Report on the placement undertaken at the Apple Farm-Czech Republic 2009
The Czech Republic placement at the apple farm owned and managed by Rudolf Zidek provides a wide range of expertise, skills and experiences in organic farming practices of fruits, vegetables and herbs, tree identification (dendrology) and other related crafts such as painting and weaving.  The farm is located in a quite rural area of the Czech Republic between the historic towns of Policka and Litomysyl.  All participants are housed on the farm that boast a traditional dining room, internet access with Wi-Fi and ablution facilities with an external solar shower that provides one to take a refreshing splash under open skies with the freedom of opening the door while taking a shower and if you are lucky you might see a deer trotting past.  

The woodlands and forests around the farm and the village provides a rich biodiversity coupled with a thrill when taking a morning jog or lying in the hammock after a hot day’s work especially for me having grown up in an area that does not have such forests.  It is really a wonderful and exciting experience! Together with seven other students with whom we shared the house; the five weeks we spent together were such fun through exchange of ideas and interacting with people of different personalities and cultures.

Other acquired skills involved cooking and it was also important to share certain household chores such as cleaning the house.  Besides the exceptional skills provided by Rudolf and Veronica, it was also interesting to share the house with a Czech family while at the same time learning their language, their good food, rich culture and interesting history.  This definitely helped me go through some of the stereotypes that are often portrayed in electronic and print media about different countries and their ways of life.

Coming from South Africa and studying International Rural development in England for twelve months this was the ultimate experience that I could get more especially that one of my aims is to learn different approaches to sustainable agricultural development practices throughout Europe and see how they can be modified and applied to South Africa to ultimately build capacity in the rural small scale resource poor farmers thus assisting in poverty alleviation and cultivating a culture of self reliance.  Of great interest to me was that most of the food that we cooked at the Apple Farm were produced from the farm itself, picked and harvested by us and organically produced.

The opportunity of sharing the house with seven other students from around the world also strengthened my networking skills, empowered my cultural and racial diversification across a broader and wider age group while at the same time helped me to introspect on my capability to relate with other people.  

Of course being on the farm entails a bit of physical work that can sometimes be tedious and laborious especially if you have to chop woods, crash stones with a hammer, build rockeries and compost heaps, learn how to prune, scythe, weed and pick fruits, vegetables and herbs but there was always a reward at the end of the week.  Rudolf often took us to the nearby towns of either Policka and/or Litomysyl for an evening of live music shows and traditional pilsner coupled with clear wonderful skies and to the open air museum and a two hour afternoon swim at the local swimming pool when the sun is really hot.  This further enabled us to chat casually as a family and share experiences and know more about each other in a relaxed atmosphere.

As part of the placement, Rudolf also took us on a three day trip to the small village of Radec to learn cheese making and further observe different rural ways of living.  It was such a wonderful learning experience to share the house with an older Czech couple that has four dairy cows, three pigs, a couple of ducks and chicken, a small orchard and vegetable garden on a small holding.  Most of the food that we ate while at Radec came from this small holding.  This reminded me about stories that my father told me of how he grew up in a small rural village of South Africa without money but yet always going to bed with a full stomach. I made interesting observations of how development has evolved and denied people the freedom to live life without money. 

During the last week we went on a hiking trail through the magnificent forests uphill to the historic rocks.  It was an overwhelming experience.

I hope this placement will serve as a stepping stone towards facilitating and enhancing further future collaboration amongst myself and my other housemates at the Apple Farm in various skills that they possess. 

The placement was wrapped up with an overnight stay at the vibrant and fast paced historic city of Prague with exciting architectural designs and an immensity of tourists.  Quite different from where we spent our past weeks at but fantastic though.

May I therefore take this opportunity to convey my sincere appreciation and gratitude to Grampus for funding this placement (your investments will pay off handsome rewards towards development of Africa in general and South Africa in particular) and to Rudolf and Veronica for their unselfish sharing of knowledge and skills (your skilful assistance and teaching have definitely not fallen on deaf ears).
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