As Aids takes its toll of teachers in Africa, Freeplay Foundation, supported
by this year’s Times Christmas Charity Appeal, is promoting education by
radio. SIMON BARNES reports from Zambia. Photographs by DAVID BEBBER

ot us start in the church, thrn.

far the radio was on the

if it were the Ark of the l::m:

nant. The village was Makan-

canynma, and you can find it if

you hend north of Lusaka,
mking someone who knows the country,
and you are prepared for a serious hammer-
Eng once you have left the tar-road.

‘the church was made of mud and thatch,
and was about 10m (30ft) long and 3m (i0ft)
wide, The pews were hlocks of baked mud:
the altar the sume, Propped up behind the
nitar, o hlackboard the colour of dirty milk.
Outsicle, a smnll pig poked about. Holiness
Fhire — one of the great African names —
was giving a lesson, for the church bullding
has been Joaned 1o the school on weeldays.
There were 38 children in the class, sitting
sarchose that each child touched at least one
neighbour all the way, up. And they sang:
far the voice on the radio asked them tos
“Thees ees ay circle, looking Kke the sanf
Thees ees ay tri-angle, looking like 3 roof?*
When the half-hour lesson was done, they
sang again: “Radio time is over! Radio time
is oh-gh-ver!™ Then Holiness led them
through their revision, Children - all wni-
farmless, many shocless = were called to
the blackboard to chalk their answers: “Yes.
That is right. Clap for her.” The clss
clapped rhythmically, and chanted: “Weil-
done-well-done, such-a-good-boy!”

There is no messing abour, no skiving. no
talking. no gigdling: The children, horrifical-

Iy poor thowgh they are, know thas they are
privileged beings “Before, the children did
not know anything,” said ome of the found-
ing parents, Dorothy Kapeche.

Who started the schoolf The villagers
They set it up four years ago, Whose idea
was jt? The wvillagers. Whe pays for the
school? The villagers. Who pays Holiness
Phire? No one, she is a volunteer, They
have the occasivnal whip-round for her,
bu there is very little cash; they are subsist-
ence farmers. But feed the reacher and you
feed the fture,

Makandanyama is lose to the Broken Hill
Mine, but the lead and zine have gone, and
the former nine-workers now work the top
af the land again, The school is a response
to an incomprehensibly tough situaton.
And it [s perfeetly clear that it Is ot sbout
education, It is about hope. The schoal is at
the heart of Mu.lmmdnm}'rmlll hopes: and
the heart of the sehool is the radia,

The radio is a thing of bright blue plastic
nnd at its back there is an umex|

hefty handle. Whiz this round o few times,
and the damn thing will keep going. Where
the hell would people like these get a bat-
tery? Diead bartery: dead school: dead hope.
Apart from the radio, there is almost noth-
ing of the school: exercise books rattered
and torn and like a Shak

For hope,

turn

the

handle

Kapeche. “Here we have econom-
ic Jnrdship But we have the radic and
with the radio, they do better than children

a normal school.” Holiness confirmed
thix: “They ke listening to the radio, They

first folio, and the blackboard. The strength
of the school i in the people: the pupils,
the parents, the teacher, the commanity.

“We are not abbe to get to a normal school,®
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- or they will miss some-
:]qu‘l‘humnh-:dumvm-:mumll:rcn—
ing skills~

Sowhy, in a community that hasits being in
malze, rice, groundnuts and beans, are the
people 5o keen on ensuring that their chil-
dren know the tﬂl’l'ernncﬁ;btmn ] circ:lc
and a tiangle? Dorothy Kapeche said:
“With education there can be employment.
With education, the children will be able to
take care of their parents.”

That is the heart of the matter. In o poor
country, your children are your oid-age pen-
sion. Your children are continuity and safe-
ty, With education, there is a chanee of
breaking the eycle of eating only what you
grow. The school, for everyone in the wil-
lage, embodies the notion thae life contin-
ues and is capable of improvement.

In the community of Twelekesha, just out-
side Lusaka, there are nine utterly extraor-
dinary women. They are all illicerace. But
they set themselves up a5 home care work-
aers. They visit homes and attend to the bed-
ridden, or rather floor-ridden, for no cne
can afford a bed here. It is an awful job, and
they do it becamse somenne's got to. But it's
worse than that, Time and again, they came
upon the same story. Roughly speaking it is
the story of Lscy Randa.

Lucy Banda is a grandmother. All her chil-
dren are dead, and all their spouses oo,
This has left her with four arphaned grand-
children: Chifchama, Chileshe, Josepch
and Chewe. The oldest is 12, the youngest 7.
Lucy Banda looked oot with the eyes of to-
tal defeat: “I don't know what will happen,”
she said. “1 have oo means. 1 don’t know
how the children will grow ap. I have no

hope.” Chewe, the only girl, began to weep,
silent and unnervingly still,

But the Nine Women of Twelekesha are
full of hope. That's why they founded a
school For the Aids arphans. They feed
them at the school, and when they have no
maize, they beg for it a seoop here, a seoop
there, Today, the children were subdued:
there was no lunch, but enough had been
serounged for a post-school meal.

Julin Chiboda, cne of the Nine, sabd: “We
have hope. We have been open: for two
years now, and the radio has been a great
help to ws™ And s0, when radio time was
aver, and the lessons had been done, the
Nine Wamen got out their drums and sang:
thanking God for all the good things in their
lives. The sound of rejolcng followed us as
we drove away: feeling very strongly that
life was both a great denl worse than we
had ever dreamt, and a great denl better.
At Mulolokeni, the classtoom is a mpundu
tree, and its gives an edible fruit in season.
Prisca Govio was_giving her ledson, post-
radio. “Kawkalala means chief Mukaz
means women, Write that down in your
books.” The pupils squatted on hall-bricks,
perfectly attentive, This place was n battle-
field during the Bush War, and the commu-
nity are mainly setthers from Zimbabwe,
!'ull uf immigrant vigour. The teacher’s
waice, in the sweet, saft accents of Zambia,
led the children gently towards literacy.

They had started to baild Nangombe school
the moming | arrived. When T say “they” I
dor't mean hired labourers, o7 8 govern-
ment-spensored construction firm. I mean
the villagers, The foundations were being
dug out, and they were alrendy waist-deep.
And there in the middle, wiclding a pickaxe
wah the chairman of the education commit-
e, Benson Njove You don't often find the
chabrman of the board of governors at the
bottom of a trench.

The Imlidm; of the school requires 4,000
bricks. In places like Mangombe, if vou
want bricks, vou make them. Mould them
from mud dry them, Build a kiln and
ke them for four days. Let them coal for s
few weeks. Build a school. The first run of
the foundation was finished by midday: in
12 weeks the school will be built,
Two myths. The first is that the women of
Africa are slent, oppressed, subservient. 1
found women of strengrh, character, force
and effectiveness everywhere | went: some-
times s Jeaders, sometimes as partners.
Partnerships include the building of
sehools: wha do you think brought the sand
the two kilometres from the riverf They
carried the stuff on their heads: how else?

The second myth is that Africs is a cun:..
nent of beggars, helpless, hopeless, hol

out the bowl for yet another handout rmm
the rich. Nangombe was just one mone com-
minity that had taken the inftiative fself,
dane the hard yards, and was bright with an
optimism tempered by the cerfainty that
Jife would continue o be very hard,

The teacher, school-educated but un-
trained, unsalaried, came the commu-
nity: but shape and purpose was given to
the school by rheblug plastic radio with the
handle in the back. For hope. turn handle.

The radio programmes are put together by
the Ministry of Education in Lusaka: five
half-hour programmes for each school day.
It is meant for children, but there are adults
all over Zambin whe sneakily listen to im-
prove their own lot. The Nine Women of
Twelel Tave also acquired some basic
learning. *“We told them that we had no pro-
gramme for adults,” sald Sera Kerjukd, from
the Eduestion Development Council in
Lusakn. “But they ignored us.” “They”, in
this case, were the wvillagers of Cheelo,
which is 15km from the nearest govern-
ment school.

When the schoal at Cheelo was officially
opened, Tamson Kayanda, 59, pushed his
way to the front and seized the microphone
for a memarable spocch, “We who were for-
gotten have been remembered,” he said. Tt
is a3 if we have joined the human race.”

Kayanda is 3 pupil and his son Leanex is
one of the teachers. As o result, Knyanda
[pére can write his name, rather than make &
thumb-print. The adult learning is n fringe
benefit to Cheelo's school. There are girls
of 15 in school. lke Brends Himalamba.

The radio programmes
are meant for children,
but adults listen in too

The redoubtable Bernadette Kamoto, co-or-
dinator of the project, said: “The girls here
have tokd me that they are thankful there is
school because otherwise they woukl be
cooking their hushand's dinner.” Without
school, girls are frequently married off ar
puberty, School offers more than learning.
The need to find a solution w the Ajds pan-
demic has involved a dramatic lifting of ta-
boos. Sex s taught openly, and from an
early age. The radio schooling imiers: know-

ledge is power. Knowing about Aids is the
first step on the way to aveiding Alds: a con-
dition that, with sad humour, the Zambians
call “a slow puncture”,

Brenda Himalambo and Palica Michelo
took me down to see the Cheelo school veg-
etsble garden, with its beautiful okrs, Tluy

sell it for cash and the cash goes 1o the
school. “1 have learnt many things at school
— &g, how to care for a vegetble garden,”
Michelo explained.
The school weas built by the village, natural-
Iy, and the women set what might be an all-
Adrican sand-carrying record, bringing the
fine sand in from 7km away, They ran out
of bricks towards the end, and 2o they bor-
rowed same: the village church now has a
sizeable hole in it. An intriguing sense of pri-
arities; but they are building a new chirch,
and a pew house for the teachers s well.
And at the heart of everything, the radio,
the blue plastic machine that, at the turm of
a handle, exudes pure hope, Buy one for
Christmas: it's the most remarkable thing
vou will ever do.
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