Global Partnership visit to Innis by Hilary Alcock and Sue Price

from Buntingsdale school

Wednesday 23rd June 2010

8.40pm Kenyan time, 2 hrs ahead of UK.  Just got into bed.  Very tired.  It was a busy time getting ready to leave for Kenya.  Sue and I left at 1.00pm UK time yesterday.  Our flights and road journeys were good.  I got upgraded to business class on the short 35 minute flight from Nairobi to Kisumu – I enjoyed extra leg room, fresh fruit and real cups and saucers for tea/coffee!  In fact, it was an interesting journey as I got chatting to an area rep for Good Year Tyres.  He regularly visits Kisumu and the tea growing plantations in the Kerichio area.

We were welcomed at Kisumu airport by Moses and Pastor Philip.  Strangely, we then met 2 teachers who we had seen at Heathrow Airport and who had them selves been on an exchange visit to the UK in Cheltenham.  We got talking to Caroline Owade, who ended up sharing our vehicle.  It was great to hear her views about the partnership her school has plus some general ideas.  We had really good conversations about what schools could and should gain from sharing and working together, general work ethics and attitudes.  After a couple or hours for Moses to get shopping, we arrived at Caren and Philip’s home for lunch.

Pastor (actually assistant bishop) Philip was really interesting to talk with.  He was very keen to know what impact the partnership had on staff and what people are learning and doing differently because of the experience.  He talked a lot about how he thinks people in Kenya can help to make life better for themselves through hard work and efficiency.

After lunch/late breakfast, we made the journey up to Nyabondo. (The last 11 kilometres being very much ‘off road’ and upwards onto the top of the plateau.)  We left our luggage at Moses and Sela’s and after some food, went up to school, where, as usual, we were  enthusiastically and warmly welcomed by the staff and children.  It was great to see that our partnership shelter had been painted with the flags of Kenya and the UK and the names of the schools.

We were able to see the children practising for their education day which is to take place the following  Thursday.  This will be a special prize giving/celebration day.  Some of the girls did dances and sang, and Sue and I joined in the best we could, encouraged by the Innis staff, who thought our shaking and moving was very funny!  We also saw the boys preparing some drama sketches.  What always impresses me is that organisationally the pupils at Innis are so independent.  Teachers are also, for the most part, listened to and obeyed, straight away.  Everyone speaks very quietly.  I went over to the medical centre to discuss internet connections and also to look at the new water tanks being put in as part of a water project that Thomas Adams (the other UK school in our Cluster partnership) have organised. 

Anyway, we finally left school and walked home, getting there just before dark at 6.15pm.  We got to see Sela and Cynthia, who have both been working on a malaria spraying  project  on the Plateau being  sponsored by the US Government.  Following our evening meal, it was an early night.

One big change for Moses and Sela (since our visit in 2009) is that they have got some solar panels which generate enough electricity to power some light bulbs, a radio and charge a mobile phone; quite a significant development that makes life so much easier.  Sela, though, would like mains electricity because it is considered to be more modern and you can do more with it.  The eco argument Bryan (aged 13) engaged with more keenly.

Thursday 24th June

We have decided to have a word for the day.  Wednesdays was a phrase rather than a word and was  “reasonable reading material”, lifted from the Kenyan Airways website, to describe what was allowed on the planes and hand luggage.  We had been desperately trying to get as much stuff within the correct weight limit of 20 kg into our main cases and then seeing what we could get away with for our hand luggage.

Thursday’s word for the day was “motorbike”.  Sue and I started the morning with a surprise ride on the back of one up to school.  It took us literally all the way to the area of school where they have assembly outside; talk about making an entrance!  Not so sure about the motorbike ‘thing’.  The road is so bumpy.

We had a good day in school on Thursday, spending the whole day there.  We got into baby class and middle class (nursery) and top class (or pre unit it seems to be called now) in the morning.  We did songs and Elmer stories and managed to do some rather messy printing.  Sue and I managed to do a large background picture later in the day  which, hopefully, we’ll stick the small Elmers onto.  In the afternoon, Sue worked with class 6 doing some work around answering questions about life in Kenya which pupils at Buntingsdale had written.  I went into class 8 and shared the presentation that my daughter Abi had put together about applying for university, what her course is like and also her thoughts about the impact of her visit to Kenya in 2007 and the value of a school global partnership.  The pupils enjoyed this and we got onto all sorts of topics about life in the UK.  I had taken a large map of the UK and so was able to explain a bit about different geographical areas and features.  One funny part about the university presentation was the pupils’ understanding of the term midwife (which is what Abi is studying to be); they thought this referred to being a middle wife, i.e. in a polygamous relationship and so I had to do an explanation about marriage laws in the UK.  

At the end of school on Thursday it rained heavily so there weren’t any singing and dancing practices.  However, we saw Emily (one of the teachers)) competently organising everything for the school day visit to Kisumu the following day.  She got the pupils together, explained various things, including telling them to wash their uniforms!

Before heading back to Moses’ we went to the internet café at Oboch market. (This is a 10 minutes walk from Innis school.) I managed to contact a couple of people to see if we could sort out about money transfers for projects at the school.  The evening was a meal, songs and prayers and again we were  very tired by the end of the day.  We also got chance to get the laptop out and share various photographs and begin to show Moses and Bryan how to open and save folders.

Friday 25th June

Well, today produced another ‘first’ for me in Kenya – going on a school visit and also going on a big bus down from Nybondo to Kisumu.  The road is really bad everywhere on the plateau.  I have never seen the road in such a bad state.  Recent heavy rains have compacted and rutted the road so badly.  On the main road the tarmac is wearing badly with many very big and dangerous potholes.  Travelling by big bus was fun although very shaky!  The children were great though – so excited.  There were about 80 of them, pretty squashed in but all fine about it,  in good singing voice.  Quite a few staff travelled as well.  We all seem to get on really well; one or two new male teachers we don’t know, but generally we are very comfortable with each other.  We arrived into Kisumu at about 10.00am and spent a couple of hours at the Impala Park.  This is like a zoo.  I had visited it on one of my first visits to Kenya but it has now been designated as a national park, been upgraded and reopened by Raila Odinga, the country’s  prime minister, in March 2010.  The children were able to see buffalo, lion, baboons and  impalas.  It’s sad to think, though, that pupils at Innis live in a country where these creatures live naturally but they have had their first experience of seeing them in a zoo environment.  

(Of course, they don’t have easy access, at the moment, to internet and TV or even many books.)  For many of the children the day out (or tour) is the only time they get down into Kisumu.

After the Impala Park, Sue, Moses and I went off to get a modem for the laptop, some paint for whitewashing the parade stores and the partnership board, and also checking up on emails etc.  We then went to have lunch in a café that I had been to on previous visits.  Later we all went to the big Nakumat supermarket.  The children thought this was really exciting.  (We had also investigated the cost of pots to make porridge in.  An 80  litre pot is about 7,000 Kenyan shillings (about £65.00). Moses thinks they need two of these pots to organise the porridge/feeding project we plan to start.  Anyway, we are going to deliberate on that for a couple of days.

It was 6.15pm by the time we got back to the house.  The pupils were dropped off at various points along the plateau nearest to their homes.  This just highlighted how far some of them walk to get to school – a very long way. It was touching to see the care that Emily took to ensure that pupils would get home safely. She also made sure that those who hadn’t been able to take spending money had some sweets to take home with them.

The word of the day for Friday is, at Sue’s suggestion, Bruce Forsyth!  I had told her that I hadn’t slept very well on Thursday night and that in one of my dreams Bruce Forsyth had been beside the outside latrine at Moses’ house!  Somewhere in the dream, Simon Cowell also appeared.  I must be a bit stressed out!  It’s now about 10.15pm.  I don’t feel so totally exhausted tonight; must be acclimatising. 

Saturday, 26th June

I’m definitely losing track of which day it is.  It feels like we’ve been here a long time, yet we do a lot in each day and the time goes fast.  It’s now 10.00pm and as I sit writing this I can hear the drums and voices of a funeral party that is taking place down the hill.  Funerals are a regular feature of family life here.  Family members will often go over the whole of a weekend to their ancestral homes to attend.  With large and extended families, there is always, sadly, someone that you need to go and be there for.

It’s been an amazing day.  We left Moses and Sela’s house and made our way up to school to meet Emily.  From there, we went to Emily’s father’s  home and from there a very short distance to Eunice and George’s home.  (Eunice visited us in the UK in May 2010.) Both places are down the hill from Oboch; very steep, full of boulders and very hot walking but, wow, what fantastic views once you get there.  It’s so interesting listening to people explaining about their plans for developing their land and homes.  George works for a NGO, (Non Government Organisation), and advises small groups and schools about agricultural issues and HIV/Aids support.  He is also knowledgeable about solar power and showed us how he has installed the wiring for his own solar power for the house.  We learnt a lot from talking with him and have arranged to meet again tomorrow at Consolata’s so that we can discuss ways that he or  his organisation might be able to help with the porridge project at Innis.  George walked back up the hill with us.  He pointed out different trees and plants that are used traditionally for things like purifying water, starting fires and adding nutritional value to porridge and treating HIV; such a knowledgeable man.  He was also good company and we had a good laugh watching a DVD of traditional Kenyan music and dance.  Sue and I explained how bad we are at African dancing.  We also discussed political issues and George is the first person I have met who knows about John Gothongu, the guy who exposed a lot of irregular financial government practices in the early 1990s..  What is positive is the real belief that the new Kenyan constitution and Raila Odinga as prime minister now, and potentially as future president, will make a real difference to the country by having a zero tolerance of corruption.  It seems like a very different attitude, one of more hope, than there was 2 years ago.

By 3.00pm we had arrived at Cris Omondi’s home.  (Cris was our friend, a former teacher at Innis school who had visited Buntingsdale in November 2008 and  who  sadly died in March 2009.)  I had got some photographs from our visit to see his family last year.  His mum, dad and brother, Ken, were very pleased with those.  Ken’s wife, Caroline, is due to give birth any day.  Mallam, the elder brother, who is the head teacher at Nykache mixed school,(near to Innis) was not there today.  Emily and Ken translated while we chatted away to Cris’ mum.  She had 11 children altogether and we met the last born (or youngest), Anne, today.  (I think she is about 16).  Again, we had all sorts of discussions about life in the UK and Kenya.  I’d taken photos of my family and also the presentation about university that Abi had prepared and so we shared those.  The afternoon ended with more photo taking and me crying as usual!  It was great to see that Cris’ father is healthier than last year.  I said he looked like Nelson Mandela because of his lovely shirt!

It took us about 1½ hours to get back to Moses and Sela’s – almost dark, but we were in time to watch the sun go down.

The word for today is Fat!  Ken said I looked fatter and so I explained how that wasn’t really the way to greet European ladies, which we laughed about.  I said to Sue that I could live in Kenya because it’s the only place I can feel fat and comfortable because it’s seen as a good thing because it’s viewed as healthy to be well fed.  So, sleep time again.

I can’t believe how windy it is here through the night and then as soon as it’s sunrise the wind dies down and by 8.00am it’s blue sky and hot.  Today it hasn’t rained at all, which meant it was really dusty as we walked back late this afternoon.

Sunday, 27th June

This has been rather a strange day.  We seem to have done a lot of eating and not that much walking, although we did go to church at Bodi; that was probably about a mile or so, but because we walk quite slowly because of the heat, you don’t feel as if you’ve done much exercise.  The church service was really enjoyable, although 2½ hours long.  The best bits were the church youth group and the local secondary school group singing.  The auction at the end was a good laugh too!  (This is where members of the congregation donate goods, e.g. vegetables or beans and then the money others bid for them  goes into the offering.  This is a way for those without money to be able to give something.)

Following church and lunch, we had to change our plan of going up to see Consolata and George to discuss the porridge project because there had been a misunderstanding between Moses and I about the time that Sela’s women’s group were coming to host us.  I thought Moses had said they were coming for lunchtime but, no, they were coming at 4.00pm, so we had to speak with George on the phone.  He, at least, did get to Consolata’s.  We will see her on Wednesday and maybe George on Friday morning if he takes us to the airport.  If he does, then we can finalise plans then.

The women’s group provided a lovely meal including a wonderful cake!  We enjoyed their company – a group of about 12 women of whom 9 are widows and most are caring for orphaned grandchildren whose parents have died.  They told us about their planned projects, e.g. sewing school uniforms, catering and farming.  They are looking for friends to get them started basically.  I have met some of the group before but found the experience quite overwhelming.  The women range in age from very old to early 20’s.  I admire their enterprising spirit, resourcefulness and the compassion they have for each other and their families.

The women left by 7pmish.  The rest of the evening was a bit taken over by a first aid incident.  A neighbour had cut his finger badly.  Sue needed to deploy her first aid skills. Other than that it was a quiet evening.  Moses, Sela and the children were all very tired.  Moses has spent most of yesterday and all this afternoon doing outside jobs – gardening/farming.

Word for the day – fly alert!

Monday, 28th June

It seems like forever since this morning!  Arrived at school for 8.15am and within the first 15 minutes the plan for the day had changed.  (There’s a surprise!)  I was supposed to be going down to Miriu school to discuss the new proposed Trust Agreement for the sponsorship programme for Zest for Life and then go to Moses Ogola’s home to see the little girl, Hilary Louise, who is named after me.  Well, apparently, Miriu  school was closed for half term.  (I’m not sure why this was not known when this arrangement was made last Thursday.)

Anyway, Sue and I got into 3 classes to do some singing so that was a nice first hour of the school day.  Moses and I then went to Oboch to check to see if an email from Keith had arrived about Zest for Life money for building projects.  Well, it took a while to get the internet working and when we did there wasn’t any message.  This then meant that another part of the plan had to change because we couldn’t go to Sondu to collect the money and materials.  Still at least I got some photocopying done ready for the staff meeting.

Back at school, Sue had been doing another Elmer lesson and was already busy cutting out pictures and finishing off the large display picture we started last Thursday.  We had lunch at Emily’s and then spent an hour in Class 7 doing some Houses and Homes questions as part of the project work plan we put together with Beatrice and Eunice.  That lesson went well and we got a big list of questions to take back.  

Sue and I then prepared the resources and room for the staff meeting and were ready to start shortly after 3.15pm.  Unfortunately, another meeting was going on in school (planned today) and so we were late starting.  We knew we were short of time because Eunice’s husband, George, had kindly arranged to come to school for 4.30pm to discuss the porridge project further.  The staff meeting was well attended and everyone engaged well with the focus on thinking about what is global learning.  We had people working in groups, both mixed and in age groups of pupils taught.  I think the staff worked positively and we covered a lot.  We also tried to do a brief outline of DFID (Department For International Development) and GSP (Global School Partnerships) and explain the funding for that and the role of Zest for Life.  

The meeting about the porridge project went well too.  Sue and I were there, plus George, Moses, Emily and Consolata.  George and Consolata have arranged for someone who deals with improved jikos (a fuel economic cooking stove) to come to see Consolata tomorrow and provide further information.  (There is quite a lot of frustration with this because in November 2008 Sue came to Innis with the money to buy a jiko and because a decision wasn’t reached about having one installed the money came back again!)  Anyway, Moses is going to check some food quantities to see if we can provide maybe rice and beans or some other alternative for the older children.  So it’s still “watch this space!”

Our treat for the day came at the end because George drove us back to Moses’ home in his new 4 x 4 (like a Range Rover) that he uses for work.  We were very appreciative because it was 6pm when we left school and also it had rained VERY heavily during the staff meeting, which actually made talking and sharing a bit of a challenge, and at one point the rain was blowing in through the windows so much on one side of the classroom that we had to keep moving out of the way.

This evening, Keith had kindly text about the money.  He evidently hadn’t got my email from Friday and I suspect the others I sent didn’t get through either.  So it must be about 10.30/10.45pm by now.  Pretty tired and we have to be up early tomorrow as we’re being collected at 7am to go to visit Esther at Eldoret College.  Purity (Moses’ daughter) not well at all – suspected Malaria.  Man with finger injury treated now okay.

Forgot that just before the porridge meeting, Moses Ogola and Hilary arrived!  They had walked quite a long way and got rained on.  Hilary was wearing the coat I had given her last year.  It looked really nice on her.  I was really pleased they had come and it was fortunate that I had the small gifts for Hilary and her mum that I’d prepared and hoped to take to them earlier in the day.  (No word for the day.)

Tuesday, 29th June

This has been a really different day.  Emily had arranged transport to take Sue and I up to visit Esther at Eldoret, where she is 2/3rds of the way through her Early Childhood Development Diploma.  We left at 7.20am and arrived just after 10am.  The journey was really interesting.  We headed towards Kisumu but then turned right at the Ahero junction and made our way through Awasi, Chemli and then through/over the Nandi Hills.  We passed through huge sugar cane and tea plantations.  It was interesting to see the places where the workers of these plantations stay.  The road to Eldoret is for almost all of it in excellent condition.  Eldoret has an international airport and more colleges and places of learning for adult students than you can imagine.  Apparently, all of this was the result of Daniel Arap Moi’s presendency (of 24 years I think). It seems to have been a familiar situation in Kenya that the geographical area of whichever political party or individuals are in power is the area that benefits most. 

We met Esther, who took us straight away to meet the Director (owner) of the ECO College.  The whole department is in a large, multi purpose building with a range of shops, businesses and offices. We had a good introductory discussion with Evans Bengs  and then we went into some of the classes.  We actually saw Esther’s class and met her teachers.

The Director kindly took us all out to lunch, including Andrew, our driver and Esther’s best friend.  We went to a nice bar/restaurant called Wills Pub.  The Director is evidently a shrewd businessman and a real charmer who could probably sell ice creams to Eskimos, but he was also genuinely hospitable and invited to host us in his home  town of Kisii when we are next in Kenya.  (“Come and stay for a couple of days and we’ll have lovely toasted meat!”)  We chatted about all sorts of things and had a good time  sharing experiences of life in the UK and Kenya.

After lunch, Esther took us to the staffroom at the college and we were able to spend some time talking with several teachers.  That was really interesting, hearing especially about how one of the modules or units on Esther’s course is about sensitizing the community (i.e. parents to be supportive of E.C.D (Early Childhood Development) and basically paying money for it).  We also discussed nutrition/healthy eating and hygiene aspects of early years education.  It’s also evident that men are as rare in ECD teaching in Kenya as they are in the UK.

After the discussion time, Sue and Emily went off to do some shopping and Esther took me to have a real treat – a quick pedicure!  Ah my poor feet; they are a disaster zone!  Still, after a quick file and paint, they look far more presentable.  After this, it was time to leave.  We were already a bit behind time and it was 3pm by the time we got out of the car park and on our journey back.  And then after only a short time we had BIG rain!  And by BIG, I mean very big!!  It poured down (even heavier than at the staff meeting the day before).  Fortunately, it only lasted about 20 minutes or so and then slightly subsided, and because the road is in good condition it didn’t affect our journey too much.  

On the way back, we stopped briefly to meet Emily’s cousin, who is studying at one of the other colleges near Eldoret and then we picked up a sack of maize from one of Esther’s family somewhere, and then we stopped in Chemeli to load up with sacks of potatoes.  A  journey is never wasted; it always has a multi purpose – very sensible.  We actually brought Esther back with us, which is great.  She’s going to spend a few days at Innis and will be at the school’s Education/Open Day on Thursday.

We arrived at Tom and Caroline Wary’s at 6.15ish.  It was virtually dark, and because of the rain, the plateau road was slippery.  We stayed till 8pm and then Andrew kindly drove us down to Moses’ house.  It’s quite a long way from Tom’s to Moses and Sela’s – must be about 3 or 4km.    I was very pleased not to have to walk, as it would have been very dark, very muddy and very late, and actually, not very safe because there are still problems with cattle rustlers at night in the area.  People generally do not go out in the dark.

So, a good day, and today the word of the day has to be DIRECTOR! 

Diary entries from 30th June.

Well, it’s actually Sunday 4th July and I’m back at home. We were busy, time was short and I was just too tired to write up our last couple of days whilst sitting in bed at Moses and Sela’s house. Sometimes on previous visits I’ve writen or completed my diary on the flight back home, but on this occasion I was really tired by the time we got on the plane; so tired I couldn’t even be bothered to watch TV or a film! So, these last entries are not written so immediately after the event but I hope still fresh enough for me not to forget anything.

Wednesday 30th June.

We had a lot planned for this day so I suppose it was inevitable that there would need to be some flexibility and something would have to give or a compromised reached. 

Sue and I made an early start with some singing sessions in class as we wanted to make sure the children were ok for the presentation day the following day and there were also a couple of classes we hadn’t been into. Sue was feeling bit ‘fragile’ in the stomach department and so decided to stay at school, within close proximity of a latrine, while I went off with Moses to meet up with Sela and the malaria campaign group at Kodonga, a couple of kilometres towards Nyabondo from Innis. 

There are 8 Sprayers in each team and each individual is supposed to spray at least 8 buildings in a day. Sela as a team leader co-ordinates the people who tell/sensitise people in the community about what will happen when the spraying takes place; she also writes the sticky labels that go onto the doors of the properties once the work is complete so that they can be identified.  Cynthia is one of the sprayers in Sela’s team and so it was straightforward to get some photos to record how the work is carried out. (Of course I checked with the house occupier first that it was ok to take photos.)

I was, maybe naively.,surprised at how many things had to be done to the house prior to the spraying e.g moving furniture out or  to the centre of the room, the owner providing water for the chemical solution to be mixed, and the afterwards the instructions for airing the house, when you can go back in the house, sweeping up all the insects that are likely to have fallen on to the floor etc. It seemed like an awful lot of information was being given to the house occupier that they needed to remember. At least a leaflet with photos on was left with each individual and I understand that there has been a lot of radio and community information provided in the lead up to the start of the campaign so hopefully people had heard it before. Going into homes where it is not professional (or maybe formally educated) people who live, though, does highlight how significant levels of poverty are within the area; I guess this is little different in some ways to the UK.

Having observed the spraying Moses and I made our way down to Sondu market where we had planned to meet Tom, the carpenter, in order to buy wood and other materials for desks. (Moses had originally suggested a couple of days before that we get motorbikes down to Sondu to save time. I had said I wasn’t confident or comfortable with the idea of going down the bumpy plateau road for about 8kms and having slipped over on the slippery, gravelly path from church on the Sunday and badly grazed my knee I knew I had made the right decision not to do this; Emily also confirmed this when I asked her what she thought about the idea and ironically Emily and Sue then fell off a motorbike on the Wednesday evening; both were unhurt fortunately.)

Sondu market was as it always is; apparent chaos which disguises an organised system where those who are familiar with the place are comfortable in it and go about their business in a way that suits them. To people like me who are not familiar with the environment it can be a bit scary and intimidating; not knowing the protocol for how things are done, how to buy/negotiate; how to respond to the continual cries from children of “Muzunga,(white person), muzinga, how are you muzunga”; how to resist simply and so easily handing out money for them to buy chips. How to try and observe without being rudely intrusive; how to deal with the emotions that can consume you as you look around and see how unfair and unjust life is for many. And yet, Sondu market is a thriving centre of goods exchange with people from three different tribes (Luo,  Kalingin and Kuku) all converging at this meeting place. Most of the gods that are sold in Kisumu will have come from Sondu.

Anyway, our first job at Sondu was to go the bank and see if I could receive the money that had been sent, by Keith the treasurer of Zest for Life, through a Western Union transfer. This transfer process allows a sender to nominate an individual to receive funds sent electronically to a nominated band branch almost instantly. I entered the bank to find a huge queue, which didn’t surprise me. What did surprise me was that there was a special queue with no one in it for making WU transactions. An armed security guard kindly showed me which form to fill in which, in fact, I found I could only complete the part   which asked me my name. The rest didn’t make much sense. 

At the counter I explained to the clerk that I hadn’t done this kind of transaction before. He was minimal with conversation but helpful in that he kept passing the paperwork backwards and forwards with crosses for me to basically sign my name and he did the rest. All I had to do was provide my passport as ID, a reference number and answer a test questions that Keith had warned me about. It took about 15/20 minutes and although not a difficult process I did find it difficult and uncomfortable having walked straight to the counter and received preferential treatment compared to the many who must have waited for a long time to get served.  

So, armed with our funds we set off to meet Tom. We decided that Tom would go and look to find the best place for the wood and do the price negotiating and that I would keep out of the way to prevent the price being significantly inflated (because a european person was present/paying). Tom came to find us to say that he had agreed a price and did we want to help to choose the wood. Moses and I went along to the wood store. Tom carefully started to select what he needed. Moses and stayed for while but then went off for a cup of tea in a nearby café. The café offered a selection of drinks and a vast number of dishes which all had Ugali as a base! (I’m not mad keen on ugali; a thick maize based bread made in the shape of a dome which to me tastes like wallpaper paste (or what I imagine wallpaper paste to taste like; in fact I prefer the brown (millet) based one to the maize 9white) version).

Back at the wood store Tom was ready for the planks of wood to be measured so that the exact price could be calculated. We had already organised a matatu (minibus) to transport the wood and so it came round and for us to load up. We then went to another wood stall to get wider planks for the desk - tops. Here I sat in the shade in one of the wood - sheds and found the wife of the business with her young two year old child. The little boy seemed used to playing in a large wicker cradle and I think spent most of the day there. 

With all the wood loaded up we made our way back to the other side of the market to get it planed and split. The machines to do this were powered by electricity with the connection wires simply twisted on the ground and linked to a car battery. Neither the machines nor the workers using them had any protection from the cutting blades or the dust from the residual sawdust that collected in large piles. 

I was due to visit Miriu secondary school early afternoon, but it became evident that this was going to have to be one of the changes of plan for the day. We had to phone and postpone it until early the following day. 

I sat around – in the shade on a stepped veranda, sitting on a chair rather conspicuously and yet trying not to be, surveying the market around and beneath me – whilst the planing and splitting went on. 

I suppose by about 4pm Moses and I went off to get a few food items in the market. Here we met Alice from school who was buying all the food items for the big presentation day at Innis the following day. We also met Sela and Cynthia who had finished their job for the day and had come to the market because they knew they could get a lift back in the matutu we were using for the wood. 

I was pleased to see Sela because Sue and I had discussed buying some clothes as a thank you for Bertha, Sela’s sister, who had been doing most of the household and child caring chores during our stay. So Sela was able to take me to the best place to get items and we ended up getting a couple of things for Bertha and also for Sela (agin as a thank you for her hospitality). 

Being in the market with Sela as like walking around with a celebrity! She seems to know most people and, of course, you stop to greet, meet and buy from those you know. It was good fun and I also saw Sela in action as she negotiated at buying shoes eventually getting the price down to half the original one quoted!  In fact there was a misunderstanding about the matutu to be used. Sela thought she had arranged with Moses that one of the matatus being used to transport the malaria workers would come down to Sondu   and be used. She was, (not surprisingly), disappointed and annoyed that a different arrangement had been made because of the loss of fare revenue for the other vehicle and decided to make her own way back home.

Having completed food shopping I took Tom off to buy him some food and drink, (at a different café), as he hadn’t had anything since we arrived. We then went to buy nails, screws etc from a hardware shop that was like something out of Diagonon Alley in a Harry Potter book and got back to the vehicle as it was ready to be loaded up with the wood. Well, I couldn’t believe how so much wood got onto one small vehicle, (I should have known not to doubt), but it did; under the seats, on the seats, on the roof/hanging off the roof; and then we filled the matatu up with people too. (You don’t waste a journey or any space at all when travelling. It’s a long way down to Sondu.) It was after 6pm by the time we left and the next change to the day’s planned schedule had to kick in. Sue and I were supposed to be at Consolata’s (at the Widows and Orphans centre) by about 4pm and having an evening meal there. Consolata always hosts us and we try and do a bit to support her enterprising projects that enable widows to work and support their children and the children of those whose parents have died. Because of the time it was decided that we couldn’t meet up with Sue there but go straight to school to off load the wood and then go back to Moses and Sela’s house. 

We had an even bumpier and nosier journey up the plateau road and despite the wood being tied on firmly and driver being very competent it worked its way loose and a couple of times we had to stop to adjust the load.  We got to school by about 6.30pm and wow, what a lovely surprise was waiting for us!   Eunice had organised for rows of stones to line the driveway in and re-laid all those around the parade area and then Emily had organised for them to be painted with the whitewash we bought last week. It looks so smart. Eunice had even got two of the vehicle  tyres that had been lying around the school to be placed vertically in the ground, just like at Buntingsdale and they, too, had been painted. 

 We had just a short while to get the wood put away before it went dark. Alice and her helpers put all the food for the open day, including a couple of live chickens,(!) into the staff room and  we left school at about 7pm. It was almost dark and several people would be making the last bit of their journey home in the dark. Moses’ brother joined us for food that evening and explained how Rakwaro church are still praying for the KSH 500,000 to pay for new house for their pastor that he told us about last year. 

Thursday 1st July.

The day started with a change of plan. I had hoped to be up early enough to get to Miriu and back again before the celebration day at Innis was due to start at 10am. However the plan was a no-goer from the start as everyone in the house was up later than usual which meant that we were late leaving and didn’t get to school until, I think 8.30am. We had been invited to go to visit the head teacher (also the Patron of Innis school) at Nyakach girls school between 8.30am and 9.30am and because I was supposed to go to Miriu Sue was going to go without me and represent us both. We made a visit into the Dispensary next to school to present them with the laptop being donated through ZFL and sheets, examination gloves etc that we had with us. (This was another plan that had been changed.)  The staff were very appreciative. Having a laptop will enable them to keep records more efficiently and in particular help to monitor and follow up those patients on HIV treatment programmes. There is a new lorry trailer next to the dispensary that by October will be converted into a special HIV support and treatment centre being funded by the US government. 

We were on our way (even though it was by now late) to Nyakach when Moses took a phone call to say that Catherine (the head teacher) had been called away from school into Kisumu. So we abandoned the visit and went back to school. 

The Education Day was due to start at 10am; it’s useful sometimes that time can be flexible because at that time the tent (a gazebo) was still being erected and chairs etc organised for guests. Sue and I took the opportunity to find a quiet place and go through the various ‘pots’ of money that we were working with. This was very valuable time for us. Because each day is so busy and evenings are very much taken up with sharing time with Moses and Sela’s family we had little time during the whole of the visit to spend time on our own for reflection, planning or accounting issues so it was helpful to gain some unexpected time, particularly as we had only accessed the ZFL transfer finds the day before and also the discussions with respect to the porridge project had taken longer than expected, although we were happy for the reasons why. So, we got to grips with the final cost of the desks and the display cabinet and worked out that we could actually afford more desks than we originally had quotes for. We then made sure that we put every thing in writing so that it would be clear and hopefully helpful to the staff and school management committee at Innis what money was being left and for what. Although the porridge /feeding programme for all pupils was going to be a lot more than we had planned and anticipated from last year’s discussions at least we have been able to leave enough to get the programme started for the ECD children.  Our plan is to get regular individual donors/sponsors to keep the programme going (at approx £100 per month and then extend it to the older pupils).

The celebrations finally got underway by about 12/12.30pm. 

After the short introductory welcome the pupils provided entertainment. This was the dancing and singing that we had seen them rehearsing since we arrived; boys and girls danced separately and wore traditional dress for the occasion, and then there was also a mixed comedy sketch which everyone really appreciated. Part of the children’s performances included them inviting members of the staff and audience to donate money.

 One song and dance routine that Sue and I had joined in with a few days earlier went something like, “ we love you our parents/ visitors. Hilary/Sue…” At these moments individuals when named went up to the lead member for the class and gave a money donation, the total of which would be shared out amongst all the class at the end of the day. 

After the children’s performances there were MANY official speeches. 

These were valuable in that they celebrated the success of the school, challenged parents to contribute more,(and especially to pay their contributions to ECD enrolment) and dealt with some of the challenges of partnership working, but they went on for SO long. Prize – giving was done for the staff first and the children second and it was 5pm before guests went to have their refreshments. At least the children had been fed earlier in the day – I think.

The day though was a big success. The children’s performances were brilliant and all the guests enjoyed themselves. 

I think it was about 6.30pm by the time we were ready to leave school.  Sue and I were prepared for the 2km walk down to Moses and Sela’s along with their children including Purity who was being treated with Malaria and was looking extremely tired. 

We were more than thankful when a friend of the family saw us on his way home, turned his car around and picked us up and took us back to the house. (This was the man who had welcomed me into his home on my last visit and said that I was the first white person to ever be inside his home.)

We had our evening meal with the pastor from Bodi church and then Moses’ brother joined us too. We got to bed late knowing that we had to be up by 4.45am to be ready to leave for the airport at 6am.

Friday 2nd July 

This was another very different day in Kenya full of new experiences. 

George Omola arrived at Moses and Sela’s house at 06.00am and we sadly said our goodbyes to everyone and headed for Kisumu airport. 

(Well, not goodbye to everyone because Moses and his eldest daughter Patricia came with us in order to go and buy one of the big cooking pots for the porridge programme.) We were thankful that George had offered and was available to take us. The road down near to Moses’ house had become increasingly worse/almost impassable and we were a bit worried about a vehicle getting through it early in the day before the sun had dried and firmed it up enough for vehicles to crawl along. So with a 4 x 4 there is a little more predictability and reliability as far as organising journeys goes. I was also keen to have an opportunity to talk more with George about the porridge project at Innis and about his work generally. He works for a Swedish based Non Government Organisation (NGO) that have had a presence in Kenya for 25 years. His role is to support farmers in maximising the land they have, giving advice about production and providing seeds to get them started. He works with individuals and groups and especially gets involved in helping women’s groups to establish themselves as, almost, co-operatives where they save profits made from selling produce and are then able the share out the overall profit. This is a good way of encouraging women to turn their, already present, hard work into a way of generating money which they can then use to buy the things they cannot grow. This, of course, is also good for the overall economy because it generates more money in the system.  

I would be really interested to spend a day or two with George travelling with him and seeing his projects in action. (He has offered me this opportunity – guess I’ll have to go back to Kenya then!)

I told George more about the group from Thomas Adams school due to arrive at Miriu on the 5th July and suggested that both Dave Queen and Ben Williams might be interested to talk with him to support both the community and school based agricultural projects that they are developing. 

It’s strange how Eunice was one of the Innis staff who stayed with me earlier in April and then she kindly offered to host Sue and I for a day during this visit and from that we met George and it feels as if we now have another support mechanism within our overall Partnership. I can see now why it was suggested, I think, in 2008 on our visit that Eunice should be in charge of the kitchen garden project development that we tried to start at Innis following on from the curriculum work that Sarah Hopkins and I started with some of the classes at Innis. Eunice is knowledgeable about growing foods; she does a lot at home herself, she is motivated and well organised and she has George! They make a really good team. 

Anyway, we arrived at Kisumu airport in plenty of time. (Personally I am always happy to be early for flights; I find the stress of being late difficult to handle.) Sue and I had time for a relaxing coffee outside in the waiting area gardens before catching our flight to Nairobi at 09.15am.

Kisumu airport is currently having building and runway work undertaken in order to upgrade to international standard so, in time, it should be possible to fly direct to there from London. However, on this occasion we had chosen to fly in the morning (there are only 2 or 3 flights a day anyway) rather than the evening so that our hosts wouldn’t need to travel back to Innis in the dark and because we had planned to spend the day at a school in Nairobi before catching our late night flight to London. 

We were met in Nairobi by Charles who used to teach at Miriu and Abdel one of the Trustees of the Somali Academy where Charles now teaches. We drove to a restaurant to have an early lunch, only to find out that we were too early and so drove onto another. In both places, due to the influence of our Somali host it was no problem to park directly outside the premises and be seated in private areas within the restaurants.  Sue and I chose a modest omelette and some fresh orange juice for our meal; but I had spied a cake counter as we came in through the front door and so cake I had; the biggest piece you can imagine for one person (that could have fed 4) was served up for me. In fact, it wasn’t quite the piece I had chosen, but it was chocolate and vanilla and it was yummy! (Sue, of course, as my supportive colleague took photographic evidence!)

The meal was a nice opportunity to get to know Abdel a little. He has 12 children, and more than 2 wives – one of whom he invited me to talk to on the phone. Several of his children attend the school that we were to visit.  Abdel’s English was good enough for conversation, but Charles was also able to interpret for us as we chatted about life in the UK, Kenya and schools. 

Charles, in his usual efficient way, had produced an itinery for our time at the school. We had already discussed via email that Sue and I would spend time in class with the primary children – sharing a story and doing some songs – and then speaking with the older, secondary age, boys doing more of a presentation about educational aspirations and applying for university. With this last task I was helped invaluably by Abi’s power point presentation that I had used with the class 8 pupils at Innis, but there was also more of an emphasis of the importance of education as opportunity and our responsibilities as local, national and global citizens. There were about 200 boys in the large assembly/dining hall, and, yes, it was a bit scary! There was quite an echo in the hall, despite the large number of bodies in it, and, or course, the presentation was me talking; there are no projector facilities (which I knew beforehand.) Still, the session seemed to go well and the students asked questions on all sorts of things. We were able to leave several printed copies of the presentation  which they could share later on. 

Before our sessions in class with the students we were given a tour of the school. It’s a big place with the capacity to expand pupil numbers and the building itself if need by building upwards. The school is in one of the slum areas of Nairobi and is really behind the walled perimeter provides a bit of a haven; it has quite sizeable grounds with a field space for games. As we walked around we also saw lunch being served up out of a huge pot. The two boys we met collecting theirs just laughed and grinned at us continuously; a mixture of nervousness, pleasure and curiosity I suspect. (We met them later in the day sitting at the front of the primary classes we shared some time with, and they were still grinning; infectious really.)

The school itself was established with support from the Somali bank. Some of the pupils are refugees from Somalia who have been brought to Nairobi for safety and to enable them to attend school. Charles’ role is to be the pastoral support for the students who have been separated from their families. He lives in a very modest space within the school compound and is on call most of the time. 

We met the other staff during our tour of the school, and, in fact, one member of staff joined us as we arrived and walked around with us. This was Collins, a close friend of Esther’s, whom I had met briefly at Nairobi airport as we arrived there by road in 2009.  Collins has quite recently joined the Somali Academy and I’m sure he and Charles will work well together. 

The school has standard facilities available; the secondary age pupils have individual desks and, compared to Innis, the class rooms seems more spacious. It seems, though, that provision for the younger pupils is at an earlier stage. They seemed to have less space and they had to share it in part as a staff room for their teachers. There are also less primary age pupils and the school is trying to increase these numbers. In primary there are girls and boys. 

Time seemed to go quickly and before we realised it was 17.00 hours and time to prepare to leave for the airport. All my memories of the road journey from Innis to Nairobi in 2009 came back to me as we left the relative tranquillity of the school compound and entered the world of busy Nairobi in rush hour. The traffic is just relentless. Indeed, the whole environment appears to be a chaotic mix of animals, motor vehicles of all shapes and sizes, dust, fumes, dangerous driving, market stalls, pedestrians and with rubbish everywhere you look. And yet this is my, outsider’s view. Because everywhere you look you also see people going about their daily business in the was that works for them in the world that they live in; business people, school children, traders, individuals riding on the tops of trains to catch a free ride. There is definitely everything in knowing how to survive in your own environment. To me it feels overwhelming. I feel emotionally confused; indignation that this area of Nairobi is only one of many places in the world where people live in such poverty, despair at how you could even begin to change it, and an unease about how much people like me may abhor it but what are we really doing to try and change it; and all of this with a question about does anyone ask those who live within these places what they would like. I don’t have the answers to any of these thoughts but I am extremely pleased to have had the opportunity to visit the Somali Academy. 

It took us about 2 hours to travel what can only have been a couple of miles to the airport. We were dropped off at about 21.00 and found our way to the familiar international departures check in. 

Our flight wasn’t leaving until 23.45 but it’s surprising how fast the time goes.  Sue and I settled ourselves into the small bar that we’ve visited before and had a glass of wine; a celebration at surviving and, I hope, a successful visit; Sue’s 3rd, my 6th. Do I know more about Kenya than on my first visit – yes. Do I understand more about the dynamics within our partner school than on my first visit – yes. Do I have ideas for how to sustain our partnership – I think so, I hope so. 

It all seems very positive, and, yes, it is; the exchange visits both ways are always uplifting and motivating. And yet as our Partnership has developed and through my study work I think it is probably fair to say that the more I learn the less I know. 

I have been lucky to share my visits to Kenya with various staff members and friends who have worked extremely hard before, during and after visits. We have come to realise that to maximise the time we have it is sometimes necessary and better to split up and do different activities. On this occasion Sue kept up with the class based activities for some of the time so that I could follow up on more of the Zest For Life projects. I am very appreciative that everyone on visits uses their initiative in sensitive and flexible ways. 

Through the exchange visits we have built up strong personal and professional relationships amongst staff in our schools. There have been staff changes at Innis and at Buntingsdale, but there is a core of us who have remained since the inception of the Partnership in the summer of 2005 with the first exchange visits in 2006.  We understand that despite our different locations and circumstances we are all teachers charged with the task of providing our pupils with an education that will enhance their opportunities in life. 

Actually, I don’t think that being charged with the task is enough in itself for that almost assumes a passive role. It’s more than that. To really make a difference for the pupils, the children, in our schools we need to be passionate about our commitment to do so and a belief in our ability to deal with the challenges that executing that passion inevitably brings. 

That’s where teamwork is crucial. Individuals and whole staffs need to buoy each other up when times are hard.  And our Partnership team has been fortunate to have  enjoyed  great support from Tedman Aloo the British Council (BC) lead for DFID Global School Partnerships in Sub Saharan Africa. I met Tedman on my first visit to Kenya and have done so subsequently on visits there and in London. As our official liaison with the BC comes to an end with our final grant funding this year I hope that we will remain in contact.

On the flight back I think I was the most exhausted I’ve ever felt at the end of a Partnership visit. I just wanted to lie down and sleep! At last we had both got aisle seats and could stretch our legs a bit. I was even too tired to be bothered to look at what films were on the TV. 

I’d bought a book at the airport; ironically the 3rd in a series of books; the first (the White Masai) I had read compulsively on my second visit to Kenya in 2006 and the second I got from the internet. This third one was not quite as compelling as the first but in the absence of being able to sleep during the flight it did help the 8  hour flight to pass more bearably. 

We landed into Heathrow at 05.45, an hour ahead of the published and scheduled time. We got through passport control, collected our luggage and luckily our driver had checked our arrival time earlier and was there to meet us. We spread ourselves out comfortably in the car, (only 3 of us in the vehicle), and noticed how smooth, clean and organised the roads are, (according to our standards and what we are used to), as we headed for home. 
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