
From u-pick raspberries 
to Botswanan libraries

The unpredictable journey of Bob and Sara Rothschild
By Kevin Miller | Portrait by Hannah O’Leary

The idea that would lead Bob ’65 and Sara Rothschild to 
recently open the 16th of the 20 libraries they promised to 
build in remote villages in the African nation of Botswana — 
and to launch a program to send students from Oregon State 
and the University of Michigan, Sara’s alma mater, to work 
on public health problems in those villages — sprouted in the 
mid-1970s in Bob’s garden.

He was a successful engineer in the San Francisco Bay Area. 
She was a nurse, temporarily working as a stay-at-home 
mom because their children were young, but she could count 
on landing a great job whenever she wanted to reenter the 
market. It was a comfortable life.

38    OREGON STATER



But Bob’s dad, who’d run a big construction company where Bob 
had worked, had died of a heart attack, and Bob was no longer 
comfortable being comfortable. 

“I liked growing vegetables at home,” he said. “Somehow — 
don’t ask me how because it’s not even remotely the same thing 
— I decided I wanted to be a farmer.”

Their friends in one of the nation’s most trendy metro areas 
watched in puzzlement as the Rothschilds loaded the kids into 
the station wagon and headed off to work the soil in America’s 
heartland, where Sara’s parents lived and there was a better 
chance of finding a small farm they could buy, close to a nice 
town with a small college, a good hospital nearby and decent 
schools for the children. In Urbana, Ohio, 45 miles west of Co-
lumbus, they bought a house, a farm and a puzzling dilemma.

“We were city kids,” Sara recalled.

“We knew nothing about farming,” Bob said. “Really nothing. I’d 
never even driven a tractor, but now I had one. I started going 
to these meetings held by the extension service. I asked a lot of 
questions and learned that one thing many farmers don’t do is 
ask questions.

“But problem solving is the best thing I learned in engineering. 
So I asked and asked and asked.

“The first year, I sprayed the wrong stuff and killed every-
thing we’d planted. But the next year, we planted 13 acres of 

raspberries (a crop pretty much unknown in that area) and they 
took off. We became a pick-your-own farm and it did well. People 
came from as far away as Columbus to pick our berries because 
we had the only raspberries in the area.”

Their raspberries grew faster than the u-pickers could pick 
them, so they paid a neighbor to make jam with the surplus. She 
canned 400 cases before her stove burned out. They bought 
her a new stove and then built a jam factory on the farm, and 
eventually a company store with a growing mail-order business, 
and a restaurant.

The jam was good, Bob said, but his last name also helped, 
because people associated it with the fabulously wealthy and 
sophisticated Rothschilds of Europe.

“We’re not part of that family but we had a name that exuded 
high quality and expensive as an inherent marketing tool, so 
we sold high-quality, expensive jam,” Bob said. Soon Rothschild 
Berry Farm was selling its quaintly-branded jams in fancy stores 
in New York City.

“And then we got a letter from a lawyer for the other Rothschild 
family that basically said, ‘How dare you?’” Bob recalled with a 
smile.

“They said their name had come to symbolize elegance,” Sara 
said. Rothschild Berry Farm, with its allegedly inelegant label 
showing raspberry vines, might confuse buyers and sully the 
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reputation of the Rothschild empire, which included chic vine-
yards. The raspberry Rothschilds agreed to clarify the distinction 
by changing the business name to Robert Rothschild Farm — at 
the wealthier Rothschilds’ expense — and they redrew their 
label.

Their berry and specialty foods business grew for 28 years. In 
2005 they decided it was time to do something else, sold the 
company (which continues to thrive) and moved to New Hamp-
shire to start the Robert and Sara Rothschild Family Foundation. 
They had always been charitable, active community volunteers, 
but now they had the means to really help in areas they chose. 
A couple they knew in New Hampshire did charitable work in 
South Africa. Bob and Sara went with them once and saw the 
impact it had on one small village when their friends built a 
library there.

“It was overrun by people,” Bob said. “So many kids.” He helped 
their friends build an extension to the library while Sara went 
to nearby Botswana with several women to build houses with 
Habitat for Humanity. Sara saw a need and a match for Bob’s 
skills, and pretty soon the Rothschilds had shocked the Botswa-
nan government by offering to design and build 20 rural libraries 
in 10 years. Botswana has a literacy rate of 88 percent (slightly 
higher than in the U.S.), but few books are freely available.

They opened the first library in 2007. Although Bob improves 
and customizes the design between builds, they all have a similar 
footprint and include a playground. The villages are so small and 
have so little infrastructure that the library quickly becomes a 
hub where meetings, health clinics and community celebrations 
are held.

Along the way, the Rothschilds became adept at dealing with 
officials at all levels, from the president to the village elders.

“It’s frustrating sometimes, but for the most part, it’s been a lot 
of fun,” Bob said. “Now we’re just ‘Bob’ and ‘Sara’ down there. 
When I come without her, it’s ‘Where’s Sara?’”

Confusion with the famous Rothschild dynasty followed them to 
Botswana. One morning — after their house in the capital city 
of Gaborone had been burglarized and the criminals caught — a 
waitress pointed out to Bob that his photo was in the paper.

“There it was,” he said. “‘American billionaire assaulted.’ That 
was interesting, because I wasn’t assaulted and we’re not close 
enough to being billionaires to even know how to spell it.”

Bob survived a heart attack in 2012, which led to some 
soul-searching and the couple’s decision to move west from New 
Hampshire to be closer to family. They didn’t intend to settle in 
Corvallis, but that’s where they landed, and they wondered how 
they might make a philanthropic impact at Oregon State.

Meanwhile, the local rumor mill went into high gear, with talk of 
a couple from those famous Rothschilds of Europe, who owned 
much of an African nation, quietly slipping into town. The idea 
makes Bob and Sara laugh every time it’s mentioned.

During their many visits to Botswana, Sara’s nursing background 
led her to pay particular attention to the need for more and 
better public health programs, especially in the small towns. 
An impromptu encounter Bob had one day while walking their 
friendly golden retriever, Chobie, opened a line of communica-
tion with OSU’s College of Public Health and Human Sciences. 
That eventually led to the couple funding the Robert and Sara 
Rothschild Endowed Chair in Global Health at OSU in 2017.

Its first to hold the chair is Sunil Khanna, a biologist and cul-
tural anthropologist in the School of Biological and Population 
Health Sciences, and he is building the Botswana Global Health 
Program, a study-abroad offering to help students learn and be 
of service. (See accompanying story.) Khanna is thrilled to be 
associated with the Rothschilds, and the feeling is mutual.

“They get to have the work they are passionate about move 
forward and the professor who holds the endowed position — in 
this case me — gets to work on what he is passionate about,” he 
said.

“He’s doing an excellent job,” Bob said of Khanna. “Now we just 
need to get some donations to grow the program.”

Bob serves on the OSU Foundation Board of Trustees, while 
Sara is an advisor to the College of Public Health and Human 
Sciences. They still go back and forth between Corvallis and 
Gaborone a few times a year, and Bob is already tweaking plans 
for library number 17. q
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By Dani Douglass | Photo by Hannah O’Leary

Sometimes things fall into place perfectly. Such is the case with 
the Botswana Global Health Program, a collaborative effort 
supported by the Robert and Sara Rothschild Endowed Chair in 
Global Health at the OSU College of Public Health and Human 
Sciences, the University of Michigan School of Nursing and the 
Botswana Ministry of Health and Wellness. These entities have 
teamed up to offer students a hands-on experience that brings 
knowledge learned in the classroom to life in Africa.

The inaugural group — 10 undergraduate and graduate students 
from OSU and Michigan; Sunil Khanna (pictured above), first 
holder of the Rothschild Endowed Chair in Global Health, and 
clinical instructor Judi Policicchio of Michigan’s School of Nurs-
ing — spent four weeks in Botswana in summer 2017.

They worked on projects related to everyday life and health in 
the community. Topics included:

 » Local culture, practices and beliefs

 » Examining infrastructure and its impact on people

 » Education and health infrastructure and services

 » Community food and nutrition

 » Outreach services provided by local clinics and health outposts

“My time in Botswana helped me understand a whole new 
worldview,” said Lauren Welch, an OSU master’s student in pub-
lic health. “It changed me in ways I didn’t know I could change. I 
went into the experience expecting to come away with a greater 
understanding of health on a global scale, but I ended up return-
ing with a million more questions.”

The program came to life thanks to the support and connections 
of OSU alumnus Robert “Bob” Rothschild and his wife, Sara, 
and their family foundation. The Robert and Sara Rothschild 
Endowed Chair helps bridge OSU’s work in global health to a 
decade’s worth of work by Bob and Sara in Botswana.

“We’ve found OSU’s university-wide approach to community 
health to be a good fit with our family’s work in Botswana the 
last 10 years,” Sara said. “We believe the unique partnership 
of Oregon State, the University of Michigan and Botswana’s 
Ministry of Health is mutually beneficial to students and the 
communities.”

OSU’s Office of International Programs has committed to fund-
ing the first four years of the program, and then the endowment 
— plus additional fundraising — will cover subsequent years. 
The Rothschilds have spent many years in Botswana and have 
built trusting relationships with the Botswanan government and 
local communities, making it possible for future collaborations to 
continue.

“I am so incredibly grateful for this support, which allows me to 
create an experiential learning program for students to really 
put into practice what they’ve learned in the classroom,” Khanna 
said.

While in Botswana, the group was able to work at libraries built 
by the Rothschild Family Foundation. The libraries   — 16 opened 
since 2007 — are more than buildings to house books. They’ve 
become community centers that work with various entities 
to offer healthy cooking classes, cultural performances, youth 
programs and HIV prevention discussions. “In short, they’ve 
become community centers and a conduit to educate people 
on social, food and nutrition and health-related issues,” Khanna 
said.

“This global health program is a win-win, a perfect example of a 
partnership that provides unique learning opportunities to our 
students while improving public health and access to community 
services,” said Javier Nieto, CPHHS dean. “We are so thankful 
to the visionary work by Bob and Sara, who made this program 
possible by forming these deep and trusting relationships with 
the local community and the government of Botswana.” q

Global health program creates a new worldview
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