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1. Provide information about your study program and progress. 

As an ambassadorial research scholar, I am currently registered at Rhodes 
University as a visiting research scholar pursuing my fieldwork in the Transkei as part of 
my Ph.D. studies back in Gainesville at University of Florida. This means that I update 
both my faculty in the US via email and phone as well as in person with department 
heads and fellow students here at Rhodes. 

The fieldwork started with getting proper permissions from the local sub-chiefs 
after presenting my project to the men and women at the rural community meetings in the 
remote rural village of Nquileni in the Transkei.  

I then started phase 1 which consisted of performing a baseline survey of all 90 
something households in the village. It lists family demographics, health status/deaths, 
financial capital (grants received, employment, plot, gardens, livestock etc), social 
capital, food security and natural resource use, attitudes, and observations over time. The 
results will not only be part of my dissertation for academic purposes but will also be 
shared with the local NGO – the Bulungula Incubator – for inclusion in future proposals 
for various community projects. For example, there is currently no official statistics over 
babies dying from diarrhea as a result of the poor water quality in this local site. This data 
is captured, however, in this baseline surveys and will be of great use to the NGO to 
bring attention to the plight of the local villagers.  

I have recently started phase 2 that consists of the spatial mapping where the 
women and girl go to collect firewood. The object of this phase is to look at whether or 
not families affected by long-term illnesses are more confined in their firewood collection 
due to labor constraints as well as looking at possible heavy pressure and use of particular 
forest fragments. Ultimately, this phase hypothesizes that long-term illnesses put an extra 
strain on families in terms of labor constraint that is then possibly reflected in how they 
use the landscape with possible consequences for further vulnerability of people as well 
as the environment.  

The people in the village have been very generous with their time and knowledge 
and I feel privileged to be in such a beautiful and inspiring site. It definitely takes some 
adapting to living in the rural village – as opposed to my living in Grahamstown – as 
there is no electricity or running water in this remote location. The local NGO has been 
very helpful however in offering rainwater to drink and for showers as well as selling 



food, lodging, and jeep shuttle services to this remote location. Just as important, the 
NGO members have been very helpful in translating and explaining the local culture. 
Finally, the NGO has a lot of volunteers – engineers, teachers, entrepreneurs etc – that 
offer a stimulating exchange for discussing the many aspects of servicing the community.  
  
2. Steps taken to prepare for experience abroad. 

Because I had been to this region twice before, I did not seek out nor request any 
extra guidance or research on how to live and study abroad in this particular location.  

I will be more than happy to offer helpful email advice to future scholars coming 
to the area in the future. 
 
3. Involvement in Rotary in the Eastern Cape, South Africa 

In addition to attending regular meetings and forum meetings as well as various 
Rotary function dinners, I have also volunteered at the Rotary fundraising kuduburger 
stall at the annual Grahamstown Arts Festival.  

My Rotary service as a volunteer has been with three different organizations in 
which Rotarians are involved. Firstly, I have volunteered as a classroom aid at the 
Amasango School for disadvantaged children, some of them homeless or living in the 
adjoining shelter. This school is started and run by a local Rotarian. Secondly, I volunteer 
at the local SPCA, with Rotarians on its’  board.  

Finally, I went out and bought some towels and blankets so that I could offer free 
gentle beginning yoga classes to the women at the Raphael Center. This center, recipient 
of Rotary funds in the past, offers services and counseling to women living with 
HIV/AIDS. The yoga classes offer a fun and easy-going space for the women to honor 
their bodies and minds. The women’s enthusiasm and dedication during these sessions 
are most inspiring and I feel most privileged to be among them. 
 
4. Describe impressions of host country and people and culturally significant locations 
visited and opportunities to share culture. 
 Going between the small university town of Grahamstown to the very rural 
remote village of Nquileni offers me a wonderful opportunity to see the different cultures 
within and between these two locations. At the rural site, I have been privileged to watch 
and participate in traditional Xhosa celebrations/customs (initiation celebration as well as 
a funeral) and eat traditional Xhosa food. I have also been invited to farms just outside of 
Grahamstown where I have enjoyed game ranch drives and braai (South African 
barbecue).  
 The current US election fever has offered many opportunities to discuss US 
politics, people, and culture at different social gatherings, with South Africans being very 
curious to discuss the various ramifications depending on the two potential different 
outcomes.  
 My overall impression of South Africa is that it is a country still vibrant with hope 
and tenacity of spirit to create not only a democracy but also a more equitable share of 
resources amongst all citizens. The people are extremely generous, open, and warm.  

Again, I thank the Rotary Foundation for this wonderful opportunity.  
 



 
Ambassadorial research scholar, Britt Coles, and interpreter in the field interviewing a 
woman about her firewood use on the Wild Coast (note the big stack in the background). 

 
Local Xhosa women. The woman on the right is wearing a homemade necklace made out 
of recycled household materials. 



 
Gentle beginners yoga guided by ambassadorial research scholar Britt Coles, as a 
volunteer for the Raphael Center, a center that offers services and counseling to women 
with HIV/AIDS. 
 

 
Ambassadorial research scholar Britt Coles exchanging banners with Harry Rama, 
president of the hosting Rotary Club of Grahamstown, after her presentation. 
 


