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‘Cornish Flags Flying in Africa’ 

Over four thousand miles away there is a place in Africa where volcanoes stand four thousand metres tall, hummock like hills dot the valley floor looking like sleeping tortoises, and small rectangular fields cover the land making the countryside look like a patchwork quilt of greens, browns and yellows.  In that land there are eight Cornish flags flying above eight primary schools.  Now one must ask why there are eight Cornish flags fluttering above eight primary schools in Africa.  

Well, in the wooded area between Zennor and Penzance there is a place called New Mill.  In New Mill, there lives a woman called Angela Peake.  Some of you may know her as she has striking yellow hair, has as many dogs as one has fingers and speaks with the considered tone of a caring mother.  Now this strawberry blonde woman once went to Africa many years ago.  Braved the rapids of the River Nile in a rubber boat, saw many wild creatures not native to our Cornish land, and even encountered a mountain gorilla or two deep in a forest in the Virunga Mountains.  While she was on her adventures, she visited a primary school and found children being taught in classes that were not fit for children or for domestic animals.  Children learning on a soil floor, classrooms made of mud and sticks, and children covered with dirt from head to toe.  What she saw at that school remained with her well after leaving the runway at Entebbe airport and returning to her Cornish homeland.  The images would not go away with the passing of time and she knew deep down that the only way she would be able to liberate herself was to do something about it.  

She did… seven years later she had changed not one school but nine schools.  Her charity Aiding Conservation through Education (A.C.E.) has built over a dozen classrooms, built water tanks so that children have access to safe drinking water, provided desks so that children can learn without sitting on the floor, and constructed latrines so that children can ‘go’ hygienically, and the result is that eight thousand children have now benefitted.  She has many volunteers working for ACE and with their help every penny that is donated here in the UK goes directly to children in Uganda, Africa.  
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So what is my part in this tale of philanthropy, mountain gorillas and dirty children?  During my backpacking days in the mountains of Nepal, plains of India, and islands of the pacific, a seed was planted and I remember thinking if I ever travel again I want to do something whereby I make a difference.  During my travels I had seen some of the poorest people on the planet, for example, children in India collecting rubbish from a refuse dump so that they could sell the rubbish and eat something that day.  Dogs, birds and maggots were their companions on that disgusting refuse dump.  It was heart-breaking to see what childhood is like for these children in India.  My childhood seemed like somehow vulgar compared to this.  The seed that was planted during that time germinated into me sitting on a plane on the way to Africa and becoming the first volunteer for ACE.  
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Destination Uganda, Africa
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‘African animals, tribal people, and jungles’ were the images I had whilst on that plane.  It is the image that most of us have of Africa. Africa covers 6% of the Earth's total surface area and 20.4% of the total land area, 36% of the population live on less than a dollar a day and scientists believe that modern man originated there.  Needless to say that I was very excited and when I arrived in Kisoro in south-west Uganda (8 of 9 ACE supported schools are here) I was looking out for African animals and tribal people.  What I found were goats, people dressed in western clothes, and solitary trees in between earth coloured fields.  Mmm… I thought, maybe the elephants are hiding.

The next day with my tall well-dressed companion David Epidu (ACE charity Representative for Uganda) we toured the ACE schools.  Our vehicle was a Japanese yellow pick-up that had seen better days. This morning was the first time I experienced what a pin-ball feels like during its time in a pin-ball machine.  The road the colour of gloomy brown we were driving on had gaping potholes that you could fit a bus into.  

‘Is this a good road in Uganda?’ I joked with David.

‘Very good road!’ he replied. We both laughed as we hit a pothole and jumped a foot in the air.

We pulled into the first school and were met with a roar of cheering.  Now I have never been a film star or been on pop-idol but pulling into that first school with the children all waving, and crowding around like the first day of a sale at Top shop, I felt like a celebrity.  
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What is a school in Uganda like?

There were many things that surprised me at school.  The first thing that struck me was the notion of ‘time’; nothing seems to run on time. Teachers were late to school, pupils were even later, lessons were meant to be forty minutes long but often lasted more than an hour, and nothing was hurried, as there was no sense of urgency in school.   It was remarkable how a school could be run with such a loose sense of scheduling, but somehow it worked.  There are two reasons why time is not kept (apart from this being Africa):

1.  The teachers don’t have watches and there aren’t clocks in the classroom.  

a. This means that even if the teacher wanted to keep to forty minutes a lesson he couldn’t because there is no way he/she can tell the time.  The only clock in the school was in the teachers’ office so teacher would have to walk there to know the correct time.

2. Pupil’s time keeping…

a. I once asked why the pupils are always late and the simple reply was that they didn’t have clocks at home.  I then asked if that was so, then how on earth do they know what time to come to school?  One boy answered, the teacher laughed at his reply and still smiling he said ‘They use the sun…’  I could not say anything as I was dumb-struck.  I turned to look at the sun; it was low in the sky as it was early morning. So that’s why every child is late when it is gloomy in the morning…

It is little wonder people aren’t able to be punctual; we would be in the same position if we didn’t have a watch on our wrist, clock on our phone and see a clock in every room we walk into.

Schools also lacked teaching material, and school equipment I found.  They didn’t have enough textbooks, didn’t have enough desks to seat all the pupils,  didn’t have enough paper, exercise books or pens and to top it all off the schools don’t have enough teachers.  Can you imagine running a school of 600 with just eight teachers?  Well, that is the case in many schools in Uganda.  Schools are under-funded, poorly equipped, and under-staffed.  You start asking yourself why?  

My Ugandan friend David had to say to me 

‘This is the 3rd world Eden; please don’t expect the same standards as in your country.’

It was hard to do but I had to accept this, although I had a few ideas to improve things.

Nine months: Transformation and smiles

After one month teaching English, P.E. and maths at Mukibugu I had a few ideas about the school.  Angela had told me before I arrived in Uganda that one of the main objectives of A.C.E. was ‘to keep children in schools for the full seven years of their primary education’.  I remember asking why they didn’t finish primary school and she replied 

‘Poverty… they are too poor to stay in school.  The children have to work to support their family; they work at the market, or in the fields digging.  The girls often marry young and therefore drop out’  

If 100 pupils start their first year of primary school only 15 (15% approx) of those 100 will finish their seven years of primary school.    I could see why keeping the children in school were a priority for A.C.E.  Having an education is also a way out of poverty, but being poor means that you are likely to drop out of school, it was an example of a poverty trap.

As the children lazed around or played games with sticks or stones during play-time I realized that school wasn’t much fun for Ugandan children.  Classes that I had seen were also not the most exciting, rote learning was the norm and children just wrote down what the teacher said or wrote on the blackboard.  As I looked over the compound I could see children milling around, children sitting down, and a general lack of energy or excitement.  How can we make school a place where these kids want to come to?’ I thought.  I remembered my days at Trythall School, and the memories there.  Memories of sports competitions, art and craft lessons, flying paper aeroplanes to test aerodynamics, and playing games in the playground, they were joyous recollections.  Even though the school only had fifty pupils there was a lot of energy at times like play-time.  If you drive by Trythall School these days as well, you will hear shouts and laughing from the playground at play-time.

Sports 

I am a keen fan of sports and when I saw that there was little in the way of sports taking place at school I was disappointed.  The reason for no sports was no balls, the reason for no balls was no funding, when you don’t have enough money for paper or chalk you can’t spend money on volleyball.  I talked about the idea of promoting sports in schools with Angela and she fully supported it.  As there was no ball for volleyball there was no volleyball pitch.  The school I was based at Mukibugu lies on a slope and the headmaster told me that it would not be possible to set up a volleyball court because of it.  

‘What about there? We could just about fit it in if we removed that pile of stones.’ 

It was tight but we managed to fit the court in.  Volleyball was bought and the first game began.  I didn’t think that a game of volleyball would have a crowd of a hundred but that is what happened.  The kids loved playing volleyball, they weren’t good at first but a few weeks later they had really improved.    A second volleyball court went up the following week after we levelled an area using hoes brought in by the children.  

Playgrounds 
The ropes went over the top bar, tied with a knot, the seat level was checked and a queue formed.  I told all the pupils to line up, but they were too excited and insisted on pushing each other.  I picked the first girl and sat her on the wooden seat.  I told her to ‘hold on’ and then got behind her.  With a push she was in the air, another push higher still, the girl screamed, the crowd of two hundred children screamed louder.  I have never seen children so excited, and happy.  We had finished building it, we had finished the SWING!

I never thought I would develop schools by building playgrounds but there it is.  Although I wasn’t able to create ‘Flambards’ in these schools I was able to build swings, monkey bars, and balancing beams.  Having sports facilities and playgrounds in the school compound resulted in schools sounding more like Trythall School.  If you ever drive past Mukibugu School or other ACE schools in Uganda you may notice the sound of excited laugher.  

Teacher, playground designer, and sports facilitator and to add to my eclectic job description in Uganda - gardener and engineer.  We built gardens in several schools and then asked the children bring flowers to plant in them. One class even wrote the school name in flowers, I was very impressed. With the help of the children we also built drainage channels for some schools.  I have never been to a school that turned into a floating island but that is what happened when it rained for two hours at one school.  

Many classes needed painting, and I thought that the older boys could do some DIY in the school and help develop it.  Angela Peake agreed to fund the cost of paint and brushes if I could paint the classrooms.  The boys enjoyed painting the classes blue, turquoise, and white and certainly many of the classrooms were horribly dirty before they had a coat of paint.  

Smiles

It was amazing to see the transformation in the schools. The whole school came alive within the short space of two weeks.  Even the teachers were running around playing volleyball or enjoying the swings by the end of two weeks!  I originally started at one school (Mukibugu), once Angela saw what I had done (she came to visit in February) she said 

‘Great! Now can you do this at all the other schools in the space of two weeks?’

‘Two weeks?’ it had taken 3 months to develop Mukibugu.  It was a difficult challenge but when I thought of the excitement of the children at Mukibugu I had to try.  

‘Yes, it will be a lot work but I think it can be done’ I replied.

Eight schools all received balls, eight schools all had sports facilities built, eight schools all had playgrounds built and eight schools all have more smiles in them.  The children are also staying in school.  Last year Mukibugu had 450 pupils but this year there are over 650 children.  Perhaps it is something to do with a Cornish flag flying at the school these days…

The Future

The children have had many first experiences in the last nine months… the first swing ride, first  Netball game, first ever viewing of a computer, first time they had painted (anything), first time they had a ‘white’ teacher who taught them new lessons, and the first time they had seen the film ‘The Jungle Book’ (another magical moment).  For all of us, as we grew up we had many ‘first’ experiences like riding a bike, going to the swimming pool, riding on a rollercoaster or seeing a television for the first time.  These are the moments that make up your childhood.  I am glad that I was one part of these children’s childhood and that they had many ‘first’ experiences with me.

During my nine months, I also experienced many firsts but one ‘first’ I will never forget.  I stayed with the family of one of my students called Popius in the mountains and experienced what poverty is like for these children.  No running water, no electricity, no furniture, no electrical lights, and a daily battle to eat enough food for the day.  The parents of the children in ACE schools live in hope that their children will be able to get educated, get a good job and climb out of the poverty trap not to suffer like they have done.  The family that I stayed with comprised of a widow and three children.  Her husband had died several years ago and her only son Popius was the only child of the three in school.  She earned about six pound a month, this was all she had to support her family of three.  She had a mud house, sat on the floor to eat, and worked hard in the field to feed her children.  All her hope was on her son getting educated and getting a good job so that her family could have a better life.  Again my vulgar lifestyle in the UK came to mind when I saw this remarkable woman.  I am sure we all could be a little more grateful for what we have, as there are billions of people who aren’t so lucky.

A.C.E. has done so many things over the last seven years; it has built classrooms, developed schools and built a better future for thousands of children.  I hope that we can all donate something to ACE in the future, whether it is our time, a little money or our support.  ACE is a remarkable story and one that warms the heart.  I have been lucky to be part of that story and wish it all the best in the future.

Over four thousand miles away there is a place in Africa where volcanoes stand four thousand metres tall, hummock like hills dot the valley floor looking like sleeping tortoises, and small rectangular fields cover the land making the countryside look like a patchwork quilt of greens, browns and yellows.  In that land there are eight Cornish flags flying above eight primary schools.  We now know the reason why…

To find out more about Aiding Conservation through Education on the internet please look at the following website  – www.ace-charity.org.uk
Contacting Angela Peake directly can be done by email at angelapeake@hotmail.com
All donations are warmly welcome!
