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Volunteer Luthiers Robert Cain and Sarah Beaton

Malawi, known as ‘the warm
heart of Africa’ for its
welcoming people and
natural beauty, is also listed
as one of the poorest
countries on Earth. In spite
of the everyday diﬃculties,
music is important to
peoples lives.

coordinated by Barbara. Right from the start,
the BMS was really engaged in the mission
and ensured that everything went very well.
We agreed that only four students would be

trained. Previous LSF missions have been
hampered by having too many students. This
stretches our resources and limits our
eﬀectiveness. Properly trained students can
then train others.
In the spring of 2019 LSF-UK
was approached by Blantyre GP
and musician, Barbara
Swarthout- ten Kate. Barbara
and friends were keen to develop
musical opportunities in Malawi
but with no trained luthiers in the
country, and despite the heroic
eﬀorts of local craftspeople,
instruments and bows eventually
become unplayable. We started
planning.
The success of an LSF mission
depends heavily on good local
organisation and support. In
Malawi, this came from the
members of the Blantyre Music
Society (BMS) and was

The students were aged between 21 and 56

and were selected by the BMS prior to the
visit. Teaching took place in an unused
restaurant premises loaned by another BMS
member Jan Jap Sonke. This was ideal as
we had plenty of counter tops, shelves and

Sisal bow ‘hair’. Home-made pegs.
Alternative hair tensioning methods!

The power supply was so erratic that
we hastily constructed the LSF
emergency candle-powered glue heater.

tables to work on. We sometimes worked
outside under the trees where it was cooler
or under a canopy during the seriously
torrential rainstorms! The workshop was a
45min drive from the accommodation and
our working day was 8-4.

Tayize and Alex working together.

instruments with Rob. Teaching was
concentrated in the first week which allowed
us all to spend the second week working
through the 30 or so instruments and bows
that had been collected from various
locations. This was a very steep learning
curve for the students who all showed
remarkable commitment and ability. There
was a great sense of teamwork.

Following the now, well-established plan, we
split into two groups. Two students, Willie
and Alinane learned bow rehairing with
Sarah. Tayize and Alex learned to service the

Recycled strings

Curiously, we found that a lot of instruments
had missing pegs which left us wondering if
there is an alternative use for them in Malawi!
We brought supplies of tools, pegs, strings
bridges; some new, some recycled.
By the end of the two weeks we were all
exhausted but confident that the students,
between them, could do basic set-ups on

instruments and rehair bows. A
permanent workshop will now be
set up under the direction of
student, Willie Tafatatha at his home
where all the tools and fittings will
be stored.
This was an exhausting but very
productive two weeks. The students
were totally committed and the
amazing support by the BMS and
friends made this a model LSF
mission.

End of workshop party hosted by the BMS. The students are playing
the instruments that they repaired during the two weeks.

Conclusion
As to the future. We need to allow some time
for the workshop to become established and
for the students to practice their skills. A
further mission could then be arranged in,
maybe a year, to develop things further. In
the meantime, LSF will supply some extra
tools and supplies of fittings and strings.

Grasshoppers, anyone?

Many of the instruments came in cases
which were in a terrible state. We talked
about possible designs that could be made
locally and will do some more research on
this.
PS. By the time we were leaving, Willie was
already receiving enquiries from musicians!

Budget (approx)
Air fares/travel: £1900
Tools and equipment etc: £800
Visas, other expenses: £300
The mission was supported by a generous
donation from Carine De Bouver.

Visit to a safari park on our
last day - plus, Sarah’s new friend!

Thanks to Carine De Bouver, the Blantyre Music Society and
the many businesses and individuals who support our work.

Blantyre Music Society

