
Reflections on our Botswana visit in September 2017 - Jan and Michael Hawkes 

 

We decided to make a return visit to Botswana in March when we received an 

invitation by email ‘out of the blue’ to attend a special event at Madiba in Mahalapye 

on Friday 22nd September. The event was  the school’s annual Prize Giving Day 

which this year was to be a joint initiative of the School itself and the ‘Madiba Class 

of 93’. This group comprises former Madiba School students who had ‘graduated’ 

from the school in 1993. They describe themselves as a registered civil society NGO 

whose aim is to support the continued development of Madiba Senior Secondary 

School through fund-raising and mentoring. They wanted to gather together as many 

former Madiba Heads as possible to celebrate the school’s achievements and to raise 

the morale of the students and staff. They also invited us to unveil the ‘monuments’ 

that their group were having made to be put up at the Madiba site. We could not 

imagine what these monuments were going to look like! 

 

Jan and I decided that we had to go! It proved to be one of the most memorable 

experiences of our lives. The visit has certainly helped to restore my sense of hope 

about the future of humanity (living as we do in Brexit Britain and Trump America)! 

Thank you - keitumetse thata - Botswana. The significance of our visit was helped by 

the fact that on the day before our departure there was a special memorial event held 

in London to celebrate the life of Patrick van Rensburg, the ‘father’ of the remarkable 

‘Swaneng Family’ – Swaneng Hill, Shashi River, and Madiba Schools and their 

Brigades along with all the community development initiatives like the Cooperatives, 

Boiteko,  Mahalapye Development Trust, Mmegi, and the Foundation for Education 

with Production. There is an excellent website recording the ‘Swaneng Story’ that 

includes a video of the PvR memorial event. We flew off the next day to 

Johannesburg and then on to Gaborone. 

 

We arrived at the splendid Sir Seretse Khama International Airport in Gaborone mid-

morning on Monday 18th September on a bright and warm (as we expected!) day. 

Walking across the tarmac into the Arrivals Hall, we were approached by an 

immigration officer who offered to help us with the entry form and who then took our 

passports away to be stamped. Somewhat bemused, we thanked him and he replied by 

telling us that he had heard we were coming and that he was an ex-Madiba student! 

Could that happen anywhere else in the world but Botswana?! This seemed to set the 

tone for the next two weeks – an extraordinarily warm and natural welcome from 

everyone we met. 

 

 Once we had exited Passport Control and Customs, we were met by a welcoming 

party of Madiba alumni. We soon realised that all ‘professional’ Batswana had a 

smartphone (whilst virtually everyone seemed to own an ordinary cell phone) and so 

began the practice of being photographed numerous times at every event we attended. 

We now understood the ubiquitous popularity of ‘selfies’. The courtesy shown us at 

the currency exchange desk (where the young lady told us when I enquired that she 

had been a student at Madiba in Mahalapye!) and the Avis car-hire desk was both 

warm and efficient. This impression was to be confirmed repeatedly over the next 

fortnight. There seemed to be a professionalism, a self-confidence and a warm 

openness in Botswana that has developed in the country over the past decade or so. 

Obviously the country faces problems like every other, but I sensed I was amongst a 

people who were at ease with themselves. In the years ahead, can Africa help the 



West come to terms with rapid change that is both technological as well as spiritual?  

For me it is summed up by the African concept of ‘ubuntu’ which Archbishop 

Desmond Tutu has spoken so much about since South Africa became democratic in 

the early 1990’s . ‘Ubuntu’ roughly translates as harmony/community/cooperation. 

Could ‘ubuntu’ possibly be Southern Africa’s gift to the world in the 21st C? 

 

On driving out of the airport we passed giant signs ‘Welcome to Botswana’ sponsored 

by the First National Bank of Botswana and ‘Born Free’ sponsored by Woolworths. 

And then we saw another large sign which we were to see many times throughout the 

country. It was beautifully designed in the Botswana colours of light blue, white and 

black. It read ‘Botswana 50 years’( signifying the 50th Anniversary last year of 

Botswana’s Independence after 76 years of Britain’s ‘protectorate’ rule) bounded a 

zebra and with the words: ‘Proud and United’. Again, those words really did seem to 

sum up the spirit of the country but in a very unpretentious and non-nationalistic way. 

The Batswana are patriotic but are clearly averse to nationalism and tribalism. And so 

we were on our way to Gabane which is a village about 15 miles from Gaborone on 

the Kanye road. We then spent our first two nights recovering from the long flight 

from Heathrow at the relaxing home of Frank (and Margaret who was still away in the 

UK) Taylor. Frank has undertaken a lot of interesting work over many years in 

developing indigenous fruits, especially the marula fruit and now baobab seeds.  

 

Our first Madiba event was on the next evening when the M93 group held a 

Reception for us as well as for the first two Motswana Heads of Madiba – Elvidge 

Mhlauli and Archie Mokghoti. It took place at the offices of a Madiba alumnus who 

had become one of Botswana’s leading lawyers. I was told that Madiba had, in fact,  

produced an unusually high proportion of the country’s Maths Teachers and Lawyers. 

We discussed why this might have been the case but came to no conclusions! I said a 

few words about the setting up of Madiba in the early years 1969/70 - particularly the 

workcamps and the digging of the trench for the water supply by the first students. 

Some of the alumni introduced themselves and told us about their areas of work – as 

lawyers, teachers, a chemist, a pharmacist, a geologist, civil servants, business people, 

and others. There was a good gender balance in the group and it is clear that women 

are playing a key role in all areas of Botswana’s public life. I showed them some of 

our early documents and photos about Madiba. They said that if I could sort out all 

our material, then they would offer the originals to the government’s National 

Archives and they would keep copies. They were keen to record Madiba’s history and 

wanted to set up a ‘Madiba Story’ website. It was a thoroughly enjoyable evening 

with much laughter! 

 

After the reception, Jan and I found ourselves reflecting on what an amazing group of 

people the ‘Madiba Class of 93’ (M93) are. The group numbers about 25 active 

professionals in their early 40’s whose overall aim is to support the continued 

development of Madiba school and to work with the school’s staff and students in 

making Madiba a centre of academic, sporting and civic excellence. They raise money 

to pay for ways of raising the morale of students and staff like improvements around 

the site, school prizes, sporting and cultural activities. They offer their professional 

expertise to mentor both students and staff. There are Madiba alumni groups for other 

years and we were told that the Ministry of Education is now encouraging alumni 

groups to be set up for other Senior Secondary Schools around the country. It seemed 



to us to represent the real sense of civic pride that so many younger middle-aged 

Batswana feel for their country and of their respect for their old secondary schools.  

 

On the Wednesday, we headed north on the main A1 road to Mahalapye – about a 

three hour drive at a steady speed. We were struck by two things compared with our 

previous visit in 2006. There was far less litter around generally and the standard of 

driving had improved considerably. There was little speeding and driving was more 

courteous. We put this down to a long-term government public education programme 

and to a vigilant traffic police force checking up on vehicle safety, driving licences, 

insurance and seat belt compliance. There is one thing that has not changed – many 

cows, goats, and donkeys still roam free on the main road verges where the grass is 

good. This keeps all drivers on the alert but it did not encourage us to try much night 

driving! 

 

On reaching Mahalapye, we soon realised that it had become a town that we hardly 

recognised. All the main roads are tarred, there are three sets of traffic lights, 

numerous shops (including supermarkets and a shopping mall), a fine new hospital, an 

equally fine new HQ for Botswana Railways with a well preserved steam engine 

displayed in front, many hotels/guest houses/eating places. But most important of all, 

we felt, there is now a mains supply of clean water available to every home. No 

longer does one see those lines of girls with buckets on their heads going to and from 

the Mahalapshwe river bed every morning and evening. This, we felt, was the most 

iconic sign of the extraordinary developments that Botswana has achieved since 

Independence in 1966. Added to that, all homes are now able to link up to the 

National Grid for electricity if they can afford it. This applies, we are told, to all of the 

country’s towns and major villages.   Pula! 

 

On our first full day in Mahalapye, we were invited by Madiba’s senior staff to visit 

the school/brigade site before the ‘great’ day on the Friday. The site was so familiar 

and we were impressed that the original buildings had stood the test of time. We were 

told that Madiba is now a Senior Secondary School catering for Form 4 and 5 

(equivalent to the UK’s Years 10 and 11). The enrolment was a staggering 1570 with 

a staff of about 125. The school is, of course, now under the direct control of the  

government’s Ministry of Education. We also visited the Madiba Brigades Centre on 

the same Madiba site. We were told that there are currently 352 young people being 

trained by about 30 staff in various practical skills – bricklaying and plastering, 

carpentry, plumbing and pipe fitting, welding, electrical installation and maintenance, 

and auto-mechanics. We were pleased to learn that a new course is being introduced 

in solar power installation. The brigades are also now under the direct control of the 

government through their Ministry of  Employment, Labour Productivity, and Skills 

Development.  

 

We then enquired about the Mahalapye Development Trust which Madiba had set up 

in 1973 to further community development work in the nearby community. We 

visited the site just beyond the Madiba boundary fence. The only project still going 

was a small community secondary school for Form 4/5 dropouts. There were two very 

dedicated staff but the challenges they faced were daunting. The good news was that 

the original ‘textile workshop’ had become a Dressmaking  Brigade under the 

auspices of  the Mahalapye Brigades Centre along the Shoshong Road. We later 

visited this Centre. The buildings and facilities seemed to be excellent. In addition to 



the training being given in dress-making, courses were also being run in secretarial, 

business and accountancy skills. We were told that these two Mahalapye Brigades 

operated under the umbrella of the Madiba Brigades Centre. Likewise there are two 

brigades for building and horticulture operating in Shoshong under the same 

arrangement. So the Madiba community development and outreach work seems to be 

in reasonably good health.  

 

Friday 22nd September was, as was to be expected, a warm and sunny day. We had 

been told that the Prize Giving day would run from 6.30am to 12.30pm but that it 

would be fine if we could be at Madiba by 8.00am. Soon after our arrival, we 

gathered at the ‘monuments’ which were to be unveiled. I was asked to cut the ribbon 

and the sheet was removed to reveal three fine boards in the Botswana colours of 

blue, black and white. The centre board listed the names of all the School Heads – 

mine followed by Robin Waterston, Elvidge Mhlauli, Archibold Makgothi, and upto 

to the recently appointed new Head, Ogolotse Tshupelo. The other two boards would 

list the names of the most outstanding students each year who had excelled 

academically and in sport. We were then escorted by the School Band to the sports 

field where awnings had been put up to give shade to the 2000 people attending the 

Prize-Giving Day – students, staff, parents/grandparents, and many invited guests. 

There then followed a number of speeches delivered either in English or Setswana or 

a combination of both. I had been asked to speak on the founding of Madiba and its 

guiding principles. The speeches were interspersed with entertainment - singing and 

dancing - provided by the students.  

 

The second part of the programme was the presentation of about forty awards 

(certificates and ‘medallions’) to students for particular achievements. The most 

delightful aspect of this in our view was how, every time a student’s name was 

announced, their mother (or occasionally their father or a grandparent) would escort 

them to the podium. This often turned into a dance and, in some cases, a boy student 

was carried aloft by a group of school staff or Madiba alumni around the field to 

much cheering. The celebratory atmosphere was infectious as everyone joined in the 

fun and sense of pride of the day. At times, I tried to imagine an equivalent British 

school prize-giving day! I think my abiding memory of the day will be the sight of the 

Deputy Head, Mrs Bagomotsi Toboka, sashaying up the red carpet whenever the 

name of a particular student she had taught was called out. It was all such fun! At the 

end of the programme, Jan and I were presented with gifts – a plate and mug with the 

school crest and a school top – by the Head Girl and Head Boy. It was a day we shall 

remember for the rest of our lives! 

 

After spending another day in Mahalapye to relax, we then headed of to Serowe but 

stopping off in Palapye for lunch. Many of us will remember Palapye for its railway 

station where we got off all those years ago to find a lift up to Serowe. Palapye was 

unrecognisable as it is now a major town on the main north/south trunk road (from the 

Cape to the Congo, we were told). However we had another reason to search out the 

railway station. Many of the Botswana scenes in the recent feature film ‘A United 

Kingdom’ had been filmed in or around Palapye. A large kgotla had been constructed 

on the outskirts as a set for the Serowe Kgotla. R. A. Riley’s 1896 General Store near 

the railway station had been turned into the Palapye Hotel for the Seretse Khama/Lord 

Canning meetings. But few people we spoke to in Botswana had seen the film and it 

clearly had not led to the same level of interest there as it did here. The Seretse 



Khama/Ruth Williams ‘affair’ is clearly much more a part of British colonial history 

than Botswana’s  history. Interesting to reflect on this! 

 

We stayed four nights in Serowe in the thatched accommodation at the Serowe Hotel. 

We devoted one day to visiting the Swaneng site to see Swaneng Hill Senior 

Secondary School and Swaneng English-Medium Primary School. We called in to the 

nearby ‘van Rensburg yard’ and met Mothusi van Rensburg and his son Tommy. 

After visiting the bank and the filling station at the Boiteko Junction shopping 

complex, we called in at the Serowe Brigades Centre situated on the main road into 

Serowe. During our next two days in Serowe, we visited the Khama Memorial 

Museum, the Kgotla and royal burial ground, the old TTC (now the Serowe College 

of Education) and the old Hospital ( being turned into the Botswana Institute of 

Science and Technology). We also had a ‘safari drive’ around the nearby Khama 

Rhino Sanctuary. But what will remain most vividly in our memories was the time we 

spent with our good friend Segomotso Basiamang - from 50 years ago when he was 

our 15yr old ‘garden boy’ but went on to become the government’s Director of 

Primary Education. In retirement, he now spends much of his time at his Cattle Post 

about 40 miles from Serowe  tending his cattle, goats and chickens. He drove us out to 

spend the afternoon at his cattle post which forms the heart of ‘traditional’ Botswana 

life. What an experience it was for me at 75 to be sitting on a plastic garden chair in 

the back of Segomotso’s pick-up truck being driven along the bush roads with the 

wind (and the dust) in my hair! Jan had the privilege of riding in the front passenger 

seat with Segomotso. This experience was one of many that showed us how much 

Batswana still respect their elders and those who brought them up and taught them 

whether they be family, friends or teachers. This has not changed in fifty years nor 

has the warm and extended way in which Batswana greet one another.  

 

And lastly a few impressions of the legacy of the amazing ‘Swaneng Story’ started by 

Patrick and Liz van Rensburg  55 yrs ago for today’s Botswana: 

 

• The three senior secondary schools – Swaneng Hill, Shashi River and Madiba 

– must have educated a huge number of civic-minded Batswana for the 

country’s public services and private sector.  

 

• Swaneng Primary School is currently the most successful (in terms of 

Standard 7 results) English- Medium Primary School in the country. It is a 

private ‘community’ school run by a Board drawn from the local community. 

 

 

• The Brigade Centres, now numbering about 35 around the country, have 

trained a huge number of artisans in a wide range of skills essential for the 

country’ development.  

 

• Development Studies is an important subject taught in secondary schools and 

at the University of Botswana. Our main M93 contact, Nametsego Twetsla, 

had just completed her MA in Development Studies at the university 

 

. 



• Mmegi has become a quality newspaper (although I do not know its ciculation 

figures) and is a key sign of Botswana’s commitment to a free press and 

encouraging debate on a wide range of political and social issues. 

 

• The various local community development initiatives initiated from the 

‘Swaneng Family’ centres in Serowe, Tonota, and Mahalapye do not seem to 

have survived the test of time. Perhaps this is partly due to the development 

policies that Botswana has adopted since Independence in 1966. Kevin 

Shillington’s research for his current biography of Patrick may shed light on 

some of the reasons for this. I was unable to find out anything about the 

Foundation for Education with Production (FEP) that Patrick had worked on 

over the past 30 years or so. Again perhaps Kevin Shillington’s book will shed 

light on this aspect of the Swaneng legacy. 

 

 

One final comment that I would like to make is that we felt somewhat sad that there is 

no appropriate memorial to Patrick anywhere in Serowe. The only public mention of 

his name is at Swaneng Primary School where their swimming pool is named after 

Patrick. We understand there are thoughts of establishing a park of some sorts at 

Boiteko Junction where a tree could be planted in Patrick’s name.    

 

We left Gaborone on Saturday 30th September – Independence Day. With the 

following Monday being a public holiday, many Batswana had left the capital to 

spend the weekend with family and friends at their home towns/villages. However 

this did not stop one M93 member being at the airport to bid us farewell. What a 

memorable and special two weeks the visit had been for Jan and myself.  

 

Michael Hawkes       October 2017    

   

 

 

 

 

 

  

  


