
Tribute to Patrick van Rensburg,  London,   Saturday 16th September 2017 

 

Someone once described Patrick to me as ‘a giant of a man with that soft-spoken 

voice’. Today I want to say, above all, -  “thank you, Patrick, for your life and all that 

you were to so many people… and your legacy lives on”. On a personal note, thank 

you for changing my life and I know that Jan shares in that. I am sure that you all 

would feel the same because Patrick is the link that binds us all together this 

afternoon. So many people throughout southern Africa and beyond have had their 

lives changed for the better because of Patrick – mainly the young Batswana who 

have benefited directly from Swaneng Hill, Shashe River and Madiba Schools and 

Brigades as well as the huge number of Batswana  whose lives were changed by 

Boiteko, Mmegi, the Cooperatives, and the Foundation for Education with 

Production.  

 

The name of Patrick van Rensburg came in to my life in January 1963 when I was 

being interviewed in a small basement office in London by Frank Judd for a volunteer 

placement through IVS ‘somewhere in Africa’. I was graduating later in June – 

hopefully! – with a degree in Maths and Physics. Frank then said to me – yes, we can 

accept you as an IVS volunteer and, in fact, we have just received a request from a 

couple called Patrick and Liz van Rensburg who are starting a new secondary school 

in the Bechuanaland Protectorate. They are looking for a Science and Maths teacher.  

I accepted straightaway and hurried home to look for Bechanaland in my old school 

atlas! The next thing I did was order a copy of ‘Guilty Land’ to learn more about 

South Africa and Patrick’s life up until that time. My life’s journey changed that day. 

Now fast forward to the end of August 1963 and I remember being met by Patrick at 

Palapye Station in an old black car.  

 

I have so many memories of working with Patrick that year in 1963/64. Patrick was a 

man of ideas and action. He never asked anyone to do anything he was not prepared 

to do himself. So many times I remember joining Patrick when he was hard at work 

building small dams in the dongas on the Swaneng site to trap the rainwater and 

prevent soil erosion. I particularly remember the time when Patrick told me about his 

plans to start a Consumers Cooperative. This had arisen out of what Patrick had heard 

from our Swaneng workers. They had told him about the high price of basic 

foodstuffs in the local stores. He asked me if I would assist in the administration of 

this new enterprise – the country’s first cooperative. I still can picture that school 

exercise book in which I set up the accounts to record the members’ savings and 

purchases.  And so began my lifelong interest and commitment to Cooperatives and 

Credit Unions, and to the Fairtrade movement. Thank you, Patrick. 

 

At the start of the three years that Jan and I were at Swaneng from 1967 to 1969, 

Patrick and Liz asked Jan if she would develop the small nursery school for Swaneng 

staff children into a multiracial English-medium primary school. I was the honorary 

treasurer! That changed our lives in many ways – on our return to the UK in 1974, Jan 

became a primary school teacher in East Sussex. She was nicknamed ‘the world 

teacher’. I wonder why?! 

 

And that brings me to the day in late 1969  when Patrick came down to our staff 

house to share with us his plans for setting-up a new centre in Mahalapye  where the 

prime goal would to integrate secondary school education, vocational training, and 



community development. Patrick asked us to be responsible for establishing this new 

‘institution’ . It did not take us long to say ‘yes’! And so Jan and I with our two young 

children – David at 2 ½ yrs old and Rachel at 6 weeks –  returned to Botswana in 

1970 to work with Patrick to develop Madiba. Jan and I are delighted that Erik and 

Anita Kool from the Netherlands have taken the trouble to come to London for this 

special event. Erik was the Site Engineer for Madiba and was involved from the very 

beginning. For our first few months the three of us were living in the same 

government house in the centre of Mahalapye.  It was remarked locally that it seemed 

at times that Jan had married two brothers!!  Jan and I then spent the next four years 

developing Madiba as part of the wider Swaneng family When we decided eventually 

in 1974 to return to the UK, I shall always remember Jan remarking to me that she felt 

we were leaving behind our third child – Madiba.  That for me sums up for us the 

great impact that Patrick (and Liz) have had on our lives. Thank you, Patrick, for the 

remarkable influence that you have had on so many people’s lives throughout the 

world. You were truly a force for good 

 

As a postscript, some of you will know that Jan and I are flying to Gaborone 

tomorrow to visit both Mahalapye and Serowe. The focus of our fortnight will be next 

Friday 22nd Sept  to take part in a special celebratory day at Madiba at the invitation 

of both Madiba and a group of former students who call themselves the Madiba Class 

of ’93. I have been asked to give a presentation about the foundation of Madiba in the 

early 1970’s. Jan has been asked to present prizes to the students whilst we have both 

been asked to unveil some ‘monuments’. We have no idea what these are going to 

look like! I shall most certainly be including a tribute to Patrick in my presentation. 

 

I want to finish with the concluding comment of Moeti Mohwasa for his piece about 

Patrick in the special edition of Mmegi entitled ‘Remembering Pat’. Moeti says – 

“Fare thee well, Brother Pat. Yours was a life worth and well lived. The turbulence in 

your life’s path made those who knew you stronger and more resolute. You might be 

gone but your imprints on our lives will remain forever”.    

 

PULA! 

 

Mike Hawkes,     September 2017   

 

Postscipt 

I have recently written two papers which may be of  interest to those who have 

worked at either Swaneng or Madiba. Please let me know if you would like a copy, 

Please contact me by email or phone me on 01543 25033 (or 15 St Chads Rd, 

Lichfield, WS13 7LZ). 
 
*Speech to be given at the Madiba Prize Giving Day on the 22nd September 2017. 

*Talk given to the Darwin Society of Lichfield in January 2017 under the title of 

‘Botswana – An African Success Story? : An interesting case study of British 

colonialism’.       The Darwin Society (so named after the great polymath of the 18th 

Century, Erasmus Darwin, who was also grandfather of Charles Darwin) is a informal 

group of people who meet monthly at Darwin House in Lichfield to discuss topics 

relating to philosophy / politics / economics / theology (ie almost anything!) in the 

spirit of the Lunar Society whose ‘members’ were at the heart of the West Midlands 

Enlightenment in the 18thC. 


