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Village Life in Malawi

M

ost of our relief consignments and development projects are focused in an area in the very
south of Malawi called the
Lower Shire.
A typical village in southern
Malawi would have houses
for 300 to 600 families. The
majority of houses are built
Kadzumba Village in the Lower Shire
of mud and thatch, the construction of which is similar
to our thatched co ages. Only a few
greater. The area around the houses
houses are built of brick with corruis kept clear and well-swept. When
gated-iron roofs. Many families
we stay in the villages we often see
have several buildings, each one for
the women sweeping this area in the
a diﬀerent purpose.
mornings. One reason for keeping
The houses are built in the centre of
the village, and are usually separated by at least 50 feet. In some villages this space between the houses is

Nyasa Village in the Lower Shire

this area clear is to stop snakes from
entering into the houses. Snakes prefer to keep themselves hidden
where possible.
Most people living in villages are subsistence farmers,
who are almost entirely dependent on what they can
grow in their gardens. These
gardens, or ﬁelds, are about
two acres in size and are
situated around the edge of
the village. Family members
therefore have some way to
walk each time they go to
work in their ﬁelds.
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Construction of Houses

T

he most common construction for houses in the Lower
Shire are those with a timber
framework which is then covered
with mud. The mud is taken from
ant hills as it has had a sticky substance mixed with it. This is similar to our wa le and daub method
of building co ages.
The framework of the roof is also
made from timber which is cov-

A House made of Mud Bricks
ered with thatch. Families like to
line their thatched roofs with polythene if the ﬁnances are available.
The house that we once stayed in
leaked during a quite light shower
because the thatch had been weakened by earlier heavy rains.
A second construction is with mud
bricks which are cemented together with mud. Once again these

Timber Framework of a House
houses would have timber and
thatch roofs.
A less common construction is
with baked bricks. These houses
would be constructed using cement. The roofs may be made of
timber and thatch, or occasionally
with corrugated iron sheets. Both
the cement and corrugated iron
sheets are too expensive for most
families but make the houses far
more durable and water-proof.

A House being built with Baked Bricks
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Making Bricks

M

ud bricks are made
by mixing suitable
mud with water and forming it into a brick using a
mold. They are then laid
out in the sun and left to
dry. These houses would
have timber and thatch
roofs.
A less common construction is with baked bricks.

baked bricks may be made
of timber and thatch, or
occasionally with corrugated iron sheets, which are
far more durable.

Photographs:
Moulding and Drying Mud
Bricks (above)
A Finished Pile of Baked
Bricks (left)
A Church built with Baked
Bricks (below)
Molded and dried mud
bricks are stacked into a
pile with triangular holes
left in the base layers. The
bricks then are covered
with mud to contain the
heat and ﬁres are lit in
these holes for 12 hours.
The bricks are then left to
cool for 2 days. The roofs
of houses constructed with
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Outside of Houses

H

ouses in southern
Malawi are either
rectangular or square in
shape and often have
wooden posts supporting a
roof which extends beyond
the walls.
They are usually built on a
raised platform of mud so
that rain water does not
run into the house.

very dark and, of course,
there is no electricity in
most villages and therefore
no lighting.

Photographs:
A House in Gonda Village
(above)
A House in Byleya Village,
showing Veranda (left)
A House in Njazi Village
(below)
Most houses will have a
veranda which is constructed within the outer
perimetre of the house and
with walls on either side.
Windows are always very
small with no glass but
with shu ers which can be
closed to keep out the mosquitos. This means that the
inside of their houses is
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Interior of Houses
A House in
Maglasi
Village, showing water jar,
water bucket
and fire (left)
and a Room
which I shared
with a broody
Chicken in
Kampomo
Village. FIA
blankets in
foreground
(right)

T

he windows of mud and thatch
houses are very small and
without any glass or mesh to keep
the insects out. However, they do
have shu ers which they close for
this purpose. The climate in the
Lower Shire is hot for most of the
year: in October the temperature can
be as high as 43 degrees centigrade
or possibly even higher. The need to
close the shu ers in order to keep
the mosquitos out, makes their houses even ho er and more air-less.
The doors are either made of wood
or bamboo. Most would not have
any kind of lock but a few do have
padlocks. There would rarely be any
doors inside the building but they
do hang blankets on a string to give

some privacy.
The inside of their homes are usually very bare. Very few families
would have any chairs and furniture
would be extremely rare. If any
chairs are available, the men will sit
on them. The women will always sit
on the ground.
A piece of string will often be tied
across one room to hang clothes on.
The most commonly used piece of
household equipment is the bamboo
mat. These mats are used to sit on,
to eat oﬀ and to sleep on. It would
be very rare for anyone to have a
bed, a ma ress, or a pillow. Most
people would sleep directly on a
bamboo mat with a sheet or blanket
wrapped around them.
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Family Compounds

Above: Compound: Left to Right, (Children’s House, not shown), Chief’s Son’s House,
Grain Store, Kitchen, Pigeon House and Drying-up Rack in Centre Foreground
Below left: Toilet and Washroom Below Right: Kraal for Goats

M

ost families living in the
Lower Shire own a group of
buildings, each of which serve a
diﬀerent purpose.
The photographs shown here were
taken of a chief’s son’s compound in
Dausi Village. It is possible, therefore, that he would have had more
houses than the average family.
However, being a chief’s son does
not necessarily mean that you have

more resources than other people.
This compound included the following buildings: one house for the husband and wife (above left), one
house for the children (not shown), a
grain store (above centre), a kitchen
(above centre right), a pigeon house
(above right), a goat house (below
right), a Toilet and a Washroom
(below left), and a Washing-Up
Rack (above centre).
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Kitchens

S

ome families would be
able to build a separate kitchen, the structure
of which would be almost
exactly the same as the
houses in which they
sleep. However, most of
the cooking would be
done outside except when
it is raining. This building
would therefore be used
A Kitchen (left) and a Pigeon House (right)
mainly for storing food
and utensils although it
causes serious damage to women’s
may be used for cooking when it is
lungs. I do understand that this can
raining.
be an even more serious problem in
By building a separate kitchen, the
other countries were more of their
smoke from the ﬁre would be kept
cooking is done inside.
away from other
The washing up
buildings, most of
would also be
which would be
done outside, usused for eating and
ing ash from the
sleeping. None of
ﬁre to clean the
the village houses
cooking pots. The
would
have a
plates, pots and
chimney, not even
utensils would be
those
built
of
dried on a drying
baked bricks.
rack, as shown in
Because most of
the
photograph
the cooking is
(left).
done outside, the
health
damage
caused by smoke is
reduced but still
A Drying Rack

Village Life in Malawi

Page 9

Toilets and Washrooms

Photographs: A Toilet (above left), A Washroom (above right)
and Inside a Washroom (below)

A

village toilet is built in the
following way: a deep hole is
dug in the ground and the top of
this hole is covered with timber
poles. These timbers are then covered with mud,
leaving a hole in
the centre.
A small mud and
thatch building is
then erected over
the
hole.
This
building has a narrow entry corridor
leading into a central inner chamber.
There is no door. A
few toilets would
be built with bamboo and thatch or

with baked bricks.
Most washrooms are built with a
bamboo framework which is covered with thatch. Once again this
structure will usually have a narrow
entry
corridor
leading into a central chamber. There
is no door. The
most
common
ground covering is
small stones, and
each person is provided with a bucket of water to wash
with. A few washrooms would be
made with baked
bricks.
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Granaries

F

amilies living in the
Lower Shire are subsistence farmers who are
dependent upon growing
enough food for their families. They will therefore
build a granary in which
they can store their crops.
If the harvest is good,
these crops will be stored
for use throughout the
following year.

A Granary with a Drying Rack in the
Foreground in Dausi Village

The walls of the granaries
are made with a wooden framework
which is interwoven with bamboo.
The roof or lid is constructed with
wooden poles covered with thatch
and is similar in construction to the
roofs of their houses. These granaries
will be raised oﬀ
the ground in order to prevent vermin from eating
their food.
There are two
types of granary:
round and rectangular, as shown in
the photographs
included on this
page. Access to the
rectangular grana-

ry would be through a door. Access
to the round granary would be
through the lid which can be lifted
oﬀ.
These local granaries can only store
food for one year.
A
commercial
brick-built granary
with a corrugated
iron roof where the
grain is protected
with pesticide is
necessary for longer storage.

A Granary in
Kampomo Village
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Church Buildings

Photographs: Mwala Church (above left), Chinsomba Church (above right), Chisi
Church (centre right), Gwaza Church (below left) and Jimu Church (below right)

T

he construction of churches in
southern Malawi is similar to
that of their houses. They can be
made of a variety of diﬀerent materials. A few may have corrugated
iron sheets for roofs but these are
very expensive. The problem with a
thatch roof is that the span of a
church is much wider than that of a
house, and the thatch will need to be
replaced regularly.
We are including photographs of a
number of Faith in Action churches
which are made of a variety of
diﬀerent materials as follows: Mwala Church is made of reed and

thatch, Chinsomba Church is made
of mud and thatch, Chisi Church is
also made of mud and thatch but
has a painted exterior, Gwaza

Church is made of baked brick and
thatch, and Jimu Church is made of
baked bricks and corrugated iron
sheets.
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Inside Church Buildings

T

he inside of most village churches is similar, regardless of whether it
is built from mud or brick.
The windows are small and
there is no lighting except
perhaps a paraﬃn lamp. The
interior is therefore dark,
even during the day. There
are rarely any doors.

Inside
The interior ﬁ ings would
include a central pulpit
which is nearly always made of
mud and covered with a cloth. Alternatively, a table may be used. The
ﬂoor area at the pulpit end of the
church is usually raised about 12-15
inches. On all the visits that I have
made to churches, there have been
chairs around the edge of this raised
platform for church leaders to sit on.
These chairs would not be left in the
church, but borrowed from congre-

a Church Building showing Mud Pews
gation members.
The congregation will either sit on
the ﬂoor on mats or leaves, or more
commonly on pews made out of
mud. These are shown clearly in the
top photograph.
A pit latrine may be built outside
the church and when the weather is
very hot there is often a container of
water and a mug by the door.

Inside Church in Thimu Village (left) and Inside Church in Luchenza (right)

Village Life in Malawi

Page 13

Church Meetings

C

hurch meetings in rural villages are often held outside
and under a tree. From a visitors
point of view, this is preferable because it is much cooler and there is
more light than in their traditional
church buildings which have small
windows and no lighting.
Congregations will often sit in a
circle, leaving an open space in the
centre. Leaders will be given chairs
to sit on, while the rest of the congregation will sit on the ground —
sometimes with bamboo mats. Men
will be separated from the women. I
am told that this is because there are
often more women than men in a
village, so that some women remain
unmarried, and they do not want to
emphasise their unmarried status.
Meetings will often last for four to
ﬁve hours, or occasionally longer.
Services will start with singing and

Seminar Compound in Nyasa Village
each song will be led by one person
who sings the chorus once and the
rest of the congregation will then
join in. They rarely have any hymn
books and certainly no overheads or
loudspeakers! The service will end
with teaching which is aﬃrmed
with loud verbal encouragement.
When they hold seminars, they will
build a compound with open sides
and a thatch roof to shield the congregation from the sun.

Church Meetings in Nyamdhekha Village (left) and Mbobo Village (right)
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Burning Charms & Baptisms

A

large number of church members will have received salvation directly out of the practice of
animist religions and witchcraft, it is
therefore important that all aspects
of their recent involvement in the
occult are destroyed.
At a church meeting in which a person comes forward to receive Christ
as their personal saviour, they will
be asked to collect all their possessions associated with the practice of
witchcraft and these items will be
burnt during the service as a symbol
that they completely turned away
from their old way of life.
Most baptisms in Malawi would take
place in a local river or stream. The
photograph below right shows a
baptism in a shallow muddy stream.
Very often they take place in rivers
in which there are crocodiles. As the
number of people being baptised at

Pastor Yankhankha burning Charms
in Kadzumba Village
any one time can be as many as 150,
it takes courage for pastors to stand
in these rivers and to perform these
baptisms, knowing that they could
be a acked by a crocodile. Although
I have heard several stories of women being killed by crocodiles while
collecting water, I have not heard of
anyone being killed in this way during a baptism. I understand that
crocodiles will only a ack when
there is only a few people in or near
the water but not a large group.

Baptism in Gwaza Village (left) and Baptism in Jazi Village (right)
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Cows and Goats

T

he diet of most families living in the Lower Shire would include
very li le protein. A number of diﬀerent animals are
kept by a few families but
not many would eat meat
on a regular basis.
A few families own large
herds of cows. Each cow is
worth about £200, and
would therefore signify
wealth, rather like our keeping
money in the bank. Cows are kept
in a kraal at night and will be taken
out each day to forage for food,
usually by quite young boys.
Goats are worth about £30 each. Despite their lower value, only a few
families in a village would be able to
aﬀord them. They are also kept in a

A Cow in a Kraal in Buleya Village
kraal at night but are left to forage
freely throughout the day without
any supervision. They are left to
roam in the village centre, far from
farmers’ ﬁelds and young trees in
the centre of the village will often
have bamboo stakes around them to
protect them from the goats.

Goat and Kid in Chambuluka Village (left) and Goat Kraal in Dausi Village (right)
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Other Animals

F

amilies living in the
Lower Shire keep a
number of other animals,
as well as cows and goats.
In fact, very few families
could aﬀord these larger
and more expensive animals, but smaller animals
such as pigs, chickens, pigeons, guinea fowl, dogs
and cats are more commonly seen.
None of these animals are kept as
pets. Most are kept for their meat.
The exception to this are cats and
dogs. Cats are kept to stop mice and
rats from eating stored food.
Dogs are kept to guard families at
night. They are found sleeping outside the main door to their houses
and will bark loudly if anyone

Chicken inb Msusa Village

A Pigeon House in Mulenga Village
comes near. Very few doors would
have any locks or bolts. Some may
have a padlock which they can
a ach when they leave their house,
but these would not be used at night
when people are inside. As all toilets
are outside, people need to be able
to get in and out easily.
All of these animals are left
to forage freely for food.
None will be fed. Only
cows will be taken to ﬁnd
food during the day. Virtually all animals are thin,
especially if they get
worms. There are a few
vets available, but not
many families could aﬀord
to use their services. Life
for both people and animals is usually hard.
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Kraals for Cows & Goats & Pigeon Houses

B

oth cows and goats
are kept in kraals at
night for their protection.
The kraals for cows are
open structures that consist of home-made fencing-type posts which
form a barrier to contain
and protect the animals.
Farmers may also use
branches from thorn trees
to surround and protect
the ca le.

A Kraal for Cows in Nsaliva Village

By contrast, goats are kept in an enclosed house with walls and a roof,
although the size, style and materials with which these are made will

vary considerably.
Pigeon houses are built like the one
shown here. They are made of wood
and thatch, and raised from the
ground on wooden poles.

Photographs: A Kraal for Cows in Nsaliva
Village (above right), A Pigeon House in
Dausi Village (below left) and a Goat Kraal
in Thimu Village (right)
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Preparing Food

Photographs: Pounding the Maize Kernels (above
left), Inside a Grinding Mill (above right) and
Ground Maize being dried in the Sun (below)

T

he staple food eaten in Malawi
is ‘Nsima’. It is made most
commonly from maize ﬂour and
water which is cooked into a thick
paste and eaten with vegetables. It
can also be made from sorghum,
millet or cassava ﬂour. All these
crops are grown for personal use in
ﬁelds which surround each
village. Local people would
have li le income to purchase food and so they have
to grow almost everything
that they need.
Maize ﬂour is prepared as
follows: ﬁrst, the kernels are
pounded for about six
hours in a large wooden

pestle to separate the husks from the
kernels. We have tried doing this and
it is very hard work, even for a short
time. Second, these kernels are winnowed to remove the husks. Third,
the kernels are ground, usually in a
grinding mill. Finally, the ﬂour is
dried on bamboo mats in the sun.
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Buying Food

M

ost shopping in
Africa is done in
local markets and this is
especially true in the rural
areas.
Markets will vary greatly
in size and oﬀer very colourful displays of food,
clothing and other items.
The market stalls are constructed of wood with a
Dried Fish for sale at Muona Market
thatch roof. There are no
is signiﬁcantly lower. However,
polystyrene trays here!
Instead,
meat and ﬁsh can often be covered
vegetables and fruit are stacked in
with swarms of ﬂies.
pyramids for sale and khangas (the
material used as a skirt) are hung in
In contrast to the photographs
vibrant displays on frameworks of
shown here, markets are usually
bamboo.
ﬁlled with great crowds of people
and the women add even more colThere is often a large selection of
our to the scene with their brightly
dried ﬁsh, which is more popular
pa erned khangas.
than fresh ﬁsh and meat as the price

Ladies wearing Khangas at Muona Market (left) and Makhanga Market (right)
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Buying Meat

Photographs: Meat being sold by the Roadside (above left), Meat for sale in a Market
Stall (above right): Mice for sale by the Roadside (below right) and a young Boy selling Mice by the Roadside (below right)

V

ery few people living in the
Lower Shire can aﬀord to buy
meat. A few may purchase dried
ﬁsh because this is much cheaper
than the fresh ﬁsh. Most meat for
sale in the Lower Shire is for travellers returning to Blantyre.

Some families may own their own
animals and these would include
cows, goats, pigs, chickens, guinea
fowl and pigeons. Boys will also
catch mice and birds to sell for food.
The diet of most people in the rural
areas is very deﬁcient in protein.

Village Life in Malawi

Page 21

Roadside Traders

A

variety of diﬀerent
items can be bought
by the roadside. Most of
these would be diﬀerent
foods but items such as
ﬁrewood and charcoal for
cooking can also be
bought. Some of these
foods are cooked and ready
to eat as a snack. These
ready-to-eat foods would
include the following:
Sugar cane is sold and eaten widely
throughout Malawi. It is bought and
eaten as we would buy sweets. The
stem of the sugar cane is hard and
ﬁbrous. It is cut into about eight
inch lengths and the outer hard skin
is cut oﬀ with a
knife. The inner
ﬂesh of the stem is
then chewed and
the sugar is sucked
out. The remaining
ﬁbre is thrown
away.
Fish: A delicious
ﬁsh
called
‘Chambo’ is ﬁlleted, cooked and
sold ready to eat.
Also mice and
small birds.

Selling Sugar Cane by the Roadside.
Maize: Cobs of maize are roasted
and sold as a ready-to-eat snack.
Fruit: Oranges, papaya, bananas
and mangoes are all available at
very low cost. There are a variety of
diﬀerent bananas,
including
small
apple-ﬂavoured
ones and larger
pink ones. The ﬂavour is quite diﬀerent from those sold
in the UK because
they ripen on the
plants. Avocadoes
are also widely
available at very
low cost.

A Boy selling Mice
by the Roadside.
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Butchering Meat

T

he diet of most families in the
Lower Shire would be very
deﬁcient in protein. The li le meat
that is eaten would come from animals owned by the family. These
animals would be slaughtered and
butchered by family members.
When the church in Malawi holds a
pastors’ seminar, live cows are purchased and would usually be taken
on foot to the location of the seminar. They will remain alive until
they are needed and will be slaughtered and butchered one after an-

other just before they are cooked.
This procedure ensures that the
meat stays fresh in an area where
there is no electricity or refrigeration.

Photographs: Butchering a Goat in Kalaundi Village (above right), Butchering
Meat in Njazi Village (below left), and Skinning a Goat in Chambuluka Village
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Cooking

C

ooking in the villages
is done on open ﬁres,
using three large stones to
balance the cooking pots
on, and wood for fuel. In
towns, people would use a
“jiko”, which is rather like
a clay built African barbecue, with charcoal as fuel.
Cooking is done outside,
except when in it raining.
Firewood is often purchased as there is a ban on cu ing
down trees and women can be seen
carrying large bundles of ﬁrewood
on their heads. It is then chopped
into shorter lengths, pushed between the stones and replaced as
necessary.
As all the cooking is done on the
ground, this can be a back-breaking

Cooking Nsima on three Stones
in Nyasa Villae

Chopping Firewood.
job. Also, the smoke can cause serious lung problems and much heat is
wasted around the sides of the cooking pots.
There are no facilities to keep food
warm once it has been cooked.
Cooking pans are cleaned using ash
from the ﬁre as a scourer.
It gets dark at 6pm throughout the
year and so any cooking
done after this time would
be done in the dark. The
only lighting available in
most households would be
supplied by paraﬃn lamps,
the fuel for which has to
purchased from their very
limited resources. Women
would rely only on the light
from the ﬁre under their
cooking pots.
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Food and Diet
A variety of Foods prepared for us, as
Visitors. Local families would not eat as
well as this.

T

he diet of most families in the
Lower Shire would contain a
lot of carbohydrate but li le protein,
ﬁbre, or vitamins.
Their main food would be “nsima”,
a thick cooked porridge made mainly from maize ﬂour mixed with water. They would drink water and
very occasionally tea. Fruit and vegetables are readily available but not
appreciated.
Most families would not have a table but would eat their meals si ing
on a bamboo mat with the food in
the centre of the mat.
Visitors will not usually eat with the
family but will be fed separately.
Sometimes, the men from the host
family will join the visitors but the
wife and children will eat separately
in the kitchen.

Their diet lacks valuable nutrients
for two reasons: ﬁrst, they would
rarely be able to aﬀord eating meat
or ﬁsh. Second, they lack knowledge
about the importance of diﬀerent
nutrients, and therefore eat what
they enjoy and food that will ﬁll
their stomachs. Their diet could be
easily and cheaply improved by eating the fruit and vegetables which
are available and adding a li le
Soya ﬂour to their nsima.
At a meeting with area pastors several years ago, we presented a nutrition teaching programme to them
which they received with enthusiasm. They confessed that they grew
vegetables and fruit but sold them
instead of eating them because they
did not know about their value.

Village Life in Malawi

Page 25

Water

T

here is no running
water in the villages
of the Lower Shire. All water has to be collected from
a river or from a well and
then carried to each home.
This is a job done exclusively by women and all
water is carried on their
heads, as shown below.

Women collecting Water from River
River water will be contaminated by animals and
have to walk several miles to ﬁnd
also because people wash both
water and to carry it all the way
themselves and their clothes there.
home.
During times of ﬂooding, water
from the pit-latrines will further
Drinking water is stored in a clay
contaminate ground water, and
jar, with a saucer and cup on top, as
shown in the picture below. Water
cholera outbreaks are common.
for washing is kept in large bucket.
During drought years women may
Left: Two Girls
carrying Water
in Clay Jars. It is
more common to
use Tin Buckets
Right: Storing
Water - Clay
Jar for Drinking
Water, Tin
Bucket for
Cooking and
Washing
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Washing

T

here is no running water in
rural villages in Malawi
and so all water used for washing is collected from either a
well or from a local river.
The picture on the right shows
two washrooms which would be
used for personal washing each
morning. Water is collected and
put into a bucket which is
placed in the centre of these
washrooms. Clothing is hung over
the thatch walls, as shown in this
photograph and a mug is used to
pour water over you rather like a
shower. Some people will wash
themselves in the river as shown in
picture on the previous page.
The washing of clothing is either
done by the side of a river or on

Ladies washing Clothing on a Washing
Block in Chambuluka Village (left) and
Inside a Washroom (right)

Two Washrooms
washing blocks which are constructed besides most wells, as shown in
the photograph below.
In Malawi, the washing of clothing
is done by women but the ironing is
done by men. They use irons which
are ﬁlled with hot pieces of charcoal
from their cooking ﬁres. The ironing
is done on a blanket and sheet laid
on the ground.
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Wells

T

he provision of a well
will transform a local
community. They not only
provide a much safer
source of drinking water
but also save women from
walking many kilometres
to the nearest river and
then carrying the water
home.
In drought years, women
living in villages where
there is no well may have to walk
for several hours to ﬁnd water. They
will also have to queue to get this
water, if it from a well, as only a few
water-sources are available to them.

further beneﬁt gained from building
a well and washing block is that
families do not use the local river to
wash themselves and their clothing
in.

When a well is constructing, a concrete washing block is often included so that women can wash their
clothing near this source of water. A

The government in Malawi now
requires a brick wall to be built
around all wells so that animals can
not foul the area.

Well in Machilika Village

Well in Nsaliva Village showing Washing Block (left) and Well in
Malemia Village, showing surrounding wall (right)
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Fields and Crops Part 1

M

ost families living
in the rural areas
are subsistence farmers.
They are therefore dependant on growing their own
food and have no other
source of income.
Each family has two acres
of land to farm and these
ﬁelds are situated around
the edge of each village,
away from their houses.
In the Lower Shire, the rains should
start at the beginning of November
and continue until mid-March, when
they harvest their crops. The rest of
the year is dry and no crops can be
grown except cassava and crops in
dambo areas besides a river.
Their staple food is maize which
takes 135 days to mature and has
often failed during recent years be-

A Farmer working in his Field
cause of unreliable rains. We have
been providing farmers with a hybrid maize, called Masika, which
matures in only 75 days and produces a much higher yield.
Traditionally, farmers do not use
fertilizer and thus crops yields have
been low. During recent years, we
have provided funds for fertilizer
and this has produced signiﬁcantly
increased crop yields.

Drought (left) and Flooding (right)
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Fields and Crops Part 2

A

s well as growing staple crops such as
maize, cassava, and millet,
farmers also plant a number
of other crops such as: sweet
potatoes (a staple food),
rape, ochra, pigeon peas and
cabbage (these vegetables
are cooked as a relish to go
with their staple diet). They
also grow tomatoes and onSweet Potatoes being grown in Mlolo Village
ions (which are used to ﬂavour vegetable relishes and very
sugar, tea and tobacco, although
they are decreasing the production
occasionally meat.).
of tobacco because the future market
Farmers also plant cash crops such
for this crop is uncertain.
as co on although the market for
this crop has decreased over recent
years. Tobacco, tea and coﬀee is
grown in other areas within Malawi
but not in the Lower Shire. Sugar
cane and bananas are also grown.
Two of Malawi’s main exports are

All agricultural work in the Lower
Shire is done by hand, and by both
men and women who will work for
long hours in their ﬁelds. It is also
very hot during the rainy season
and can reach 45c.

Tomatoes at Buleya Village (left) and Cotton grown in Chapananga right)
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Seasons

S

easons in Malawi are very diﬀerent from in the UK. We have
four seasons: Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter, and our coldest
season is usually we er and our
ho er season is drier. in Malawi
they have two main seasons: the dry
season which is cool and the rainy
season which is hot.
In the Lower Shire, the rainy/hot
season normally starts at the end of
October/beginning of November.
This is their planting season.
However, farmers need wisdom as
to when to plant their seeds because
the rains can start brieﬂy and then
stop. if they plant their precious
seeds as soon as it starts to rain and
the rains stop, these plants will die.
Alternatively, if they delay planting
and the rains stop early in February
instead of March, then they loose

vital growing time.
The rainy/hot season should stop at
the end of March and shortly after
this farmers would harvest their
crops. However, over recent years
the rains have often stopped early
and crops are then lost.
During the rainy season, it should
rain about one day every ﬁve and
travelling can be very diﬃcult during this time as the mud roads often
become almost impassable.
During the dry/cool season, it usually does not rain at all in the Lower
Shire. The coolest months are June
to the beginning of August when
temperatures are about the same as
our summer in UK. The temperatures then start to rise during August and can then reach 40-45°c at
the end of October in the Lower
Shire.

Wet and Dry Seasons: River flowing over Road (left) and Dry and Dusty (right)
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Drought and Flooding

T

he geographical position of the Lower Shire
means that it is very vulnerable to drought and ﬂooding, and crops have failed
regularly as a result.
There are two reasons why
this area is vulnerable to
these two extreme weather
conditions: ﬁrstly, the area is
much lower than the rest of
Crops withered as a result of Drought
the country and is separated
from it by a 1,000 metre escarpment.
On one occasion we were approachSecond, it is surrounded by hills on
ing a place near the bo om of the
all sides except for the south-eastern
escarpment where a shallow stream
boundary and very narrow southern
ran across the road. It was raining
tip of this area. Thus, when the rains
heavily and water was cascading
fail, it is much ho er and drier than
down the escarpment. We were told
the rest of the country and during
to hurry as within ﬁve minutes the
excessive rain, water runs down the
road would become impassable and
escarpment and the area quickly ﬁlls
this could last for several hours.
up with water rather like a basin.

Flooding at Kadzumba Village (left) Flooding at Tengani (rght)
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Sunrise and Sunset

M

alawi is just south of the
equator so the sun rises at
6am and sets at 6pm throughout the
year. Very few villages in the Lower
Shire would have any electricity and
so communities will make the maximum use of the day-light available
to them. Families will get up at 6 am
and will usually be in bed by 9 pm.
As a visitor from the UK staying in
the villages in Malawi, it is diﬃcult
to get used to the limitations caused
by the lack of electricity and the fact
that it is dark by 6 pm. Even reading
by torch-light is diﬃcult and, of
course, local people would not have
a torch — only paraﬃn lamps. As a
result, there is li le to do in the evenings except to sit and talk.
All cooking is done outside with
cooking-pots placed on three stones
on the ground and so women cook
in the evening using only the light
of the ﬁre beneath their cookingpots to see by. This makes seeing the
contents of the pots very diﬃcult.
Even during the day-time, the inside
of their houses is very dark as windows are kept small to keep out the

Sunset in Nkhukhu Village
mosquitoes and the dark mud walls
and ﬂoors do not reﬂect the light.
The display of stars that can be seen
on most nights is especially spectacular. This display is spectacular because the sky is usually cloudless
and there is no electric lighting on
the ground to compete with the
stars. The cloudless skies also mean
that the light of the moon is much
brighter than in the UK and on most
evenings it is easy to walk around
the villages in the moonlight.
Another spectacular sight is their
sunsets which are also enhanced by
the cloudless skies and the contrast
between the sun and the lack of any
light on the ground. However, if
you want to see them, you have to
be alert as the sun sets very quickly.
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