my mud bead necklace 

and my copper paradise wydah from Zambia - and I put them away. 

 

Just before I left for University my father killed himself. He was suffering from an illness, anxiety and 

depression, but I also think he never found a place in England that was as good as his time in 

Botswana had been. I missed him very much and I still do. He had taught me so much, but most 

importantly he taught me the sheer joy of learning because he was a good teacher, in and out of 

school, and he knew how to make learning fun and relevant. He knew how to make it seem precious. 

He told me that I could have anything I wanted in my life as long as I was prepared to pay the price. 

 

I studied for my first degree at the University of Sheffield and the subject was archaeology. Ha ha! I 

was so happy. The more I learned the more I loved the subject. We were taught British and 

European archaeology mainly, and although I was very happy in this and worked hard at it, it made 

me forget about Botswana until one class, in my final year, when one of my lecturers put up a slide 

of some people wearing skins that I immediately recognised as being Basarwa. She called them San 

people and she said that they were very important to archaeologists because they were hunter-

gatherers and they lived a lifestyle that was very similar to that lived in Europe by people many 

many years ago. I was so excited; music was playing in my head, my heart was beating fast. For the 

first time in my life my English friends thought it was cool that I had been brought up in Botswana 

and that I knew about the Basarwa, I became quite popular; I realised that if I was clever I could 

combine the two most important things in my life at that stage; archaeology and Botswana.  

 

I left Sheffield with a first class degree which meant that I was eligible for government funding to 

continue with postgraduate studies. I did a Masters degree in social anthropology at the University 

of Cambridge. For my Masters dissertation I wrote about Swaneng Hill School. I used it as a case 

study to discuss some of the wider issues of formal education in developing countries. For the 



dissertation I used, amongst other sources,  a  lot of Pat van Rensburg’s writing that was lodged in 

the University of Cambridge library. It was clear that after some years, Pat became disillusioned with 

the school that he had founded; it seems he felt that for a variety of reasons, Swaneng Hill School, as 

an experiment in education with production, had failed.  Because I read so much of Pat’s work for 

my dissertation, it too was pessimistic about the school, but argued that it had begun well, and could 

still be used as a model for formal education in developing countries. Some years later I met up with 

Pat in Gaborone and we talked a lot about these issues. He was interested in the dissertation I had 

written at Cambridge and published it in his journal, Education with Production. I hope that if a 

Swaneng Hill school student reads this paper now they will be able to be more optimistic, I am happy 

to be proved wrong!   

 

Fewster, K.J. (1996) EWP schools and the early Brigades: a case study in education and 

development from Botswana Education with Production (Journal of the Foundation for Education 

with Production) 11 (2) 45-74  

Personally my time at Cambridge was not happy, I began to realise that I had inherited my father’s 

illness of anxiety with depression. Somehow I managed to carry on with my work, but eventually the 

illness became too much for me and I tried to kill myself. My family all came to Cambridge to help 

me. For myself I decided to continue with my studies, somehow I stumbled through my exams, and 

wrote the dissertation I have just described (perhaps another reason it is negative). I got my degree 

and limped out of the city, but by the end of that same year I had a full blown nervous breakdown 

and had to go into hospital. I was luckier than my father, the illness had been diagnosed sooner and 

there were better drugs available. On top of that my psychiatrist arranged for me to have what 

turned out to be 3 years of once-a-week counselling with a clinical psychologist, Brian.  

As I was recovering one of those amazing things happened, I got the chance to join a trip to 

Botswana with the Findhorn Foundation in Scotland. It was an experiment in international relations 

and peace. We wanted to save the world! We were to travel together and plant trees.  A Swedish 

woman I had never met, a psychiatrist, gave me the money to go.  Although she wished to remain 

anonymous, I found out later that she had said that she doubted very much whether our trip would 

save the world, but had thought that it might help to save me, Kathy Fewster.  

She was right, on both counts. When I first got back to Botswana I got down on my knees and kissed 

the tarmac, like the Pope. I felt a bit stupid doing that actually, because all you get is a mouthful of 

tarmac, but I was overjoyed. We had mabele porridge out of enamel tin plates and I saw hornbills 

when I woke up at UB the next morning. I felt like I had come home. We travelled together in a large 

truck through the Kalahari up to Maun and the Okavango. We came back down to Gaborone on the 

Francistown road. When we stopped at Palapye for gas I felt tantalisingly close to Serowe but it was 

not on our itinerary and I realised that I would eventually have to make that final piece of the 

journey alone.  

One of the Batswana on the trip was Kgobegero, a wildlife officer for the CKGR. One morning, when 

we were camping at Deception Pan, he received a call from his HQ to say that there had been a 

report of a rabid hyena hanging around the rubbish dumps at one of the safari camps nearby 

(“nearby” in Kalahari desert terms that is) and he should go and deal with it. I asked if I could come 

and he said yes. It was a long, slippery Kalahari drive but when we got there we found the hyena and 



we got out of the car and Kgobegero stood up and aimed his rifle at it. I was having second thoughts 

about having asked to come, I wasn’t sure I was tough enough to see a wild animal blown apart so 

near to me. It seemed like an eternity between the aiming and the shot. In fact the shot never came, 

because Kgobegero looked at the hyena for a long time through the sights of the gun and then 

slowly lowered it. The animal is not rabid, he said, she’s sick alright but she’s been bitten by a snake 

or something and has come in to the rubbish dumps for food and shelter while she recovers, all we 

have to do, to reassure the owners of the safari camp, is to chase her back out into the bush...and he 

started running at her and shouting, and so I started running at her too...she was reluctant to leave 

the safety of the rubbish dump so he threw a stone at her and chased even closer up to her, and so I 

chased her up close too and eventually I took off my flip flop to flap at her, but in that moment she 

stopped suddenly and my flip flop  came down on her behind. I was mortified. She turned her great 

shoulders and looked back at me and lowered her head and snarled. All time was suspended for me, 

she looked like she wanted to kill me, but then she decided I wasn’t worth the trouble and she didn’t 

feel well enough anyway, and she sloped off. It really scared me at the time, but in the long run the 

incident turned out to stand me in good stead. Later, when I was teaching, I happened to tell the 

students the anecdote of the hyena and I noticed they became very quiet and obedient. I asked a 

student later why that had happened, and he said it was because they didn’t want to mess with a 

woman who had hit a hyena on the bottom with her flip flop. 

Kgobegero and I slalomed back along the sand road from the safari camp to Deception Pan and on 

the way he told me that he had been a student at Swaneng Hill School and that he remembered my 

father very well. He told me how my father used to tell the students that they shouldn’t say “cup” 

like he said “cup” because he was a Yorkshireman, and some people in England considered that his 

accent was not of the proper kind. I wanted to kiss Kgobegero for telling me this and bringing back a 

little of my father to me, but he was far too dignified and professional and I think it would have 

interfered with his driving. Instead I smiled to myself all the way back to Deception Pan, and thought 

that the Swedish psychiatrist who had funded my trip was right, it had done something to save me, 

Kathy Fewster. 

When I go back from the trip to Botswana I started another Masters degree, this time at the 

University of Manchester and this time in Development studies. The government funding body who 

was giving me the money for all these degrees questioned my intellectual trajectory, why was I not 

going straight into my PhD, which would have been the normal path and  why was I studying all 

these different subjects? Well I didn’t go straight into my PhD because it was taking a little while to 

recover my health and my strength and confidence after the breakdown. Nor did I see my 

intellectual trajectory as lacking cohesion – I was interested in people in the past (archaeology), in 

the present (anthropology) and in the possible future (development studies). I thought that 

archaeology, the study of social change in the past had a potentially a lot to offer development 

studies, the study of planned social change in the future.  

But unfortunately I did not find that at Manchester, instead I was presented with a series of graphs 

and mathematical models, like Todaro’s model of rural-urban migration that described the 

behaviour of people in an extrapolated, ideal sense, and I was already of the opinion that real people 

behaved a little more messily than that. I was very interested to meet professor Tordorff at 

Manchester University – he had been part of the British team that had helped to set up the system 

of local government in Botswana after Independence, and told me some interesting things, but 



other than that, I found the degree uninspiring and barely scraped a pass. I told my counsellor this 

with great glee. Look how you have helped me I said, I have not been a perfectionist and I have not 

buried my troubles in work, I’ve learnt how to be just good enough and how to be satisfied with it! 

Brian laughed, he was a good man.  

So after a slightly circuitous route I finally got to do my PhD. It was in archaeology, my first love, and 

at the University of Sheffield, the place where I had happily studied my first degree. In the course of 

my previous studies, and largely as a result of the man who became my supervisor, Marek Zvelebil, I 

had become very interested in the period of European prehistory (about 10 000 to about 5000 bc) 

during which people had seemingly en masse abandoned a perfectly successful hunting and 

gathering way of life and taken the risk to become farmers. There were many competing theories 

about how and why this had happened, was it an environmental change that sparked it off, was 

there overpopulation in Europe at that time? There was no empirical evidence for either. One theory 

concentrated on the social aspects of the transition to farming, mooting that it will have been the 

social interaction between new farmers and whatever hunter-gatherer people they may have met 

that will have determined whether and how a particular group of hunter-gatherers would adopt 

farming. Using the method of ethnoarchaeology, I wanted to study a group of living hunter-

gatherers who were interacting with a group of farmers, and see if it would be possible to make an 

analogy to the past to see if this theory could be proven. I hadn’t intended it at first (I swear!) but it 

turned out that the ideal situation for me to study such interaction was at Marulamantsi, Serowe 

where a group of some 300 Basarwa were settled next to the farming village of (then) 30 000 

inhabitants. I did my first period of fieldwork in 1993, this was greatly facilitated by Dr Paul Lane of 

the Department of History, University of Botswana, Peter Sebina, then a Masters student at UB, and 

Caroline Hawker, a teacher at Swaneng Hill school who suggested Marulamantsi to me as a suitable 

location for my studies in the first place, and allowed me to stay in her house for the duration of my 

fieldwork. The results of this work can be found in my PhD thesis;  

Fewster, K.J. (1996) Interaction between Basarwa and Bamangwato Interaction in Botswana: An 

ethnoarchaeological approach to the study of the transition to agriculture in the west 

Mediterranean Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Sheffield 

There is a copy of the thesis in the library at the University of Botswana in Gaborone but if I were 

you, I’d ignore that and read a much shorter summary of the main ideas instead: 

Fewster, K.J. (2005) Petso’s Field: ethnoarchaeology and agency” In N. Milner and P. Woodman 

(eds.) Mesolithic Studies at the beginning of the 21st Century Oxbow: Oxford pp 106-125 

Some of the people who lived at Marulamantsi were very poor but generous. They gave me their 

time, access to their homes, and ultimately of course material for the PhD that would secure my 

future career. I don’t think it is possible that I will ever repay the debt of kindness that I owe to these 

people. I left a lot of money, sure, with the Catholic Mission in Serowe, and the Botshelo project, and 

Permaculture, but it was only money, whereas they had given me something of themselves. They 

even gave me a name – Mma Tape – because I was always running around measuring their 

compounds with a tape. One morning we were invited into an old woman’s compound to interview 

her and in the pot on the fire she was cooking some cabbage leaves that she said she found on a 

rubbish dump. She offered some of her breakfast to me and I didn’t know what to do, it seemed 

outrageous to take some of the little she had. Peter Sebina took me to one side and told me that to 



refuse would be an insult; the best thing to do was to rub my tummy and say thank you, that I had 

just eaten. Which I did. Another informant – Lemogang - lived in a small grass and branch hut, no 

mud walls, about 1-2m across with his wife and five children, he made mealie-meal stirrers out of 

wood and wire to sell to the people in Serowe. On about the third or fourth time we visited him he 

gave me a porridge stirrer, with an exasperated look on his face, he said it would help me to find a 

husband and thereby give me something better to do with my life than being out there at 

Marulamantsi asking him questions!  

Very few of the Basarwa at Marulamantsi really hunted anymore – the game had all been driven 

away by the town and even to get small animals like jackals they needed to get government permits. 

They did gather though, collecting mainly thatching grass and wood for Serowe houses. Likewise few 

of the Marulamantsi residents owned livestock of their own but they often herded the animals of 

the Serowe farmers, in exchange for the milk. It was hurtful to me that many of the Bamangwato in 

Serowe that I interviewed seemed to hold the Basarwa in very low regard, they said that they were 

inferior, wild, tennyanateng – far far away. It was hard to for me to understand, especially having got 

to know some of the people at Marulamantsi and especially as the Serowe farmers relied on the 

Basarwa for herding, for housing materials, even for beer sometimes. As well as that, the Basarwa at 

Marulamantsi were said to be among the most powerful diviner-healers, with skills that had become 

much sought after since the explosion of Aids in the country. 

I myself consulted Ntona, a diviner-healer up at Marulamantsi. He wet the sand and I threw the 

bones with him just after midday and he told me three things, one of which was that there was a 

pregnancy in the family. I didn’t believe him, I thought that, much like a fortune teller in England, he, 

like Lemogang, had looked at me and decided that I was of an age when I should marry and have 

children, and stop running around Marulamantsi with my tape and planning board. A week later I 

received a delayed letter from my mother in England which contained the news that Louise Holly, 

my sister Carol’s child, would be born into the world. It was quite amazing really, especially as the 

other two (unrelated) things turned out to be true as well, but I won’t tell you about them, because 

they reveal me to have been a bit of a fool. Actually what happened was that although Ntona got the 

facts right, I disagreed with his interpretation of the second divination, and that in turn made the 

third ambiguous. 

During my period of fieldwork at Marulamantsi I made time to go back to Swaneng for the first time 

since I was a child. Some teachers from the school lived in Pat van Rensburg’s old house and as they 

drove me up there (on the drive above our own old house of course) I thought my head and my 

heart would burst with joy! The only thing I could take in during that heightened state of emotion 

was that the concrete paddling pool my father had built for me in the garden, the one that I had lain 

in full length as a child, was absolutely tiny, I could hardly have fitted my two adult feet in it end to 

end. The stone terraces he had built were still there but most of the trees had gone. Later I found a 

mature mulberry tree that I knew for sure he’d planted (and maybe that I had watered when it was 

small) by a pond outside what I thought was the science block of the secondary school. I put my 

arms round the tree. For the first time in my life I felt complete, I felt a circle had been completed, I 

had managed to link my always-so-distant but oh-so-important childhood in Swaneng with my adult 

self. I even walked down to the farm with Karin Gibberd (she was working at the Leonard Chesshire 

Foundation in Mogoditsane?) and looked around a little in the place I remembered seeing that 

crouch burial with Frank Taylor all that time ago. I also met up with John Vial that year – in fact he 



came walking down Caroline’s path in Mannathoko and I recognised him immediately, he was so 

pleased! Mathusi was in Serowe and I met up with Pat and Tommy, sorry, Tom van Rensburg in 

Gaborone. I also met Michael Taylor, Frank’s son, he was working at the National Museum. It was a 

bit like coming home! But it wasn’t quite, because seeing Botswana through adult eyes is very 

different to my idealised childhood memory of it. 

Unfortunately I had met some stupid people on my way, a kind of modern silliness I hadn’t 

experienced as a child, obviously – people who called me lekgoa to my face, young men who wore 

cowboy hats and strutted about in a self-important manner and young women who carried frilly 

parasols, always fiddling with their cellphones. It seemed a vainglorious attempt to emulate the 

modern west, but in fact was only the parading of a potentially dangerous veneer. Let me explain: 

the first evening I arrived in Gaborone in 2001 I was exhausted and checked in at the Oasis motel. 

There was a fire in the room next door that night and I was woken at 4am and told to move to 

another room, they could not put out the fire because, although they had fire extinguishers at the 

motel, they were all empty. Another example: the next day I phoned for a taxi and the most clapped 

out car you have ever seen arrived. After two minutes into the journey he kangaroo-ed his way to 

the gas station and when he had finished filling up and checking the water he closed the bonnet but 

had some trouble securing the catch at the front. I saw this and I should have got out of the car 

there and then but I didn’t, I had a meeting at the National Museum and I was already late. Sure 

enough, as soon as we reached some speed the car bonnet flew up into the windscreen and 

smashed the glass onto our knees. He pulled off the road sharpish, but essentially blind because the 

bonnet was still up, we could have killed anyone. True modernity is not just about having  the things, 

the gadgets, the toys of Euroamerican capitalism, but of knowing how to use them properly and in 

the context for which they were produced - there is nothing more useless to people than a 

dangerous car or an empty fire extinguisher because it gives one a false sense of “being modern”, it 

actually retards development.  Unfortunately this kind of thinking was not just to be found in 

Gaborone; when my mother and sister came to visit me in 1993 we spent a night in the Serowe hotel 

and asked specifically for a room with a telephone because we needed to make some calls. Later, 

when we came to use the telephone we found out that it was not connected – just a short length of 

wire going nowhere. The next day, as we checked out, we said we did not want to pay the extra 

tariff for the telephone because it was not connected. But you had a telephone, the young woman 

insisted.  

After I had completed my PhD I got my first temporary job teaching in the Department of 

Anthropology at the University of Durham, then I waited three years until I got a permanent job as 

an archaeology lecturer at the University of Wales, Lampeter. I taught there for eight years and how 

I loved that job! I was pleased to find out that I was a good teacher, and that students responded to 

me well. It was a great privilege to be surrounded by young and lively minds, to be indulging in my 

love of archaeology, and on top of that, to be paid for it!  

I carried on with my research in Botswana and returned to Serowe  for a further period of fieldwork 

in 2001. By then my thinking had evolved (I’m only using these word to make my mother laugh – she 

said that whenever Pat van Rensburg changed his mind, which he did, often, he would never admit 

he had changed his mind but would say instead that his thinking had evolved, which was infuriating!) 

and I was less interested in making an analogy to European prehistory but more concerned about 

studying the history of Serowe in and for itself. I was facilitated during this period of fieldwork by 



Phillip Sekgadika of the National Museum of Botswana. I also received a great deal of help and 

insight from Scobie Lekutile of the Khama III Memorial Museum, Serowe. I worked mainly in 

Basimane ward, recording the structures in its (then) state and comparing it with maps and historical 

and oral accounts of the ward. I wanted to show that, as I had argued at the end of my PhD, when 

social change takes place, it is often not as the result of external forces such as a change in the 

environment or the population, but rather may take place as the result of an accumulation of 

smaller internal forces, operating at the level of the individual, human agency. This follows from 

Anthony Giddens’s structuration theory. If you are interested, the results of that season of fieldwork 

are published in: 

Fewster, K.J. (2006) The potential of analogy in post-processual archaeologies: A case study from 

Basimane ward, Serowe Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 12 (1) pp 61-87 

The work I did in 2001 was similar in methodology to that which I had completed in 1993, I was 

interviewing people about their material culture and mapping and recording their compounds. 

Instead of working solely at Marulamantsi however, I concentrated on some of the other wards in 

Serowe – Basimane obviously, but others too. One of my favourite compounds in the whole of 

Serowe was in Maaloso ward, right up by Serowe hill. It was owned by a woman called Baraedi and it 

had three rondavels in it, two of them connected by a lolwapa. The houses were coloured a pink 

terracotta and their skirtings, as well as the scalloped walls of the lolwapa were picked out in grey 

clays. It looked like an iced cake. The compound was immaculately swept and, unusually, Baraedi 

had allowed some wild flowers to grow there. These flowers had grey stems and pinkish-brown 

flowers, they complemented the colours of the earthen structures beautifully and she knew it. She 

was proud of her compound and she told me once that she worried who would maintain the houses 

once she had gone because she said her daughters refused to play with mud. That was 2001; four 

years later I went back to visit Baraedi and the compound was derelict, the rooves of the rondavels 

were in tatters and the low walls of the lolwapa had crumbled. Everything was just grey. 

I went back to Botswana in 2005 to give a paper at the PAA (Pan African Archaeology) Congress in 

Gaborone. We, the delegates, had the good fortune to be taken out on a trip to Toutswemogala, the 

famous iron age type-site for the region. The place took my breath away. Of all the beauty and joy 

that Botswana has ever given me, this had to be the best. The site is a long wide koppie with a flat 

top and steep sides of iron red boulders. You scramble up the rocks and when you get to the top you 

are hit by the sticky heavy smell of the Mopane below, wood smoke from somewhere, and far away 

the bleating of goats. There are mists of dust in the distance with baobabs coming through, and all 

around you can see the great curving arc of the low horizon, like you are standing on top of the 

world. And just as you fall, as you swoon into this sublime landscape you see everywhere, on the 

ground below your feet, treasures; ostrich eggshell beads, and pottery that was incised by hands a 

thousand years old.   

It was the last time I went to Botswana, unfortunately. I lost my job at Lampeter in 2008, and with it 

my capacity to do research. I taught in the Department of Cultural Anthropology at Barnard College 

in the University of Columbia, temporarily, but again with no research remit. I did, however, happen 

to be visiting the American Museum of Natural History in New York when I came across a huge wall 

photograph of red velvet “spiders”. The caption on the photo said that they were, in fact, mites. But 

it had to make me smile. The answer to my original question about how my experience as a child at 



Swaneng Hill School influenced my life is easily answered: it has meant almost everything to me. 

Wherever I go and whatever I seem to do I find pieces of Botswana, because of course, I realise now 

that it’s not just a place somewhere outside of me  that I will visit sometimes, but it’s in me, written 

into my bones, and I can’t take it out, even if I want to. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


