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The school in the hills

WILLEM FROST UNDER A 
BLACK MONKEY-THORN TREE

WORDS & PICTURES TOAST COETZER

Sterkspruit is in a forgotten, mountainous corner of the Eastern Cape. 
This is where Chris and Anna-Marie Oosthuysen started Sterkspruit 

Christian Private School more than 20 years ago. Their goal was simple: 
To uplift children and prepare them for the future.

S
terkspruit lies in the folds 
of the Maluti Mountains, 
on a shard of land that 
once formed part of the 
former Transkei homeland. 
Bordered by the Orange 

River to the north-west, Lesotho to the 
north-east and Lady Grey to the south, 
it’s an area seldom visited by tourists 
despite its natural beauty. 

Yet it is home to many. At any given 
hour, Sterkspruit’s streets are crammed 
with beat-up bakkies and minibuses, 
people thronging around wholesalers, 
fast food joints and roadside stalls. 

The first time I ever heard of 
Sterkspruit was in an apple orchard 
outside Ceres in the Western Cape, 
nearly 1 000 km away. When I asked a 
picker where he was from, the answer 
was Sterkspruit. All the pickers in the 
orchard that day were from Sterkspruit, 
seasonal workers taken there by bus.  
Back in Sterkspruit, I was told, 
employment was scarce. 

We all have a right to education, but 
in reality some parts of our country lag 
behind others, and access to a good, 
affordable school isn’t as straightforward 
as it might seem in a city. In a rural area 
like Sterkspruit, the odds are against a 
child stepping into Bata Toughees aged 
six, dreaming of graduating with a matric 
certificate 12 years later. 

In the late 1990s, two seasoned 
educators recognised this problem  
and turned it into an opportunity.  
The adventure kicked off in 1998 when  
Chris and Anna-Marie Oosthuysen 

rented a room in the old Transido 
building in town. (Transido was a 
Transkei-era development corporation 
that supported entrepreneurs.) Their 
plan? To open a private school that 
would help bridge the gap between 
the struggling rural schools and the 
blossoming Model C schools of the time. 
Chris and Anna-Marie wanted to give the 
youth of Sterkspruit a fighting chance. 

“I was a school inspector at the time, 
specifically looking at preschoolers,” 
Chris tells me. We are sitting in their 
white, gabled house at the foot of 
Joubert Pass in Lady Grey, 43 km from 
Sterkspruit. “There was chaos in many  
of the schools, often the teachers 
wouldn’t even arrive for work.” 

Chris realised that it would be 
best to start right at the bottom, at 
early childhood phase (Grade R). A 
“preschool” in Sterkspruit back then was 
usually someone’s rondavel, where kids 
were dropped off. Teaching qualifications 
were thin on the ground. Chris sought 
out the teachers, usually women, and 
he brought them to Anna-Marie who 
trained them over weekends. Slowly, 
the quality of early childhood teaching 
improved and Chris and Anna-Marie 
began thinking about starting their own 
school, which could accept these kids.

“I told Anna-Marie, let’s start a 
bridging school to help these kids get to 
the level of a Model C school. The rural 
kids are often too far behind and they 
struggle to adapt. It’s always been really 
sad for me to see children not receiving 
the education they deserve, and the 

reason is often simple – because their 
teachers are not motivated.”

At half past four on the afternoon of 
4 December 1997, Anna-Marie and Chris 
sat in the conference room of the Hilltop 
Hotel in Sterkspruit, waiting for parents 
to sign up their children for the coming 
school year. 

Chris smiles at the memory. “We’d 
handed out plenty of pamphlets to 
advertise our new school. Anna-Marie 
had put a nice tablecloth on the table, 
and there was a jug of water and glasses. 
We stayed there until half past seven – 
but no one came!” 

That was the first indication that 
Sterkspruit wouldn’t be business as  
usual. The Oosthuysens had come to 
Lady Grey in 1994 where they were 
instrumental in transforming the local 
school into an arts and music academy, 
which ended up drawing pupils from all 
over South Africa. But in Sterkspruit they 
had lessons to learn. The first was that,  
in December, no one thinks about 
school. It’s holiday time, Christmas 
time, family time. 

Still, on Monday 12 January 1998, 
Anna-Marie unlocked her converted 
classroom in the Transido building and 
waited. That day, 12 kids arrived, and by 
the end of the week there were 63. More 
followed, and Sterkfontein Christian 
Private School was born.

“We started with nothing,” recalls 
Anna-Marie. “Chris cut wooden boards 
and kids sat on the ground, on an old 
carpet we put down, and wrote on their 
laps using the boards. We had no desks. 

Anna-Marie and Chris Oosthuysen 
(with Jabu) on their farm Morgenson 
near Lady Grey. While they have been 
teachers all their lives they have always 
dabbled in farming on the side.
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We got used financial statements from 
the FNB in town, and wrote on the back. 
That was our paper.” 

They financed the school out of their 
own pockets for the first two years, 
after which they started receiving some 
government subsidies. Parents paid R40 
per child per month in school fees.  
Today, pupils number just under 600 
from Grade R to Grade 12. There have 
been almost 900 in the past, but numbers 
are now limited so as to maintain a class 
size of fewer than 30 pupils. (School fees 
these days are R850 – 1200 per child per 
month, depending on the grade.)

Their first matrics graduated in 2006. 
Since then, there has only been one 
year when they didn’t have a 100 % pass 
rate. Anna-Marie still teaches when 
needed, but Chris has stepped back 
from the classroom and is the school’s 
financial manager. (The kids call him 
“The Manager”.) Their teachers are often 
young, in search of work experience. 

As the school added grades and grew, 
they rented more rooms from Transido. 

Their neighbours were welders, panel 
beaters, someone who made photocopies, 
an old man selling books. By 2005, all 
these small businesses had moved on  
and the Oosthuysens bought the building 
and converted the workshop spaces 
into classrooms. With time, they added 
an admin building, Further Education 
& Training Centre (which includes a 
computer room and science lab), a sports 
field and school hall. Chris is skilled both 
behind the wheel of a bulldozer and with 
technical drawings in hand – he designed 
and built most of the additions himself. 

“In April 2008, I attended an Angus 
Buchan gathering in Greytown,” he 
tells me. “I felt the Holy Spirit move 
something in me when I heard those 
60 000 men singing in the tent. I knew 
I had to come back to Sterkspruit and 
build a gathering place. I returned that 
Monday and started building our hall, 
which can seat 1 200 people. 

“Ours isn’t a luxury school, but it’s 
neat and tidy. We’ve always believed in 
charging fees that parents can afford. 

Our alumni have gone on to do great 
things. Whenever one is back in town 
and they come to say hello at the school, 
we let them speak to the kids so they 
can see what can be achieved if you work 
hard. Sometimes Anna-Marie and I will 
be in Bloemfontein, walking around 
Mimosa Mall, and we’ll suddenly be 
mobbed by an old pupil. ‘Hello ma’am, 
hello sir!’ they’ll shout, and grab us and 
give us a hug.”

To construct the sports field and 
pavilion, Chris and his team had to level 
a part of the hill on which the school 
is built. The immaculate grass athletics 
oval is one of the best in the province, 
and regional meets are often held here. 
But besides a couple of standout athletes, 
sport isn’t their focus. And it’s because  
of funerals.

“You’ll practise during the week and 
select a team,” Chris says, shaking his 
head. “But come Saturday morning 
when it’s game time, just half of the 
soccer or netball team will arrive. Ask 
the missing ones on Monday where they 

were and they’ll say: ‘No, sir, we had  
to attend a funeral.’ That’s how we 
learnt that Saturdays are for funerals. 
End of story. So we play our team sports 
on Wednesdays.” 

Chris and Anna-Marie have attended 
local funerals themselves and they know: 
It starts early and lasts all day. Cultural 
differences offer daily challenges in 
Sterkspruit. Some problems are purely 
practical: kids who have long multi-taxi 
commutes to reach school on time (they 
have no boarding facilities, only day 
pupils), or new kids who have never used 
a flush toilet and must be taught how to 
use one. 

Anna-Marie: “Many of the children’s 
parents are absent, they work in the cities 
or on the mines, so kids are looked after 
by their grandparents.”

Sterkspruit has lots of social issues, 
from alcohol abuse to prostitution, and 
children are drawn into these. 

Chris: “The key is to intercept the 
children when they are still young. Then 
you can educate them and provide them 

with a value system. For us, teaching 
is more than just the academic side 
of things. Prospective pupils don’t 
have to write admission tests – if they 
are brought to us, we take them. The 
principle is this: If we can make a better 
person of that child, then it’s mission 
accomplished, it doesn’t matter if they 
end up failing matric.”

“The kids are like sponges,” Anna-
Marie says. “To the little ones, everything 
is a miracle: to have your own packet 
of crayons, to have a book with your 
name on. These are novel to them, but 
elsewhere kids take that for granted.”

In between all the serious stuff,  
there’s plenty of time for laughter, too.

“The children love sharing their 
meals with the teacher,” Anna-Marie 
says. “Once a boy came to me and said, 
‘Ma’am you can have this, I don’t feel 
like eating it.’ I looked down at what he 
was holding. I thought it was a sausage, 
but then I saw the comb, then the beak 
– it was a cock’s head! So, I just replied, 
‘No, thanks, I’m on a diet.’ Since then 

I’ve heard them say among one another: 
‘No, don’t offer it to Mrs Oosthuysen, 
she’s on a diet...’”

Anna-Marie ran the school by herself 
for the first couple of years while Chris 
was still employed by the Department 
of Education – their offices were 800 m 
up the road. She remembers a visit from 
an old man around that time. “You 
could tell he was someone of stature in 
the community. He told me something 
amazing. ‘Don’t be afraid for your safety 
here,’ he said. ‘Because you are here 
to provide a service to the community, 
something we desperately need.’ 

“The community has accepted us 
from the start and we’ve had so much 
positivity from them. We have so 
much love and respect in return. They 
thought it was destiny that brought us to 
Sterkspruit. They saw us as this married 
couple who simply came to serve without 
expecting anything in return.” 

The Oosthuysens contribute outside 
of the school, too. Chris helped to lay 

The sports field (above, left) at Sterkfontein Christian Private School – from this vantage point you can see the school beyond the field, and then the town of Sterkfontein. Pupils in the 
Grade 9A class (above, right) listen attentively as Anna-Marie Oosthuysen holds their attention at the front of the room.

It’s 8 am on a Monday and a straggler – reflected in a puddle after a rain shower the night before – jogs to drop off his schoolbag before praise and worship starts in the school hall (the 
big building in the background).
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the foundations for the new Methodist 
church in town, and he once used his 
bulldozer to fix the town’s landing strip 
so that doctors from East London could 
fly up and deliver crucial services. 

They also support a children’s home 
in the neighbouring town, Herschel. 
“We take in some of the orphans at the 
school,” Anna-Marie explains. “Some 
years ago there were three siblings, a 
girl and her two younger brothers. It 
was tragic – their parents had simply 
deserted them. The girl was digging in 
bins to find food. The police later found 
them and took them to the orphanage, 
and from there they came to our school. 
The girl went on to complete a degree in 
computer science, the one boy is studying 
engineering and the youngest one is also 
at university, in Cape Town.”

“Those three children achieved some 
of the highest mathematics marks ever at 
our school,” Chris says. “They often send 
us SMS updates to say what they’re up 
to. The gratitude of children like them is 
wonderful to experience.”

“Things are quite bad at the 
orphanage,” Anna-Marie says. “But  
one of our ex-pupils is the social worker 
there now, and that helps. We run 
collections at our school from time 

to time. When we announce we’re 
collecting food for the orphanage a  
flood of boxes and tins arrives.”

Chris: “Or the pupils bring clothes – 
and not old clothes, their best, new stuff, 
because to them it’s a matter of pride.”

Anna-Marie grew up on a Karoo 
farm near Hofmeyr, and Chris in 
Bloemfontein. They met in Kokstad in 
1978, where both were teachers. (Before 
that, Chris was a professional skydiver 
for a while.) They married in 1981. More 
than half of their teaching careers have 
now been spent in Sterkspruit. And it 
isn’t always easy. 

“Some days you feel like quitting,” 
Anna-Marie admits. “You know, is 
it worth all the effort to get the kids 
to the right academic level? But you 
have to tough it out – even if you just 
succeed with one or two. Sterkspruit has 
taught me humility, and how to love the 
children – unconditionally. Many come 
from homes where they have received 
very little love.” 

Chris: “You can start making a 
difference only after you break the 
perception of ‘them’ and ‘us’, that is, 
between pupil and teacher. There can 
only be ‘us’. No teacher at our school 

may treat their pupils any differently to 
their own children. We have only one 
school rule: Do to others what you want 
them to do to you.”

Anna-Marie: “Every child is a 
potential future leader of our country. 
You have to put the child first, then you’ll 
start to see a change, and eventually 
you’ll see a change in our country. It’s 
something all teachers can heed. It 
doesn’t matter where you are teaching 
– do your best. Do your best because 
you’re doing it for the future of South 
Africa. Many of our children leave here 
and accomplish great things – some have 
become lawyers, land surveyors, a doctor, 
a nurse, an optometrist – and they 
become prosperous. We are very proud 
of them. 

“It has been a privilege to have worked 
in this isolated part of the country for 
22 years and achieve such good matric 
results. We are at the school every single 
day, and that makes a difference.” 

Being in it together, as a couple, means 
that they have each other for support. 

“Chris taught me not to be 
kleingelowig – not to lack faith,” says 
Anna-Marie. “If you receive a calling, 
answer it, and go for it with everything 
you have.” 

“Unlike me, Anna-Marie is always 
prepared,” Chris says. “Sometimes I 
walk up to the stage in the hall without 
knowing what I’m going to say. Or I 
stand in front of a class and ask, so 
where were we yesterday? But Anna-
Marie will never do that – she is always  
so well prepared.” 

“I also think that the natural 
environment here plays a role in 
motivating me,” Anna-Marie says.  
“The mountains, for example. I never 
fail to notice them when we drive to 
Sterkspruit in the morning. ‘I will lift 
up my eyes to the hills’ – that passage 
from the Bible… I know I’m always in 
the presence of a higher power here. The 
same goes when I’m in Sterkspruit – you 
can see those hills from every window.

“If I had to do my life over again, I’d 
do this again. I’ll drive those 43 km every 
day – and do the same work.” 

More about the school at  scps.co.za

Many pupils at Sterkfontein Christian Private School don’t have the luxury of a manicured lawn at home – the kids love 
spending time on the lawn!


