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Introduction

 


As a young boy in
the early sixties, my awareness of the plight of Africa may have
been limited to a paragraph or two in a social studies textbook, or
a fleeting UNICEF television image of a gaunt Biafran child’s plea
for sponsorship. Growing up in the idyllic rural spaces west of
Cornwall, Ontario, with seasons blending unnoticeably into each
other, my brothers and I had no greater purpose in life than to
look forward to the multitude of available local adventures. In the
summer, we swam and fished in the warm waters of Lake St. Lawrence;
in the winter, we skated on its thin frozen surface and tobogganed
down the steep face of its dykes. In the woods on the other side of
the creek that meandered through our back yard, we hunted rabbit,
built play cabins and picnicked with friends at an abandoned rock
quarry, our secret meeting place. We were oblivious to the daily
struggles of millions of our counterparts in undeveloped
countries.

In 1983, I was
fortunate to experience a sampling of humanitarian work when an
engineering colleague invited me to work with ex-president Jimmy
Carter and his volunteers on a Habitat For Humanity project
in New York City’s Lower East Side, where I redesigned an existing
6-storey tenement building into sweat-equity-constructed apartments
for disadvantaged families. That richly rewarding experience gave
me the bug for humanitarian work, but it would be another 27 years
before I had the opportunity to consider it more as a full-time
endeavour.

The middle years
of my life were immersed in pursuing the typical material
entrapments of our western society but, at the same time, I noticed
the work of humanitarian leaders achieving great strides in raising
awareness and providing solutions to global disparity. Nelson
Mandela stood firm and took South Africa from the extremes of
apartheid through to democracy. I was particularly moved by the
televised impassioned speeches of Canadian ambassador Stephen Lewis
in his plea for help to turn the tide of HIV/AIDS in Africa. I
admired the worldwide work of Rosalind and Jimmy Carter advancing
democracy, human rights and economic opportunity, preventing
diseases, improving mental health care, and teaching farmers to
increase crop production. In the past few decades, hundreds of
government and non-government organizations [NGOs], as well as
private individuals, have rallied to the cause. Adlai E. Stevenson
summed it up well: “On this shrunken globe, men can no longer
live as strangers.”

Throughout the
course of 32 years of architectural work, with 15 in my own private
practice, I had often imagined a village school project in Africa
as a refreshing complement to (or more likely, an escape from) the
demanding western technologies of building design and construction.
I pictured a simpler, hands-on, face-to-face relationship with a
small community passionately intent on schooling their children as
a way of improving the village’s social and economic status.

In 2010, I felt it
was time to shift gears and “give something back.” I could apply my
experience, and in the process, embark on an exciting adventure of
discovery, not only of the mysteries of other cultures, but of
self. The “kick-in-the-pants” moment came during a holiday with my
wife, Maureen, in Mexico in May 2010, lazing by a pool, having just
read Greg Mortenson’s Three Cups of Tea, when I slammed the
book down and announced to Maureen, “I’m going to climb Mount
Kilimanjaro and build a school.” I was a bit surprised at the
conviction with which I spoke, but immediately felt a wash of
contentment flow over me. My “gut” was applauding – definitely this
was what I was meant to do next in life.

In September 2010,
I made it to the top of “Kili”, and three months later, I had built
two schools: one in the impoverished district of Majengo, in
the city of Arusha; and the other in the village of Gongali, near
Karatu, on the road to Serengeti National Park.

So why choose
primary schools? And why Africa? Although education is lacking at
all levels in underdeveloped countries, it is at the primary level
where children first develop the proper attitudes to learning. It
is at this level that they can learn the basic social and practical
skills needed to play a significant role in a country’s economic
development. And the choice of sub-Saharan Africa wasn’t an
arbitrary one; it was personal. I’ve always had an attraction to
the visceral rhythm and beat of its music, the romantic allure of
its landscapes that vary from the intensely humid jungles of the
Congo to the dry grassy plains of the Serengeti, but I was also
moved by the struggle of its people, caught between the digital age
and the traditions of mysterious tribal cultures.

From an early age,
I knew that education led to societal status and material security;
all I had to do was get high grades, and the world was my oyster.
But going to school was simply part of the daily routine, taken for
granted, and when snowstorms covered roads with snow too deep for
the school bus to operate, I was ecstatic. I didn’t perceive
education as a privilege. On the other hand, as a guest observer in
Tanzanian classrooms, I noticed how differently children felt: they
were extremely joyous, bubbling with enthusiasm, happy to be away
from home, where they were often tasked at a premature age with
household and farmyard chores. They knew that school was a special
place that could dramatically change their life, and the lives of
their families and community.

The lack of a
healthy economy in Tanzania is exacerbated by the lack of the very
thing that will promote it: education. Over 600,000 Tanzanian
children do not attend primary school. The government simply does
not have the funds for school infrastructure; it relies on private
donors and non-government organizations. Suffering the most are
many rural areas where the absence of water and electricity add to
the substandard and struggling local economies. For the village
mayors and district councils, a school project is considered one of
their top priorities. Fortunately, over recent decades, hundreds of
individuals and organizations like World Bank, Plan Canada, CIDA
and UNICEF have been rallying to the cause to end poverty, provide
health care and education, and stimulate the African economy, with
projects ranging from new cross-country electrical power lines and
substations to micro-financing loans to village women to strengthen
local industry. It is hoped that education will be a strong factor
in eventually achieving national self-sufficiency, with less
reliance on outside aid. To realize this, hundreds of schools are
needed, and the Tanzanian Ministry of Education is more than
willing to work in partnership.

My undertaking of
these two school projects, in retrospect, may have been somewhat
impulsive, with the choice of projects seemingly arbitrary and
perhaps irresponsibly devoid of government consultation, but the
outcome was positive. We were fortunate that the local district
education officers were pleased with the design and quality of
construction of the schools, and were now eager to collaborate. At
the Gongali school, for example, when it became apparent that it
was too difficult and unreliable for teachers to commute to the
school from the nearest town, Karatu, we agreed with their
post-construction recommendation to build a teacher’s residence
adjacent to the school to house two teacher families. We provided
the funds, utilized the same builder, and two months later, in
February 2011, construction was completed. We were also fortunate
that the schools were established with community directors and
administrators to ensure continuing proper management and financial
support. All too often one hears of schools built with good
intentions, but years later are found empty.

Our work continues
in Tanzania with more schools planned for construction in 2011. We
have formed a non-profit organization, Primary Schools For
Africa, complete with a board of directors, and at the time of
this writing in May 2011, we had just received official charity
status. We are now busy campaigning for donations to fund this
year’s projects. From the lessons we learned from the first two
schools, we are properly researching new school projects, in full
collaboration with the Tanzanian Ministry of Education, with local
administration and management structured to ensure the successful
operation of the school continuing in perpetuity, and with cost
controls in place, so that donor funds are invested in
well-constructed schools located where the need is most urgent.

This book tells
the story of my amazing adventure – in the hope that others will
also be inspired, to become donors to Primary Schools For Africa
Society, or form new fellow organizations building schools,
since we have shown it to be a relatively simple and
straightforward process. This book then, can serve as a practical
guide; how to organize new school projects as well as how to build
them using local construction materials and techniques.

The greatest
reward for me has been the enjoyable relationships I have developed
working with the people of Africa: the project managers, Jacob Slaa
and Mathew Sulle, with whom I now have a close friendship, the
staff at the Outpost Lodge base in Arusha, the taxi drivers, the
interesting individuals I met who have potential school projects in
their back pockets, the school teachers, the projects’ local and
district administrators, the builders and construction workers, and
the villagers who celebrated with me and adopted me as a member of
their community. A quote a colleague shared with me seems all too
appropriate:

“Life
everlasting is not in the hereafter;

it is the
lasting memories in the hearts and souls

of the people
we have met along the way.”

 


Alan R. Roy

Victoria, BC,
Canada

May 2011
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Chapter 1:
Kilimanjaro

“Mountaintops
inspire leaders, but valleys mature them.” – Winston Churchill

 


On the sixth day
of the climb, Suranga and I were on the final leg of the ascent of
Mount Kilimanjaro, well into the much-anticipated, eight-hour
grunt. A few hours earlier, at 11:00PM, our head guide Jacob Slaa
had woken our four-person tourist group. We were 15,500 feet above
sea level at the School Hut Base Camp site. Although Jacob had
instructed us to get as much sleep as we could the afternoon and
evening before, we didn’t sleep well, perhaps because of the thin
air and the cold, but more likely because of our anxiety level. We
left at midnight, bleary-eyed, each with our own guide, to trek up
the steep slopes of glacial scree and rock. The nighttime ascent
was the most reliable way to achieve a clear view from the top
during the 8:00AM and 10:00AM window: after that, the clouds always
rolled in.

The previous five
days had been, at least for me, “a walk in the park.” The terrain
had been well traveled by thousands of tourists before us. But
there were always lingering doubts for all of us; a successful
summit was not guaranteed. The main concern of the Kilimanjaro
climb is altitude sickness which, if not handled properly, could be
fatal. Jacob, however, had us follow the principle of “climb high,
sleep low.” We ascended about 3,500 feet each day, but climbed back
down 1,000 feet to sleep – a process that apparently acclimatizes
the body by pre-stressing it. Another concern was the dropping
temperature as we gained altitude. We had started off at a balmy
77°F and were now at a frigid 14°F.

Our anticipation
built day by day as we approached the final ascent. The first two
days through dense forest and alpine meadow were comfortably
paced. But our excitement peaked on the third morning when we awoke
and witnessed for the first time the “snows of Kilimanjaro” that
Hemingway had romanticized seventy-five years earlier. The
flat-topped volcanic peak, streaked with its remaining slabs of
glacier, loomed proudly in the distance. Each day, it grew closer,
beckoning us forward, challenging us. We were above the tree line
and marveled at the expansive panoramic views of the rock and
gravel plains ahead of us, like an apron below and around the steep
slopes of the peak. We could see lines of hikers miles ahead, like
threads of small barely-moving specks. After two days of traversing
the desert-like terrain, we arrived at the School Hut Base Camp
site, eager but also anxious about the upcoming challenge.

There were 20 in
our party: four tourists and a support team of local Tanzanians –
37-year old Jacob Slaa, his second-in-command Rama Kundi and a
small army of 14 porters. We tourists carried only small day packs;
the porters carried our gear, food, water and tents. Jacob was an
amazing physical specimen with over 400 climbs in the last 10
years. A few years earlier, he had gone for the world record for
the fastest ascent – just over 9 hours, held by a local Tanzanian,
Simon Mtuy. Jacob’s time of 10.5 hours, although nowhere near the
record, still bordered on “superhuman” as far as I was
concerned.

The porters were
remarkably hardy. Their slender physiques belied an incredible
toughness: they carried 45 pounds in their backpacks and
thirty pounds of gear balanced (with no hands) on their heads.
Despite minimal salaries, they were good-natured and enjoyed their
daily routine setting up camp and preparing our hearty meals. While
we worried about ankle sprains in our three-hundred-dollar hiking
boots, they quickly traversed rough terrain wearing only sandals.
And they traveled at twice our speed. They would break camp after
we left each morning, and after loading up, catch up to us and pass
us along the route, and then be at the next campsite with our tents
set up and our meals ready, awaiting our arrival.

This was the first
major physical adventure for my 25-year-old tent-mate, Suranga
Suraweera. He was a New York scientist of Sri Lankan descent, who
worked for a company that had developed a cure for prostate cancer
by a process of blood sample radiation. I was enjoying our
relationship, the 63-year-old mentor with the excited young novice
who had never camped outdoors before. My jumping around and
climbing atop large boulders along the way with child-like
enthusiasm had earned from him my nickname of “Mountain Goat”. I
kept beckoning for him to join me in my antics, but he wouldn’t.
Eventually, he admitted he had a debilitating fear of heights. I
couldn’t believe it; here he was, on a mountain climb, with a fear
of heights!

I couldn’t sleep
that afternoon at the School Hut site before the final ascent so,
with nothing better to do, I decided to climb a precipitous rock
outcrop overlooking the campsite, about a hundred feet up. I
invited Suranga to join me, and he surprised me by tentatively
agreeing. Twenty minutes later, at the top ledge, holding his
outstretched arm firmly, I inched him forward to within a few feet
from the edge. Although shaking with nervousness, he was excited
and eager for success.

“OK, one more
step. Don’t look down,” I firmly instructed.

We got within two
feet of the edge and I said, “Now, look down.”

His wide-eyed
smile and exclamation of delight at his accomplishment said it all,
“Hooooo-weeeee!”

Our grouping of
eight for the final ascent included the four tourists: Suranga, an
American couple (Debbie and Gary) and myself; as well as the
guides, Jacob, Rama, Frank and Phillipo. The rest of the porters
descended from the last campsite.

This last leg of
the climb was every bit as daunting as the stories we had heard
from other trekkers and from the tour company’s website. We were on
steep slopes of loose gravel scree and the next six hours were
spent taking two steps forward and one step back. It was pitch
black and eerily quiet. We were daisy-chained in line, our
headlamps barely lighting our way, and hundreds of yards ahead the
lights of several other parties zigzagged up the switch-backed
trail. With the added weight of our winter clothing and backpacks,
our thigh muscles were burning from the lactic acid buildup,
forcing us to rest every fifteen or twenty minutes. I was also
feeling a little lightheaded from the lack of oxygen. At the
halfway point, the American couple was clearly suffering from the
physical exertion and subzero temperatures and had decided to end
it. There were only four of us now, Suranga and me, and our two
Tanzanian guides, Rama and Frank. Jacob decided he and Phillipo
would accompany Debbie and Gary to ensure their safe descent, but
felt enough confidence in Rama and Frank to allow us to carry on
without him.

We angled up the
switchbacks as efficiently as we could, chopping into the gravel
with the sides of our boots. My mind was becoming numb with the
boredom of concentrating on one step at a time. But eventually it
became comfortably zen-like, until about a couple of hours before
daybreak, when Suranga interrupted my reverie.

“I don’t know if I
can make it,” he said. “My legs feel like lead weights.”

We tried to ignore
the casualties along the way: “downed” climbers lying in stretchers
with oxygen bottles strapped to their faces, their guide/porters
kneeling alongside, waiting for them to recover enough to make
their own descent. Several climbers passed us on their way down,
each with their arms over the shoulders of a porter. And there were
the desperate ones. We noticed off to the side of the trail, under
cover of darkness, the shadowy figure of a middle-aged women behind
her guide, her arms draped over his shoulders and her feet barely
touching the ground as he dragged her up; she was determined to
peak any way she could, unashamed.

“You’re almost
there, Suranga. Gilman’s Point is only about a half hour away.”

I remembered
reading the psychological tactics used by guides in similar
situations: break the task into small parts. If the climber can do
five more minutes, he can do another five more minutes, etc.

“Just count the
next hundred steps….”

Along with a
little bit of tough talk, that seemed to work for Suranga.

At about 5:30AM,
the sky was beginning to lighten, and a few moments later, when the
sun crept over the angled mountainside, it brightened both of our
spirits. We could see the first important milestone silhouetted
against the sky about a half-mile ahead. Step after agonizing step,
six hours after our start, we managed to reach it – Gilman’s Point,
18,750 feet above sea level.

Gilman’s Point is
the common entry point to the rim of the dormant volcano. Most
other routes to the top converge here. Dozens of trekkers crowded
the top. Some were spent; this was the pinnacle of their efforts.
Even though the summit at Uhuru Peak was only a short distance
away, they were psychologically defeated and after resting, would
descend.

The view from the
rim to the centre of the volcano was spectacular. The crater drops
steeply from the rim into a deep valley and rises to a large hill
at the centre. Large chunks of glacier are scattered about several
locations, the remnants of the massive ice covering of only a few
decades earlier. The views outward from the rim are even more
spectacular; we could see the gravel slopes falling steeply away
below us, extending towards a panorama of verdurous forested
landscape, its olive green eventually fading to a misty blue-grey
at the horizon.

We traversed
through remnants of snowfield and glacier around the rim for
another two hours and earned another 590 feet of elevation gain.
Then, at 8:40AM, September 9th, 2010, we reached Uhuru
Peak. At 19,340 feet above sea level, this is the top of Africa.
After seven days of trekking through virtually every ecosystem on
Earth – tropical jungle, savannah, alpine moorland, deserts, rock,
scree, snowfield and finally glacier – we had made it. From the
summit, we were treated to an amazing panorama of 10-storey high
“chunks” of glacier still managing to cling to the peak; massive
crumbling walls of ice which, by some predictions, will no longer
exist in as few as 10 years. The “njaro” (sparkling) in Kilimanjaro
would be lost. What would become of the name?

The spiritual and
somewhat giddy elation we felt was soon surpassed by
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