*BOTSWANA*

Khama III (c.1837-1923) Paramount Chief of the Bamgwato people of central Botswana and King (Kgosi)
of Bechuanaland, (reigned (1872-1873; from 1875). He made his country a British Protectorate to ensure
its survival against Boer and Ndebele encroachments, successfully halting the westward expansion of the
Transvaal and eastward expansion of Germans. When Cecil Rhodes threatened to expand north from
Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), he, along with his chiefs and Protestant missionaries, visited London, where he
was treated as a hero by evangelicals, received by Queen Victoria, and guaranteed further protection; this
enabled him to block the incorporation of his country into the white-run Union of South Africa in 1910. He
build a well-organized, well-funded government with a bureaucracy dominated by Christian converts. He
abolished polygamy; and he introduced a host of European technological improvements in Bamangwato
territory, including the mogoma, or oxen-drawn plow (to place of the hand hoe) and wagons for transport
(in place of sledges). By aligning his state with the administrative aims of the British, he provided himself
with cover and support while energetically expanding his own control over a much wider area than any
kgosi before him. If his successors can boast of a truly free and institutionally sound democracy in
Botswana, it is this man who provided them with the opportunity in which to exercise their talents.
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284.35 Excerpt from Montshiwa, 1815-1896, Barolong Chief and Patriot\fn{by Seetsele Modiri Molema (1891-1965)}
Mafikeng, South Africa\fn{Barely twenty miles inside the South African border with Botswana, certainly thought of as their territory
by Montshiwa’s tribe in his day (and also his to occupy by right of treaty with the Boers), and at this time even uncharted by the ZuidAfrikaansche Republiek: H} (M) 14

… Montshiwa assumed his duties as chief about the end of the year 1849 at Lotihakane.\fn{ In what follows I have
inserted the (supplied) English translations of documents in the place of any other language, have excised his (infrequent) source notations,
and have been responsible for most of the asterisked internal subdivisions. To avoid confusion with the name of the present country, I have
also replaced “South African Republic” with its Dutch equivalent, Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek. I have also followed the modern practice
of indenting from the author’s words those of his quoted sources—the English translations of which were supplied by his publisher:H }
His people were just settling down to normal life after much moving about and an absence of 18 years from
their country. One of his first acts was to send his brother Molema to Thaba Ncho to request the Wesleyan District
Missionary Society for a teacher or missionary.
There can be no doubt that this step was taken at the instance and advice of Molema himself, who, although he
had betrayed the tribe by accepting a foreign faith—the Christian doctrine—at Thaba Ncho had publicly received
the express permission of their father Tawana to practice that faith untrammelled. Molema was, moreover a man
of strong personality and exceptional gifts. He had great influence in the tribe, and was in fact Montshiwa’s chief
counsellor in vital matters. He would have no great difficulty in convincing the chief of the overwhelming advantage of having a missionary adviser at his court.
Montshiwa himself had been witness of the incalculable benefits of the enlightened services rendered by the
Reverends James Archbell and James Cameron to Chief Moroka in his external affairs. He had for himself seen
how the French missionaries—T. Arbousset Eugene Casalis and others—guided and piloted Moshoeshoe through
the labyrinthine intricacies of European diplomacy which sought and threatened to entangle him. Who else could
intelligently handle the interviews and requests for grazing, for land and for labour, the endless procession of
hunting parties, the disputes about straying and stolen cattle, the questions and arguments about the vague divid ing line between the Boers and the Barolong? Who otherwise could read, and having read understand and answer
the letters, written in stately Hollandsch, that were already pouring into Montshiwa’s office under the tree of jus tice?
All these things required, not only a thorough knowledge of the Dutch and Tswana languages, but also a skill
in argument and negotiation in the European manner—matters which neither Montshiwa nor the ablest of his
counsellors had any experience of. And so Molema went to Thaba Ncho, and having placed Montshiwa’s case before the Wesleyan District Missionary Meeting in December, that body appointed the Reverend Joseph D. M. Ludorf to be Montshiwa’s missionary, and with Molema he proceeded to and arrived at Lotihakane, Montshiwa’s
town on the Molopo, in January 1850.
*
The assumption of the chieftainship by Montshiwa seemed to be a signal of dispute and strife between the
Dutch-Boers and the Tshidi Barolong, dispute and strife destined to last throughout the long reign of Montshiwa
—46 years. In 1851 some Dutch farmers came to settle well to the west of Lichtenburg upon land claimed by
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Montshiwa at the eye of the Molopo River, at Poosedumane (Grootfontein) and at Mooimeisjesfontein. After
warning them several times to quit, but in vain, Montshiwa made a formal protest to Commandant General An dries J. Pretorius, newly appointed Commandant General of Potchefstroom and Rustenburg districts. Pretorius
replied immediately thus:
Aan het Opperhoofd der Barolong, addressing him “Waarde Vriend en Bondgenoot Montsioa”, expressing regret to hear that the emigrant Dutch farmers had encroached on his territory, and notifying him that he was ap pointing a Commission to go into the matter.
On the 30th December 1851, the Commission met Montshiwa at the eye of the Molopo River. It consisted of
Pieter Scholtz and Adriaan Stander accompanied by two field-cornets and ten farmers. Montshiwa came with his
two brothers Motshegare and Molema, accompanied by twenty other counsellors including the Reverend Joseph
Ludorf as interpreter. After a friendly discussion a boundary line between the Dutch emigrants and the Tshidi
Barolong was agreed upon. This line which the historian G. M. Theal repeatedly alludes to but seems studiously
to omit to specify in his otherwise very informative and factually reliable works, was from Mosega to Ottoshoop,
thence by wagon road to Buurmansdrift, thence to the source of the Hartz River, and down along that river to a
point opposite Makwassie.
The Conference broke up with renewed mutual assurances of friendship and goodwill.
In due course the findings of the Commission and its terms of agreement with the Barolong were laid before
the Volksraad\fn{The name of the parliament of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek (1852-1902), abolished by the British after their victory over the Boer military forces in the Second Anglo-Boer War (October 1899-May 1902) } and immediately after this, to wit on
the 8th of January 1852, from Magaliesburg, Commandant General Pretorius, in the same courteous manner and
tone of absolute sincerity communicated to Montshiwa the Volksraad’s approval of the Commission’s recommendations. The letter reads:
Dear Friend and Ally Montshiwa,
With pleasure I placed the Report before the Council and they have approved it on behalf of the Government of the
Emigrant-Farmers. I trust that in future no infringement will be made upon your grounds and that you on your side will
try to see that your people keep the rules, so that our friendship will last.
Your obedient Servant and Friend,
A. J. W. Pretorius,
Comd.-Gen.

Implicit in these conferences and letters is the recollection by Commandant General Pretorius and others of the
friendly relations that had existed between the emigrant Boers and the Barolong since the Thaba Ncho days, on
the occasion of their alliance against Mzilikazi.\fn{ c.1790-1966, a southern African king who founded the Matabele kingdom
known as Matabeleland, in what is now Zimbabwe; after Shaka, perhaps the greatest southern African military leader, and became the cen tral figure in a deliberate policy of widespread killing and devastation over a ten year period (1826-1836) designed to remove all possible
opposition to his rule.} Explicit is the hope that that friendship founded under such tragic circumstances might con-

tinue from generation to generation, but above all the fact that Montshiwa had territorial rights which, not only
Pretorius but also the Volksraad and the emigrant Boers generally recognised and acknowledged.
It is beyond question that Pretorius and the emigrant Boers at this time recognised the Barolong as a free and
independent people, and had no visible designs upon their land and liberty. The tone of the conferences and the di cussions show that the Boers and the Barolong met as equals and spoke as man to man. The words: “Worthy
Friend and Ally” always used by Pretorius in addressing Montshiwa were no meaningless effusion.
*
About the middle of the year 1851, the Ratlou clan left Motswiapetlwana (Laapfontein) on the Schoonspruit,
and arrived at Lotlahakane in two parties under Masisi and Gontse respectively. Masisi’s party was the larger, and
had left Motswiapetlwana by reason of discontent. Gontse was the Ratlou regent—acting for Moshete, and had
been for 27 years.
Masisi who was of senior status felt that Gontse should have stood aside for him and so he left to start his own
show. Soon after he had arrived at Lotihakane, Gontse came with his group. He had left Motswiapetlwana because
of a quarrel between his people and the surrounding Dutch farmers on the Schoonspruit, one of whom, Hendrik
van der Merwe had lost some goats and sheep, and having traced their spoor to Gontse’s village held him account able for them.
*
In January 1852, a strange document known as the Sand River Convention was concluded between Great
Britain and the South African Republic.
Its terms were all previously prepared and were now proposed by the delegates of the Emigrant Boers\fn { Capitalized only here and in one other place in this excerpt, but meant to refer to that section of the Afrikaans-speaking population of the (for -
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mer) British-dominated Cape Colony which found it intolerable to live under the English government and, by their thousands, emigrated
into the largely depopulated interior of the present Republic of South Africa, where they organized three separate counries of their own.
(The depopulation had been caused by the Ndebele leader Mzilikazi, who, between 1826 and 1836, “used the method of scorched earth to
keep distance to all surrounding kingdoms. The death toll has never been satisfactorily determined, but the region was so depopulated that
the Voortrekkers were able to occupy and take ownership of the Highveld area without opposition in the 1830s”:W,H } and were readily

agreed to by the British Commissioners without scrutiny. In fact the Conference seems to have been a pure for mality, and that the British Commissioners came with their mind made up to shed what they and the British ministry in England considered an intolerable burden of dominion.
By it, the British Government guaranteed absolute independence to the Dutch Boers beyond the Vaal River. It
also bound itself not to make any alliances with African tribes nor to sell them firearms or ammunition.
The elation of the emigrant Boers over the terms of the agreement was perfectly understandable. It was a vic tory for their diplomacy and determination, for the tenacity of their view on African affairs or the so-called native
policy in which they were to prove so different from and even opposite to their English adversaries in after years
and up to this day.\fn{A reference to the system of state-sponsored racial segregation known as apartheid, which was enforced by the
white, Boer-dominated government of South Africa from the time of their continuous political power in the country (beginning in 1948) for
46 years until their replacement by the continuous succession of native-dominated state governments in 1994. This book was written in
1966, 24 years before Nelson Mandela was released from prison, at the height of the Boer-dominated, pro- apartheid govern-ments:H}

The Sand River Convention was their Magna Carta, their Bill of Liberty. They had won their independence after
striving for it for 16 years, and, says their historian,
men who had never been moved to shed a tear by all the blows that disaster had struck were strangely moved that day.

Not so the Africans, not so the Batswana, not so the Barolong of Montshiwa. They could congratulate the
Dutch Boers, or for that matter any nation for achieving the boon of independence; the question of their own al liance with the British or with the Boers did not worry them if they were left to live their lives in peace, but they
heard with real dismay that they were prohibited from purchasing firearms and ammunition from both European
races and wondered how they could defend themselves from one or the other if they should be molested, provoked or despoiled.
The terms of the Sand River Convention brought to the forefront the problems that had been excercising the
minds of the Boer leaders, and were now to loom over other people interested in South Africa. The chief of these
problems were: (1) the legal right of the emigrant Boers to the boundaries of the lands they occupied or claimed;
(2) the labour or slavery of Africans and their possession of land rights; (3) the possession of guns and ammuni tion or their sale to Africans or outside military assistance to Africans.
The impact and repercussions of these problems we shall now notice with regard to Montshiwa and his tribe.
*
Shortly after the conclusion of the Sand River Convention, Commandant Piet Scholtz, the highest authority in
the Lichtenburg district convened a meeting of all the chiefs living on the Molopo River, the main subject of the
meeting being land and labour. It is said and it is credible that the chiefs all admitted that the land they lived in
had been overrun by Mzilikazi, and that it belonged to Boer emigrants by right of conquest, that they (the chiefs)
lived in it by the grace of the emigrants; that their hearts were full of gratitude and they hailed the Dutch emi grants as their rescuers. After this meeting the lands that the tribes occupied were now said to be assigned to them
by the Dutch emigrants on some conditions—i.e. of service.
The subordinate captains were allowed to stay in their kraals with permission of the white man, provided they did
not disturb the peace. They were obliged to provide their white patrons with labour from time to time.
Natives who were not under the jurisdiction of some or other native captain, were obliged to give the Boers ser vices under contract, and orphans were booked for a certain time with white masters.

This admission of Boer suzerainty led naturally to the next step. The chiefs were told that they must now pay
Labour Tax, that is, send their young men to labour on the fields of the Boers in conside ration of their vassalage
and occupancy of the lands thus assigned to them. In this it is said they acquiesced. Montshiwa, however, was at
his request released from Labour Tax, and given the option to pay tax in money and at the same time being liable
to military service like any burgher or Boer farmer.
This meeting is important first as showing the sentiments of gratitude and subservience which the African
tribes entertained at the time towards the emigrant Boers for their expulsion of Mzilikazi, but human nature being
what it is, in time as the Matebele danger receded the chiefs began to resent interference in their affairs, to chafe
under the foreign yoke and to set up claims of independence.
Secondly, the meeting is important as showing the desire of the Boer leaders to seek justification for their land
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claims in expressly seeking the admission, agreement and declaration of the chiefs that all the land formerly dev astated by Mzilikazi now belonged to the Dutch Boers by right of conquest.
Such admission, agreement or declaration was tantamount to a title deed.
It was useful to buttress Potgieter’s Proclamation issued in 1837 after the defeat of Mzilikazi that all the terri tory which Mzilikazi was forced to abandon was forfeited to the Boer emigrants, such territory being the whole of
the present Transvaal, about the northern half of the present Free State, and all southern Bechuanaland westward
to the Kgalagare except the district of the Batihaping.
It gave the Boers the right, therefore, to regard the African tribes in this extensive territory as their subjects, or
tennants, and to tax them in labour or money.
Montshiwa therefore, having chosen the latter was placed upon the footing of a burgher and made liable to military service although this was clearly in conflict with the terms of the recently concluded Sand River Convention,
and of Boer tradition which frowned at military alliance between black and white.
After the ratification of the Sand River Convention by the Volksraad (March 1852) the emigrant Boers advanced further justification of their right to the land by declaring that the Convention had granted them undisputed
ownership of all territory north of the Vaal, and that they were left at liberty to fix anywhere the western and east ern borders of their country hence known as the South African Republic. An unbiased reading of the Conven tion
seems to confirm this view.
Irrespective of the Dutch-Boer claims and the Native-African admissions however, the delicate question of equity and morality is—if you dispossess a robber of stolen goods, do the goods become yours, or must they revert
to their original owner? If you drive the Matebele off from the land of the Batswana, does the land therefore become yours?
About this time the emergent South African Republic launched the campaign of disarmament of African tribes.
It was but natural that a small Boer community of 5,000 families north of the Vaal, surrounded by tens of thousands of blacks whom they considered their natural enemies, should feel uneasy and insecure.
The Boer leaders remembered the conflict of the Ama-Xhosa with primitive weapons against the Europeans
for three-quarters of a century commencing in 1779, and realised the immeasurable superiority of the gun to the
assegai\fn{A short, thrusting spear, the primary weapon of the Zulu impis as organized by their great chieftain Shaka (c.1787-1828) } as
demonstrated by the emigrant Boer victory over the Matebele at Vegkop in 1837. Now they were constantly re ceiving clear evidence that many African tribes possessed or were acquiring firearms, and the recent defeat of the
British at Viervoet (30th June 1851) by the similarly armed Basotho urged them to take immediate steps, if they
were to survive, not only to make it impossible for Africans to acquire guns and gunpowder, but to capture those
weapons already in their (Africans’) possession.
Soon after the signing of the Sand River Convention, therefore, Commandant General Andries Pretorius
broached the matter to the High Commissioner Sir George Cathcart. He complained that English hunters and
traders going northward to Bechuanaland, Ngamiland and the Zambesi by the Traders or Missionary Road along
the western border of the South African Republic were in the habit of supplying African tribes with firearms in defiance of the provisions of the Sand River Convention. He asked that they should be compelled to go through
Potchefstroom to check this. This however proved impracticable, and the trade in firearms, depending as it did on
barter for ivory and cattle was impossible to control, and went merrily on.
The Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek on the pretext that African tribes were stealing their cattle then made a
move, first against the Bapedi of Sekwati at the Lulu Mountains (9 August 1852). The Bapedi were eased of thousands of cattle and sheep, of the few guns and rounds of ammunition they had in their possession and in the ensu ing war they lost thousands of men, women and children, killed or starved to death.
The second move was against the Bakgatla of Mosielele on the Marico, which involved or eventuated in the at tack on the Bakwena of Sechele, and that again brought about a quarrel with Montshiwa. The accusations were
against: (1) Mosielele: (a) that though he had been paying the Labour Tax, he was now parmantig (cheeky) and
declined to do so any longer, (b) that his people had become troublesome as cattle thieves, (c) that he probably
had guns and ammunition in his possession; (2) Sechele: (a) that he had flagrantly defied the South African Republic by abetting and refusing to hand Mosielele over, (b) that he was setting up a claim to independence, (c) that
he had an abundant store of guns and ammunition—about 500 guns; (3) Montshiwa: (a) that he had disobeyed the
orders of Commandant Pieter Scholtz to assist him in fighting Sechele, (b) that he was setting up a claim of independence, (c) that his tribe conducted cattle lifting on an extensive scale.
*
The common charge of cattle lifting was made against all African tribes, and this nearly always led to a skirmish, if not war.
There is no reason to doubt that in the majority of cases such thefts did in fact take place because in African
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tradition, to rob your natural enemy of his cattle was not considered a crime. It was a normal thing for bands of
young men to go out to “gap” or capture the cattle of Boer emigrants. It was not considered as theft, but rather as
confiscation, reprisal and/or indemnification, the underlying psychological sanction being an assumed state of
war. An expert cattle thief was therefore regarded as something of a hero. Such were Tihomedi Makgetla among
the Tshidi Barolong and Mokoto Montsosi among the Ratlou Barolong.
The tribes often made counter accusation of cattle theft against the emigrant farmers, but could not of course
follow the spoor right into the farms, for fear of their lives, whereas a spoor or supposed spoor of strayed cattle
was regarded by the whites as proof positive of their being stolen by men of the village to which it led, whereupon
they were held collectively responsible.
There is not the slightest doubt that cattle belonging to Africans were often deliberately taken by the Dutch
Boers by way of reprisal, or by the strange philosophy that what belongs to the “native” or Kaffir may rightly be
taken without permission.
The neglect or refusal of Africans to pay the labour tax, and the claim of independence we have noticed as a
natural development of self confidence and a feeling of security where first there was apprehension and diffi dence.
The possession of firearms and ammunition by the tribes, while essentially true, was exaggerated in the suspicious minds of the whites. While every black man desired to have a gun and gunpowder, these were never possessed by the tribes in nearly the proportion that it was imagined, nor were they necessarily acquired for military
purpose.
The country abounded in game and wild beasts. The gun was not only a weapon of offence and defence, but
also an apparatus of sport and a means of livelihood.
In any case Commandant Scholtz set out from Klein Marico with a command of 300 to 400 burghers with orders to arrest Mosielele who had fled to Sechele for protection, and if Sechele refused to surrender him, to attack
Sechele. Before leaving, Scholtz sent this letter to Montshiwa, who being placed on the footing of a burgher, was
liable to military service:
Chief Montshiwa,
You are hereby commanded to send immediately 201 armed men on horseback and provided with victuals for a fortnight to assist us in punishing Sechele.
I am, etc.
P. E. Scholtz: Comd.

To this, Montshiwa replied from Lotihakane
As I am responsible to God and man for what I, or people under my command, do, ere I can accede to your orders,
please first distinctly to inform me what the sin unto death of Sechele is? Has he stolen your cattle? Burnt your home steads or molested your women? Or what else is the sin that demands his blood?

Commandant Scholtz in anger wrote back:
As you have thus refused to obey my orders, I shall settle with you after my return from Sechele.

It is a fact, however, that the commandeering or forcible enrolment of Montshiwa’s people for unpaid labour
among the emigrant Dutch farmers was one of the constant complaints of the chief.
Scholtz then proceeded to the Bakwena capital of Dimawe. On requesting Sechele to hand up Mosielele, he
was told—
Who would have Mosielele must come and take him out of my stomach.

On trying to persuade Sechele to subscribe to the suzerainty of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek, as being the
cause of his survival and his wealth by its annihilation of Mzilikazi, Sechele answered—
I was placed here and made king by God and not by the Boers.

Available evidence from both sides seems to show that all things considered, Scholtz exercised a remarkable
amount of patience on this occasion. Ultimately however, he attacked Sechele’s town. There was a brisk skirmish
on Monday the 30th August, in which it is said the Bakwena sustained about 100 casualties, and the Boers four to
nine. The Bakwena were dislogded from their ridges and fled to the Kgalagare desert.
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At this time, Dr. Livingstone,\fn{Of Stanley/Livingston fame:H} who was labouring among the Bakwena was away
in Cape Town, and his house at Kolobeng, a few miles away, was broken into, his furniture and library destroyed.
It has never been determined who the culprits were. Livingstone and the Bakwena blamed the Boers, who in turn
blamed the Bakwena. The episode attained world wide publicity.
Scholtz captured an immense booty in cattle, horses and goats, and also 48 guns, besides taking 250 women
and children as prisoners. Some of these were afterwards redeemed by their relatives, some released, some escaped and the balance were distributed among the farmers as apprentices, thus unwittingly commencing another
chapter of endless controversy.
Tempers have simmered and boiled over this matter of black labour apprenticeship. Were the prisoners of war
treated by the Boers as trainees or as slaves? Dr. Livingstone and the missionaries generally called it slavery be cause the masters could do as they liked with the liberty, labour and life of their servants with impunity. The emi nent South African historian Dr. Theal and the Boer-Afrikaners called it inboeking, “apprenticeship” and “training”. Theal especially defends the system with some warmth, but admits that “where the arm of the law is weak”
the practice must be condemned as it opens the door to many abuses.
On his return to Klein Marico, Scholtz wrote Montshiwa yet another note:
You are hereby summoned before the council of War to appear within five days to answer for your disobedience to my
orders.

The Chief sent his brother Molema, his cousin Bodumclo Moshoela and his missionary Joseph Ludorf to hear
what Scholtz had to say. But the irate Scholtz would not receive them for he said he knew that Montshiwa’s letters
had been written with the poison of the missionary’s pen. Moreover it was Montshiwa himself he wanted, and if
he did not report within the time given, “the cannon would roar upon him.”
Though Scholtz was incensed, it is difficult to tell how much in earnest he was by this threat. In any case the
Barolong panicked, trembled in fear, and thinking they had burnt their bridges they decided to evacuate their new
township of Dithakong on Lotihakane and put as much distance as possible between themselves and Scholtz’s
commando.
It is difficult to comprehend the reason of this sudden flight of Montshiwa and his tribe and much more diffi cult to condone it. Was it perhaps due to the fact that the Barolong knew they did not have a sufficient number of
guns and ammunition to face their enemy, elated by their success over Sechele, or was it one of those strange and
capricious migrations of African tribes that had now become part of their character, motivated sometimes by the
whim of the chief, and sometimes by the singing of a bird, and sometimes by a mere rumour of the approach of an
enemy? When every excuse has been made for Montshiwa, this midnight flight of his suggests lack of courage,
and in fact, nothing else has revealed, more than the threat of Scholtz, the faintheartedness and craven spirit, or in
plain words, the rank cowardice of Montshiwa and his people at this time. For, hearing that a commando was
marching upon them, Montshiwa and about 1,800 of his tribe left Dithakong on Lotlhakane on the 18 th of September 1852 and fled westwards to join Gontse and the Ratlou clan at Setlagole 45 miles away.
During their short stay at Setlagole, it was admitted that bands of Barolong young men under Mokoto
Montsosi, of the Ratlou clan, Segae Mtolhalamme of the Tshidi clan, Tswadibe and Tlhomcdi of the Makgetla
clan as well as some men of the Bahurutshe tribe under their young scion Lentswe made determined forays on the
Boer farms in the Marico, Magaliesburg and Rustenburg districts in December 1852, and took hundreds of cattle.
The spoor of these herds was traced, and information confirmed the suspicion that they had been driven to Set lagole.
Quickly a commando was called up and led by Commandant General Andries Pretorius himself with the rising
Commandant Paul Kruger and Commandant Schutte as his adjuncts. When the commando reached Setlagole,
Montshiwa and his tribe, aware of its approach, had retired to Mosite, 20 miles further west, and thither the com mando followed them up.
In the meantime the Ratlou clan, recently under Gontsc, now deceased during 1852, also left Setlagole under
Letsapa, and went to seek asylum under the Batlhaping of Chief Mahura at Taung.
At Mosite Montshiwa at last made a stand and gave battle (September 1852), in which he lost several men.
Among the slain were Lentswe, the young chief of the Bahurutshe who had been staying among the Barolong ow ing to disruption among his tribe at the Marico, and Phatudi Legae, one of Chief Montshiwa’s near relations.
Some casualties were inflicted upon the Boers also. Commandant General Pretorius who was well known to the
Bar olong had been seen riding a white horse at the head of the commando. He now suddenly disappeared from
the battle field, and the Barolong thought he was slain. Mococe Marumo claimed to have shot him and was duly
congratulated in verse as follows:
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The hero of the white horse is nowhere to be seen,
The leader of the white troops has licked the dust;
He has been snatched by the eagle of Marumo,
He is initiated into colour-blind mysteries.
*
His lady is in tears, but her eyes look this way,
As she curses the tiger of the Makgetla breed,
She curses the eagle that is born of Marumo,
Says that monster has eaten up our husbands,
And thus condemned us to dismal widowhood.

The facts are, of course, that Pretorius was already ailing when the commando left Magaliesburg, and felt so ill
on the battle field that he could no longer direct operations, and like his great rival Hendrik Potgieter in the expedition against the Bapedi of Sekwati in August 1852, he had been forced to retire from the field and go home to
die.
The Boer commando bivouacked that night a short distance from the field of battle. In the morning when they
wanted either to renew the fight or make a truce with Montshiwa, they found that he had withdrawn.
On leaving Mosite, Montshiwa and his clan went to Morokweng, 40 miles further west to seek refuge with a
Ratlou clan whose chief was Maiketso. Maiketso feared that Montshiwa’s coming might embroil him in conflict
with the Dutch-Afrikaners, and therefore he did not just fall on Montshiwa’s neck in welcome. Notwithstanding,
the refugees stopped long enough at Morokweng to avail themselves of one planting season, and one reaping season, that is from January to August 1853.
About this time, the great emigrant Dutch leaders and rivals—Hendrik Potgieter and Andrics Pretorius died,
the one at the beginning of March and the other on the 23 rd of July. A day after Pretorius’ death, Casper Kruger—
father of Paul Kruger also died. During this campaign and at Morokweng, the oldest members of the Matsetse
reigment of the Tshidi Barolong were born.
*
Leaving Morokweng at the end of August or early in September 1853, Montshiwa and his clan now retraced
their steps. They travelled east along the valley of the Molopo until they came to Dikhukhung a few miles below
Phitshane. Here Montshiwa was met by Senthufi, chief of the Bangwaketse, a new vassal of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek, who brought the message from Commdant General Marthinus W. Pretorius the newly appointed
leader of the Boers, expressing a desire for the renewal of friendship between the emigrant Boers and the Baro long of Montshiwa on the basis of a Peace Treaty, and guaranteeing the chief and any counsellors he might choose
to bring with him safe conduct to the place of meeting at Marico.
Taking with him about twenty men therefore, Chief Montshiwa proceeded to the appointed venue—Mathebe,
the chief town of the Bahurutshe of Chief Moilwa in the Marico district. There they were met by Commandant
Jan Viljoen and Jacobus Snyman, who gave them a very friendly welcome. Without waste of time, Viljoen intro duced the subject of the meeting as
Peace Treaty between
The Representatives of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek on the one hand
The Chief of the Barolong at the other

The notes read:
“After the war usually named ‘The Blind Commando,’—the Peace Treaty took place at Mathebe on the 14th day of October 1853.
Comd. J. Viljoen having held a meeting at Kanye with Sinthuhe, captain of the Bangwaketsi, sent a message to Montsioa inviting him
to come and make everlasting peace with the Government of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek.\fn{Throughout the text, and elsewhere,
called the “S.A. Republic”}
As a result Montsioa travelled to Mathebe, the place of residence of Captain Moiloa, Comd. J. Viljoen came with four burghers.
Comd. J. Viljoen asked Montsioa for news, Montsioa replied: ‘I have no news—you called for me, so I came to hear the news from
Your Honour.’
Comd. J. Viljocn—‘It is true, I called for Your Honour. Our new Head M. W. Pretorius sent me, on behalf of the Zuid-Afrikaansche
Republiek, to make peace with you and all the other tribes, for war has no home, war has no sleep, war has no child, war has no sheep
nor harvest. The President wants peace so that all of us can return to our residences unafraid, and he wishes to make this peace neverending, so that the children that will be born now, can grow up and bear children themselves and educate them and that peace will still
be there, so that when the natives meet the whites or the whites meet the natives, they will greet each other as friends. This is the news
President Pretorius sends to your Honour through me.’

After this interesting introduction, the representatives came to de hoofdvraag d.w.s. de grond—the raison
d’être—the purpose of the meeting. Commandant J. Viljoen:
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‘Your territory will remain yours as was promised to you before by the Head of the first Emigrants, Comd. Hendrik
Potgicter and his successors, the territory of the whites will remain in their possession in as far as it is inhabited by
them now. President Pretorius will be pleased if the borderline between us and the Barolong can be continued as it is.’”

Both Commandant Viljoen and Chief Montshiwa made an oath before the witnesses and signed a treaty based
on these lines as De contractcerende partijen (The contracting parties).
After which the following also signed or attached their marks to the Treaty as witnesses: Jakobus Snyman, Cpt.
Moilwa en al zyn yolk, Molema, Pule, Motlale, Rabodicco, William Marumo, Bodumele, Jan Mahura and Hans
Setlali.
This is the Peace Treaty referred to by Theal in his History of South Africa 1834-1854, p. 525. One reads it
with haunting feelings of its unreality, and apparently so did Montshiwa as we shall soon see.
*
When he left Dikhukhung to comply with Commandant Viljoen’s invitation, he had given instructions to his
uncle Mokgweetsi to conduct the clan to Tsoaneng, his birth place, thence to Segeng, and thence to Ga-Selokolela
in the Bangwaketse country by agreement with the Bangwaketse chief Gaseitsiwe. Thither he followed the tribe,
but first directed his brothers Selere, Motshegare and Molema and his uncle Moshoela to go and occupy the old
tribal site at Lotlhakane which they had abandoned at the beginning of the previous year.
Montshiwa then followed up the tribe to Segeng, where a halt was made. Here at Segeng resided Gaseitsiwe,
the rightful Bangwaketse chief who was struggling to regain his rights of chieftainship from Senthufi, and between whom and the latter the Bangwaketse tribe was divided, Senthufi having however the larger portion.
Now Gaseitsiwe’s mother (Mojankunyana) was of the Tshidi Barolong extraction and was in fact both Mon shiwa’s stepmother and mother-in-law—being Tawana’s widow and Onyana’s (Montshiwa’s wife’s) mother. Gaseitsiwe and Montshiwa were therefore cousins, and had grown up and lived together at Khunwana and Phitshane
during the troubled days of the Manthatisi invasions, and what is further important is that they were about the
same age; they belonged to the same regiment or group age; they had together undergone the ceremonies of initia tion into manhood. Spiritually, therefore, Montshiwa and his Barolong were at home among the Bangwaketse of
Gaseitsiwe.
Under these circumstances, therefore, Montshiwa could not view with indifference the usurpation of Gaseit siwe’s rights by Senthufi, and so he immediately set to work to bring about his restoration.
In 1855 he visited Sechele at his new village Dithaurabureng with the express purpose of proposing a combine
against Senthufi. As Sechele would not act, Montshiwa himself gave military assistance to Gaseitsiwe. The com bined force attacked Senthufi at Male on the west of Kanye, defeated him and secured Gaseitsiwe in the undis puted chieftainship of the Bangwaketse.
*
After a sojourn of two or three years at Segeng, the tribe of Montshiwa moved further north to Selokolela,
where they spent about four years. About this time lung disease broke out among cattle in epidemic form, and the
Barolong who were just about to feel the ground beneath their feet stumbled again into the slough of poverty.
Four years had now passed since the signing of the unbusinesslike treaty between Montshiwa and Viljoen, and
besides a short stay there by Selere, Motshegare and Molema or occasional visits of one or another subchief to the
tribal ruins of Dithakong Lotihakane and Barolong posts there, Montshiwa had not made any attempt to re-occupy
the country which that Treaty recognised his claim to and gave him the right to occupy.
Now, however, in 1857, he allowed his brother Molema to make his permanent station there. With a following
of about twelve families, Molema settled at the rocky parts of the Molopo River about fifteen miles below its
source, the place which he called Mafikeng (the place of rocks) since corrupted by the English settlers into
”Mafeking”.
The Molopo was a noble stream at that time, its valley was thickly wooded especially with the mosilabele (karee boom) and mokgalo (hook thorn) and swarmed with different species of wild animals and antelope—lions,
buffaloes, rhinoceros, hippopotami, leopards, gnus, zebras, wolves, jackals, hyenas and a variety of buck; it was
therefore a hunters’ paradise.
At Mafikeng, Molema was right across the path of events, at the cross-roads of the south-northward and the
east-westwards roads; at the place of call after Kuruman, on the already famous Mission aries’ or Traders’ or
Hunters’ Road from Cape Town, Grahamstown or Graaff Reinet on the south to the magical north, and from Pretoria, Rustenburg and Magaliesburg on the east to the debatable and unchartered limits of the Zuid-Afrikaansche
Republiek on the west.
Molema was not long at these cross-roads of Mafikeng when he came into frequent contact with English big
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game hunters as they passed north, and hunting expeditions of Boer farmers from the South African Republic. He
was soon alarmed by the movements of the latter as they extended with their cattle more and more westwards in
search of grazing across the line stipulated by the Pretorius Treaty of 1851, and still more by their erecting houses
in ever-increasing numbers on the Barolong side of that line so recently confirmed by Commandant Jan Viljoen in
unambiguous terms.
Needless to state that the contact was not always amicable, because the Boers were appropriating land which
the Barolong claimed, and demanded labour which the latter were unwilling to give. These movements and disputes Molema reported regularly to Montshiwa with an urgent warning that his land was shrinking as a result of
Boer encroachment.
In 1859 Montshiwa moved from Selokolela further north-west into the country of the Bangwaketse and made
his settlement at Moshaneng, a place about fifteen miles to the west of Kanye. It is a beautiful locality with an
abundance of noble forest trees and surface water. Asbestos has been discovered here in recent years, and its min ing is carried on on a biggish scale.
Though living in foreign territory, Montshiwa still retained his claim of ownership and kingship over the country he had left at Lotlhakane and upper Molopo River where he had stationed his brother Molema as lieutenant or
deputy. As a result of the latter’s frequent warnings, the chief now sent his other brothers at this time to hold key
positions in the Barolong country as delimited by the Pretorius Treaty of 1851. Saane was to occupy a place called
Modimola, twelve miles west of Mafikeng; Seru was directed to build his village on the northern bank of the
Molopo about twelve miles to the east of Mafikeng at a place called Dishwaing. Selere was directed to live at a
place afterwards called Dithakong about eight miles to the south of Mafeking adjacent to the old site of Loti hakane evacuated in 1852.
*
Montshiwa had not long ensconced himself at far-off Mosyaneng in fancied security, away from the discon certing noises of commandos and the strident demands for labour—“wrapped in eternal silence and far from enemies” when to his utter dismay a new and “sinister” force declared itself right in his town.
It was the rise of Christianity in his clan, and it caused him much worry because it challenged the national reli gion and tradition upon which much of his authority rested. It was an inharmonious element in the tribal life.
During the sojourn of the Barolong in Thaba Ncho (1833-1841), some of them had been converted to Christianity. Chief among these were Rapulana Makgetla and Galeboe Thwane, two very old men of Tawana’s age
group, Leinana Motlogelwa, Maleme Tau and Jan Leshomo, Montshiwa counsellors, and Molema, Montshiwa’s
own brother. By reason of his birth Molema was the natural leader of this sect of alien faith.
During the twelve years of the Barolong migrations these men had faithfully carried on with their preaching,
their class meetings and their worship, and had attracted many into the circle of Chris tian light so that at Matiwang in 1841 to 1847, and at Lotihakane in 1849 to 1852, their numbers had steadily increased. Now at Moshaneng, with the more settled state of the tribe, these “People of the Word” as they were called, formed themselves
into an organised society whose way of life stood out in sharp contrast to many heathen practices and tribal customs demanded by their national religion.
This was a great embarrassment to the chief Montshiwa, all the more because his own daughter—Buku, and
his brothers Molema and Saane were leaders in this revolutionary and subversive movement.
When the Reverend John Mackenzie of the London Missionary Society visited Moshaneng in 1860, and 1862,
he found the relations strained between the conservative party led by the chief and Mokgwetsi his uncle and mentor in Tswana law on the one side, and the Christian party led by Molema and Saane his brothers, and Buku his
daughter on the other side. Mackenzie writes:
In Montshiwa and Molema who are brothers, we have an instance of the separation which the gospel makes in heathen
lands, the one believing in Paganism and the other in Christ … The young people especially were losing confidence in
the old customs and giving increased attention to the doctrines taught from the Word of God … Montshiwa the chief assumed an attitude of open hostility to his Christian subjects, and matters were brought to a crisis by the unusually large
number of young people, who under religious impression ceased to take an interest in those subjects which engage the
attention of the young in a heathen town. The chief’s decision was that they must first observe the usual custom of their
forefathers, and especially that they must observe the reed dance, and that they might afterwards, if they chose, join the
word of God. Molema and his disciples were opposed to the course as one which virtually obliged them to serve two
masters—one can imagine the consequent pitsos,\fn{Confrontations?} accusations, defences and general loud talk in
public; the asseverations, the upbraidings and the family strifes in private.

Dr. Emil Holub, an Austrian gentleman and traveller who visited Moshaneng in 1873 made the same observa tion, and that when on the advice of the rain doctors the tribe was ordered to take part in the ceremonies of rain
making, the followers of the new faith refused to come, and so the chief forbade church gatherings and services,
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and dispersed any people so minded. However, Montshiwa later found the converts to be the most loyal and industrious of his people.
To compare small things with great things, the position at Moshaneng resembled the period of the rise of
Christianity when the Roman emperors viewed it as a divisive force and considered it their duty to oppose and
crush it and to persecute its leaders and followers.
*
In the meantime, while perplexity ruled at Moshaneng, things were going none too well at the political arena at
the Molopo. In 1865, the Boers from the western Transvaal had come to Molema at Mafikeng to demand “hut
tax”, or alternatively labourers, but of course he rejected their demands angrily on the grounds that the Barolong
were not subjects of the Transvaal. About this time, there occurred two related events which further complicated
matters already confused, inflamed the emotions and quickened the lust of disputants and their referees, while
also providing sinister motives for some of the most dishonest acts, most tortuous decisions to be found anywhere
in history.
These events were the discovery of diamonds and the discovery of gold.
At the end of 1866 and the beginning of 1867 diamonds were discovered on the Orange River and the northern
bank of the Vaal River adjacent to the boundary of the Transvaal, and in December of the same year, a German
minerologist—Karl Mauch discovered gold at the Tati district about 200 miles northwest of the Transvaal border.
Shortly after this more gold was discovered in Matebeleland. In 1867 one Schalk J. van Niekerk and one John
O’Reilly found three Dutch children named Jacobs playing near Hopetown with stones one of which was a 21½
carat diamond and was sold for £500 to the High Commissioner Sir Phillip Wodehouse. In 1869 after several
small finds on the Orange and Vaal River banks a second stone 83½ carat was found near Hopetown in the possession of a “Bastard—Bushman-kaffir” (whatever kind of creation that may be) named Swart Booi who ex changed it with S. W. van Niekerk for a wagon with a span of oxen and trek gear, a horse with a saddle, bridle and
saddle cloth, a rifle and 800 sheep. Van Niekerk sold the diamond for £11,250 to Lilienfeld Bros. of Hopetown,
they in turn sold it for £18,000 and it was again sold for £30,000, and is today known as the “Star of South
Africa” and constitutes one of the Royal Crown gems, and would now probably fetch more than a million pounds.
By the end of 1869, it was proved that the northern bank of the Vaal was rich in diamonds, for about 50 miles
above its junction with the Harts River. This territory immediately acquired enhanced value and new importance,
and the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek at once claimed it in terms of Sand River Convention.
There were, however, five other claimants besides the South African Republic to the territory above the conflu ence of the Vaal and the Harts Rivers in which diamonds had been discovered. These were (1) the Barolong, (2)
the Batihaping, (3) the Griquas of Waterboer, (4) the Koranas, and (5) Orange Free State.
As stated in a previous paragraph, the Sand River Convention (1852) guaranteed the independence of the emi grant Dutch north of the Vaal River but did not worry to define the boundary of their territory on the north, east
and west. Nor, indeed, could the British authorities define such boundary in-as-much as they had no right in those
latitudes. The Transvaal authorities\fn{Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek authorities:H} therefore conveniently assumed that
all territory on these points of compass was open to them for expansion. To put the matter beyond question, and
immediately to gain control of the Tati gold, the Missionaries road and the Vaal River diamonds for the South
African Republic just now in the throes of financial depression, President M. W. Pretorius immediately sent mes sengers to Macheng, chief of the Bangwato at Shoshong, and to Mzilikazi the Matebele potentate at Inyati in
whose respective districts these discoveries were made, inviting them to become subjects or allies of the ZuidAfrikaansche Republiek. Without waiting for their answers, however he on the 29 th April 1868 issued a proclamation extending the western boundary of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek to along a straight line from Lake Ngami
on the north to the Langenberg on the Orange River at a point where the 22° East Longitude crosses it, to include
nearly the whole of British Bechuanaland, while the northern boundary swept from Lake Ngami in an arc to
Limpopo River where it is crossed by the border of Portuguese East Africa, to include the newly discovered goldfields.
One cannot but admire the alertness and energy of this man.
Sir Phillip Wodehouse no sooner saw this proclamation than he objected to it as including within the South
African Republic extensive territories belonging to independent native tribes. The Portuguese Government also
objected to the proclamation as encroaching on its frontiers and the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek rescinded its
claims.
The Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek deeply resented this objection of Sir Phillip Wodehouse as unwarranted interference, but their resentment was as nothing compared with their indignation when in 1870 Lieutenant General
Hay the new High Commissioner urged
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upon them in very strong terms the necessity for abstaining from encroachment upon the possessions of native tribes in
friendly alliance with Her Majesty’s Government.

When and how had the British Government entered into alliance with native tribes? Where was the Sand River
Convention? the burghers of the South African Republic asked. The British by allying themselves with native
tribes and by barring the expansion of the Republiek northwards and westwards had manifestly and flagrantly
contravened the sacred terms of the Sand River Convention which had not been formally abrogated. The Dutch
Boers regarded it as such a valuable instrument that for years they clamoured for the scrupulous observance of its
clauses by the other contracting party however much they themselves might contravene their side of the contract,
as for example, by the practice of slavery even under the euphemism of apprenticeship. This and the passage of
time and the changing scenes and circumstances of South African history made the terms of the Sand River Convention and the Bloemfontein Convention untenable, and so, Sir Bartle Frere, one of the ablest and most patient of
British administrators impatiently told them when for the xth time the Dutch Boers asked for the return of the
Conventions:
You might as ell ask to return to the Garden of Eden.

On the Molopo River, for several months, nothing had been heard about hut tax, but now, possibly due to the
afflatus\fn{Inspiration} of Pres. Pretorius’s proclamation there was a sudden renewal of such demand and a com mando was sent to enforce it. But again Molema opposed the demand and drove back the commando. He then
made a formal protest by letter to the landdrost\fn{Chief magistrate} at Potchefstroom. At the same time Montshiwa
addressed President Marthinus W. Pretorius, protesting vehemently against the intrusion of the Transvaal burghers
and their occupation of his land and demanding their immediate removal. But of course Pretorius was too busy
with expansive schemes to answer such petty letters. Receiving no reply to his letter, Montshiwa on the 28 th August wrote to Sir Phillip Wodehouse the High Commissioner, asking for help and protection:
May it please your Excellency to permit the undersigned chief of the Barolong to take refuge under your protecting
wings from the injustice of the Transvaal Republic,\fn{The Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek, and, indeed, its more common name:H} whose Government has lately, by proclamation included our country within the possessions of said Re public.

The letter recalled the history of the dealings of the Barolong and the Boers leading up to their recent land dis putes and counterclaims, and went on:
About 1850 one Boer after another took possession of the fountains and lands of the Barolong. When in 1851 the latter
complained to Commandant General A. Pretorius, he appointed a commission of some commandants and field comets,
and a boundary line was agreed upon between the Republic and the Barolong. This line was to be the Harts River from
whence it enters the Vaal River up to the eye of the Harts River from there with the wagon road to the head fountain of
Molopo River, thence to a very large fountain called Poosedumane, from there to the wagondrift of the road from Lotihakane across the Molopo to Klein Marico. … And now without the least provocation on our side … the Transvaal Re public deprives us by the said proclamation, of our lands and liberty, against which we would protest in the strongest
terms, and entreat Your Excellency, as Her Britannic Majesty’s High Commissioner, to protect us.

In March 1870, the authorities of the South African Republic on its western borders again called upon
Molema, who was now permanently at Mafikeng to pay taxes to their government. Again he refused and was sup ported by Montshiwa in the formula that the Barolong were independent and in no way liable to taxation by the
South African Republic. “If,” said Montshiwa, “there is not soon made an end to this lawless matter, I shall be
obliged to hand it over to Her Britannic Majesty’s High Commissioner, Sir Phillip Wodehouse, with the earnest
request to arbitrate between me and my most noble allies.”
*
Shortly after this (September) Montshiwa and Pretorius had an interview during the course of which each saw
a chance of receiving further proof of his right to the diamondiferous district to which the desire of the world was
now turned, and as the question of ownership of the diamond fields between the Harts and Vaal rivers had given
urgency to boundaries they agreed that a conference between a commission of the South African Republic and all
the chiefs concerned should be convened near Mafikeng with a view to coming to a final settlement.
In July 1870 Montshiwa gave wide publicity to the demands of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek, his repudiation of their authority to tax him and his claim to his country the limits whereof he again defined. The conference
was duly held at Buurmansdrift on the 15 th of November 1870. The South African Republic was represented by
President M. W. Pretorius, Commandant General Paul Kruger, Hendrik Greef, Jacobus Snyman and five others,
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while the African chiefs present were Montshiwa, Moroka, Molema, Izaak Motihabane, Makgobi, Phoi and Matlabe of the Barolong, Moilwa of the Bahurutshe at Marico; Gaseitsiwe of the Bangwaketse at Kanye, and Andries
Rey representing chief David Mosweu of the Korana at Mamusa, and the Reverend J. Ludorf as interpreter, besides about twenty counsellors.
In the conference, Montshiwa claimed for all the Barolong clans the territory bounded on the North by the
Molopo River in the whole of its course, and also from its source to the source of the Harts (Kolong) River,
thence to the source of the Schoonspruit (Khing); and on the cast by the Schoonspruit; on the south by the Vaal
River down to its confluence with the Harts River, and thence by a line between the Barolong and the Batihaping.
On the west by the illimitable Kgalagare desert. Of this domain, Moroka’s share was the portion between the
Harts River and the Schoonspruit, which he claimed as an inheritance from his forefathers, and said he was able to
point out old ruins and remains of stone kraals as evidence of their former abode.
The claims of the Barolong were based on the grounds of: (1) inheritance of the land from their forefathers,
who had owned and inhabited it from time immemorial; (2) treaty with Hendrik Potgieter in 1837 whereby the
Barolong right to the country of their forefathers was recognised; (3) treaty with Andries Pretorius in 1851 recognising and confirming the Treaty of 1837 between the Barolong and Potgieter; (4) treaty with Jan Viljoen in 1853,
recognising and confirming the Treaty of 1851 between the Barolong and Andries Pretorius in 1851, and the previous Treaty with Potgieter in 1837.
*
Montshiwa’s claim was honest and quite legitimate as far as it represented what he considered truly to be his
right, but he went on and alleged that after the defeat of Mzilikazi by the Emigrant Dutch and the Barolong in
1837, Hendrik Potgieter had by document acknowledged the right of the Barolong to their country. Matlaba stood
up to say that Potgieter had handed him the document in question in the presence of Paul Kruger’s father—Casper
Kruger, and also Ludowik Kruger, and that he had in turn given it to Moroka for safe-keeping. Moroka followed
next to confirm Matlaba’s statement, and to add that the document had been des troyed by fire together with his
other papers and furniture.
The story might have some elements of truth as regards Potgieter’s recognition of the right of the Barolong to
their fatherland, but it sounds like naïve romance when that recognition is reduced to a document, and the document has such an unfortunate destiny. The Reverend J. Ludorf, Chief Montshiwa’s missionary and adviser was
probably responsible for this artifice which Theal justly calls fabrication.
The Delegates of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek based their counter claims on the grounds of: (1) the Sand
River Convention (1852) which gave them untrammelled rights north and west of the Vaal River; (2) right of conquest of Mzilikazi who had over-run all the lands in question; (3) negotiation with African chiefs, who had admit ted and recognised the above (No. 2) claim, (4) occupation of the country in question by the Emigrant Dutch for
over twenty years 1850 to 1870, (5) treaty with the Portuguese Government whereby the lands of the Barolong
were ceded to the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek. It was claimed in this last connection that the Portuguese Government had bought the lands some 280 years previously from the half-fabulous empire of Monomatapa, and then
ceded them to the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek. Here was counter-artifice which may also justly be termed fabrication.
The African chiefs were staggered at this stupendous and alarming information. There was indeed a treaty un der consideration between the South African Republic and the Portuguese East African Government, but it was
primarily of a commercial nature, and only defined the boundary between the Eastern Transvaal and the western
limits of the Portuguese possessions, and it was not ratified until eight months later (July 1871).
The conference which had been conducted in a friendly manner came to a deadlock on this last claim of the
Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek. The African chiefs said that no more discussion was possible until they had got into
communication with the Governor of the Portuguese possessions in East Africa. They were unanimous in emphatically repudiating any authority of the Portuguese over their country.
As a last resort, the delegates of the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek spoke tenderly. They advised the Barolong
chiefs to save their lands from the English by joining the Transvaal, dwelling peacefully in the Republic and paying taxes. To this invitation Montshiwa replied that “No one ever inspanned an ass with an ox under the same
yoke”.
As the commission of the South African Republic and the African chiefs could not come to any settlement,
both parties agreed to refer their dispute to a court of arbitration. Accordingly the chiefs addressed a letter to Lt.
General Hay, Her Majesty’s High Commissioner, requesting him to appoint two gentlemen as judges. At the same
time, on the 17th November they addressed a letter of protest to His Excellency Carlos Pedro Barahona e Costa,
Governor of Quilimane:
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At a meeting held on the 15 th and 16th November on the Molopo River with a commission of the Transvaal Republic
over which His Honour the State President of the said Republic presided, a copy was produced of a treaty entered into
between His Majesty the King of Portugal and the South African Republic whereby a new boundary line is laid down
between the alleged Portuguese possessions in the interior of South Africa and the Transvaal Republic, which treaty has
been made the ground on which His Honour President Pretorius claims a certain portion of our rightful territories, stat ing and asserting that thereby we had become responsible subjects of his state. Therefore we the united paramount
chiefs of the several Barolong tribes write to your Excellency as the president of the Portuguese Diplomatic Commis sion in order to record, with all due respect for your high position, for the government of the South African Republic—
to record we say our protest and remonstration against any transactions which would involve our liberty and property.
Neither we nor our ancestors ever were subjects to the Crown of Portugal nor to the somewhat fabulous “Empire of
Monomotapa” from which it was said that His Majesty the King of Portugal had acquired by purchase a right to the in terior of South Africa. We cannot acknowledge any such rights over our persons and lands, and shall lay a formal complaint on this matter with Her Britannic Majesty’s High Commissioner for South Africa. We remain, Sir, most respect fully, Your Excellency’s obedient servants: Montshiwa, Paramount chief of the Tshidi Branch of the Barolong; Mak gobi,
Chief of the Maebu Branch of the Barolong; Moroka, Paramount chief of the Seleka Branch of the Barolong;
Izaak Motihabane: Chief of the Ratlou Branch of the Barolong; Gaseitsiwe: Chief of the Bangwaketse.

To this protest Barohona e Costa replied on the 30 th November. He took exception to the phrase “fabulous empire of the Monomatapa”, referred to the essentially secret nature of treaties and the impropriety of giving public ity to them before their ratification, the necessity of defining boundary lines between the possessions of His
Majesty the King of Portugal in South Africa and the Transvaal, and finally repudiated any cession of foreign
lands by his government, and took his stand on the inviolability of the rights of nations.
A territorial dispute of the same nature had been going on since 1867 between Nicholas Waterboer of the Griquas at Griquatown on the one side, and the Orange Free State on the other in respect of the wedge of territory be tween the confluence of the Orange River and the Vaal. In the meantime, (1870) great diamond finds had been
made at Pniel, Bultfontein, Dutoitspan and Dorstfontein within that wedge, on the south bank of the Vaal and
thousands of diggers had rushed there, to try their luck and unwittingly lay the foundations of Kimberley. The
Free State maintained that the ground was theirs because it was included within the boundaries of the Orange
River Sovereignty as defined by Governor Sir Harry Smith in 1848, and was in undisputed occupation of the Free
State burghers since the transfer of the country to them by Sir G. Clerk in 1854. Nicholas Waterboer who was rep resented by an exceptionally clever and versatile Eur-African attorney by the name of David Arnot, claimed the
land on the ground of inheritance from his father Andries Waterboer as well as previous recognition of sovereign
and proprietory rights in part of that area by the Orange Free State government. Under these circumstances the
claim of the Free State and the Griquas to the diamond lands, and that of the Transvaal, the Barolong, Batihaping,
and the Koranas to the adjoining lands were so interwoven as to form one large insoluble question.
*
The ownership of the territory in dispute between the Orange Free State and the Griquas was still hanging fire
when suddenly on the 25th of August 1870 Nicholas Waterboer ceded his claim to Her Majesty the Queen, and re quested that he and his people might be received as British subjects. In the following year, this rich territory was
annexed to the British dominions as Griqualand West.
At the beginning of 1871 Sir Henry Barkly the new High Commissioner visited the diamond fields and there at
Klipdrift, now Barkly West, met all the parties claiming the fields—President Pretorius, the chiefs Montshiwa,
Moroka, Phoi, of the Barolong, Botlhasitse, Jantje, Motlhabane and Mankurwane of the Batlhaping and Nicholas
Waterboer of the Griquas, together with their agents. All of them having made their statements before His Excellency, he got them to agree to submit their claims to a court of arbitration. Deeds of submission were accordingly
drawn up, and duly signed by the claimants. The judges of the court were to be Anthony O'Reilly, landdrost of
Wakkerstroom, on behalf of the South African Republic, and John Campbell, magistrate of Klipdrift, on behalf of
all the other claimants, while Lieutenant Governor Robert Keate of Natal was to be final umpire in case of dis agreement of the judges.
The arbitration court opened at Bloemhof on the 4 th April 1871 before a large crowd drawn by interest or curiosity. They had come by wagons, cape carts, on horseback and on foot. Pretorius and State-Attorney F. Klein ap peared for the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek, David Arnot for Nicholas Waterboer and his Griquas; Attorney D. C.
Grant for the Batlhaping of Mankurwane, Attorney Carl Mathey for Chief Gaseitsiwe of the Bangwaketse and
Motlhabane of the Ba-Maidi tribe. Montshiwa was also there, accompanied by his brothers Molema and Rabodietso, also by his missionary Joseph Ludorf and his counsellors Leshomo and Bogatsu, also Moroka of Thaba
Ncho, Matlaba of Polfontein and his brother Mongala, Isaac Motihabane of the Ratlou at Madibogo with Phoi and
Mmui.
For two months and two weeks the court heard and faithfully recorded the voluminous evidence, oral and doc umentary, given by an army of witnesses. As was anticipated, the judges disagreed, and the decision had to rest
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with the final referee—Governor Keate, which he gave on the 17 th October 1871. Sir Henry Barkly sent a copy of
the decision to Ludorf at Klipdrift, who at once translated its text into Tswana and sent copies to all his clients—
the Barolong and Batlhaping chiefs and the Bangwaketse chief Gaseitsiwe.
It gave Waterboer the southern parts he claimed in the Orange Free State and Transvaal comprising the dia mondiferous land on both sides of the Vaal at Dutoitspan, De Beers, Bultfontein and Kimberley in the geographical Orange Free State. The northern lines went to the Batlhaping and the Barolong, the latter being awarded a line
from the source of the Molopo River to the source of the Harts River, thence to the source of the Makwassi spruit
and down Makwassi spruit to the Vaal River.
*
It was but a few days after this award was published that Sir Henry Barkly annexed Waterboer’s country as
Griqualand West, and his own name was perpetuated in the town formerly known as Klipdrift. The Batihaping living on the northern banks of the Vaal River and at the junction of the Vaal and Harts Rivers were aggrieved at
Keate’s decision and soon rose in rebellion. The Griquas of Griquatown away to the west were also resentful and
rose up in arms. The South African Republic was unhappy, completely repudiated the award, blamed and
cashiered its president Pretorius, and settled down to defeat the award by deliberately ignoring it and making it of
no avail during subsequent years. President Brand of the Orange Free State protested vehemently against the an nexation by Britain of territory he claimed against Waterboer. He finally received £90,000 to soothe bitter memo ries of the loss of this 3,500 square miles of fabulously rich district.
With the copy of Keate’s judgment Ludorf sent to each chief a covering letter urging them in words reminis cent of the prophet Isaiah to unite.
And now chiefs: rulers of the land, I appeal to you. Awake: arise and unite soon before your trophy is torn asunder by
wolves; come ye together, make protective laws; stop all breaches and gaps and close your ranks. Safeguard the her itage of Tau your ancestor. Hear ye all chiefs: Come together and unite.

Governor Keate’s decision was welcomed by the Barolong chiefs. Ludorf and Montshiwa in particular were
delirious with joy. The former immediately drew up a manifesto and constitution for “The United Barolong, Bati haping and Bangwaketse Nation”, issued an ambitious and unrealistic proclamation in their name, established a
consulate at Klipdrift, constituted himself the commissioner, representative and diplomatic agent of the chiefs and
convened a meeting of all the chiefs concerned at Taung. In a letter to D. Arnot, Esquire, Agent for the chiefs N.
Waterboer and Mankurwane dated November 8th from Klipdrift he states:
No one can wish more than myself, that the various sections of the Batswana tribes included in the new line may not
only live in unity and peace, but also combine in a general confederation against the common enemy, should they think
it fit and proper to break through the newly fixed boundary line as I am sorry the Transvaalers make it no secret that
such is their intention. We have on our side Sechele, and ere long also Mapela behind Makapansoort, besides others
whom you know.

On the 15th of November 1871, Ludorf wrote to Sir Henry Barkly, outlining what he had done and continued:
Awaiting the general meeting of all the native chiefs whose territorial rights fall within the newly defined boundary
line, I beg most humbly and gratefully to acknowledge in the name of the Barolong united, Bangwaketse and Batlhap ing tribes whom I represent, the material service which Her Majesty’s government in South Africa, and more particu larly Your Excellency in sanctioning and constituting the Court of Arbitration have rendered to these numerous tribes so
long oppressed by their white neighbours—the Dutch Emigrants—and I sincerely hope and pray that Her most gracious
Majesty will continue to befriend these orphans in keeping her sovereign and protecting hand over them for the future.

92.101 Inheritance: Two Letters\fn{by Princess Oratile Sekgoma (late 19th century- )} Serowe?, Botswana (F) 2
1
Palapye Rd.
26 September 1926
Your Honor.
I am writing to you with great sorrow about my life. I am the eldest daughter of Chief Sekgoma. I have
wandered with my father from Lephephe to Nekati in his illness and grief, being his only child for many years and
keeping him company.
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In 1912 my father made his first will. He said that when he died all his wealth would be Oratile Sekgoma’s,
and the person who would look after it would be Chief Sekgoma, son of Letsholathebe, at Kavimba. A copy of
this letter will be found in my father’s house; it was there during my father’s illness.
I was with my father when he made his second will in 1921. We were in Francistown, on our way to Nekati to
prepare for our return to Serowe. The will said,
“All the cattle I have are my father’s, and my child, Oratile, must be given five of my cattleposts: (1) Baabare,
(2) Seisa, (3) Ndoeagae, and two other big cattleposts of mine of her choice. My child must not be hindered in
anything that is mine.”
In 1922 I showed the will to my grandfather, Khama. He did not open it but gave it back to me, sealed with red
wax bearing the impression of my father's ring, SK. Khama told me to look after it well.
I gave the will to Mr George Smith in 1923 to keep it for me in his safe.
In 1925 my father died and I took the will and went with it to Mafikeng. I asked Mr. Minchin to open it. He did
so in front of me and Simon [Ratshosa] and Mr. Kelly. I took it back with me to Serowe, only to find my houses in
flames.
When we moved to Serowe, my father bought me cattle from the white people of Serowe. Other cattle he
bought for me from Mrs. Blackbeard. These cattle are different from those mentioned in the will. They are cattle
that had been mine when my father was still alive. Some of them were brought to me on the hoof, for milking.
They are at Mooke.
Tshekedi has confiscated every one of my cattle without saying a word to me. I am shocked that he has burnt
down my houses when I have done him no wrong, and that he has gone further and confiscated my cattle that my
father gave me.
How, Your Honor, am I to support myself when I have been robbed of cattle that are indisputably mine? What
shall I remember my father by if all that he left me has been set alight?
Your Honor, I ask you to consider my situation. In 1923 when Khama died my father succeeded him. My
father did not take revenge on Semane’s household. He confiscated neither the many cattle nor took a small portion of the thousands of pounds that Khama had left them. My father willingly let them have all that was theirs.
My father died in 1925 in November, and in December Tshekedi proceeded to single me out as his main target. He
ignored the good that my father had done not only for him, but also for his mother and his sister. My father,
Sekgoma, gladly handed over to them all their property, not in kgotla,\fn{The men’s meeting place.} as their cattle
were not community cattle or even the cattle of servants. It is tribal cattle, for example, the milk of which is
distributed to servants, that are controlled by the kgotla.
I am surprised, therefore, that the cattle that my father gave me should be a matter for discussion by the kgotla.
I am surprised that such discussion should take place at all, as my cattle were given me by my father in the same
way as any parent puts aside property for the benefit of his child. Even if my father had not made a will, I would
still have the full right to inherit a portion of his property. A third of my father’s cattle is due me. My younger
brother, Seretse, must receive the largest share of the cattle because he is my chief. My cattle which have been
confiscated, together with those mentioned in the will, do not make even half of my father’s wealth in cattle.
Your Honor, Tshekedi’s desire is that I should get nothing at all of my father’s wealth. I wonder, then, why my
father bore me. It is the first time I have seen a person robbed ef property given her by her father. Listen carefully to me, Your Honor. I do not want to have anything to do with the chieftainship. I have never desired to rule
the Bangwato. What I am saying is this: the government must help me to get my property. It is my right. I am
Sekgoma’s daughter. It is my right to sustain my life. Every man, when he accumulates cattle, accumulates them
for his child. No household subsists at the expense of another.
I stop here, Your Honor,
with humility.
Oratile Sekgoma
2
31st August 1929
The Resident Magistrate, Serowe,
Sir:
I have the honor to write you that owing to extreme vagueness and lack of satisfactory arrangements in
connection with the above matter, I regret to say I am not satisfied with the Regent’s long concealed plans of
administering my father’s estate.
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It is my wish to come to a peaceful arrangement with Chief Tshekedi if possible than to enter into dispute, but
he has proved himself to be stubborn and inflexible in his misguided opinion, as if he is not the product of a new
environment. He is advised to pursue upon the primitive old customs and laws, which as everyone knows had
long been abolished by Khama since attaining de facto and de jure sovereign of the Bamangwato. Judging
however, from my experience the Regent is still young, and has none of those qualities which had distinguished
his great and venerable father; he therefore, needs the closest attention of the Government to teach him to learn to
think in the new ways of new things, to perform his duties as Chief. It is, of course extremely difficult at this stage
to make him give up old cherished ideas, and crack the crust of his inflated personal habits, the reason being that
from the very beginning of his chieftainship he had been taught to handle the reins of power in an autocratic way;
worse still, he fell into the hands of incapable and treacherous advisers of no social standing. It is therefore,
impossible for him to be expected to attempt to solve this question in circumstances that constitute the gravest
kind of misrepresentations without the guidance or dictatorship of the Government.
Sir, you will no doubt agree that strongly as I feel, and recognize the honesty of the Government, I have been
extremely patient as regards my claims to property and birth-right share as one of the two deceased chief’s heirs
namely Seretse and myself. The Chieftainship I have never wished for—I have been quite satisfied with my
position as long as my natural rights were respected.
At Capetown, Sir Herbert Sloley came to say the last goodbye in a railway compartment which my father and
myself had occupied. Sir Herbert enquired from me “who would be the Chief?”
“My infant brother Seretse, but Tshekedi would be called to act as Regent,” said I.
At Mafeking, Colonel Ellenberger asked me the same question. I still replied in the same way.
At Serowe in the Magistrate’s Court before Magistrate Captain Neal, Colonel Ellenberger repeated the
question to me. I still replied in the affirmative, recognizing Tshekedi as Regent and Executor, adding that my
rights and interests as Sekgoma’s daughter should be protected.
That Tshekedi has also my assurance in black and white immediately after my father’s tragic death.
That at a moment when the infuriated mob had sought to kill Tshekedi’s mother (Semane) accusing her of
being a witch to have administered a native poison to my deceased parent, in order that Tshekedi, her son, may be
the Chief. I was not in favor of that movement. The mob was then unsuccessful in their perfidious action because
I did not participate.
In April my cattle posts etc. given to me by my father were all confiscated by the Chief. The drastic action of
the Chief still remains a mystery to me.
In July 1926 I addressed a Petition to His Excellency the High Commissioner in connection with these affairs.
In August 1926 His Excellency in person, after attending kgotla meeting, commanded Tshekedi, myself and
Khama’s daughters to attend the magistracy; all representative officials were also present.
His Excellency informed me that he had been made to understand that I refused to recognize Tshekedi as
Chief, that I must leave the Bamangwato country as he was determined to put a stop to this internal family strife.
Time would be given me, where I desired to go, and that Tshekedi would make arrangements as to my property
etc. Not a word was uttered, for the Great One had given his final decision, like a father to his children who
punishes and at last forgives. I obeyed His Excellency’s stern order and crossed into Tati Territory.
Sir, what is then expected of me? The Chief had at the outset made promises to His Honor the Resident
Commissioner that in view of the fact he was interviewing his head men to deal in my share.
In March 1928 I was compelled at last to lay down my claims before the Magistrate; thereupon Tshekedi made
a statement before the Magistrate, that he would be quite willing to settle this family matter without going to law.
I was advised to withdraw the case to wait and see.
Sir, call to mind that I have been begging for the last three years gnawing the bones without receiving support
from Tshekedi in a strange country, and hardly able to get one meal a day. Messrs. Haskins and Sons picked me
up lost, and gave me shelter. You will further admit that my claims and share are more than reasonable as
compared with enormous value of the estate.
Is it not high time that I should [disclose] my precarious position to the Government, to ask the Government to
do me justice, to hasten the time, to bestow pity on me, a wretched and simple woman, much too weak to oppose
Tshekedi and the whole consistory of Serowe? Their hearts are crammed with arrogance and falsehood, for they
have blown the straw between me and Tshekedi, and in truth I trust them not in my case.
Sir, can you think that any Mongwato dare give me counselor be a known friend against the Chief’s pleasure,
though he be grown so desperate to be honest? NEVER! Have I not striven to be patient with the Regent though I
knew he had been ill-advised to hate me, turn me away and let the foulest contempt crown me, and to give me up
to the sharpest kind of injustice—unparalleled in the history of any tribe? I am the most degraded and wretched
woman, drained of wealth I once possessed, and my energies cramped by a sordid system of misrepresentations to
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which my interests have been unlawfully sacrificed for the benefit of others. Piles of my hereditary wealth have
been accumulated by Tshekedi to his own portion and daily feeding the fortunate favorites with property I had
earned with devoted love to my father during those days of painful and heartrending illness and twenty years of
his wandering and long exile.
Like the lily that was once mistress of the garden and flourished beautifully, I have been thrown out to hang
my head and perish in exile, with nobody to cheer me in pain. Power and honor seem to have vanished, but riches
of my father remain to be faithfully apportioned to the heirs.
Sir, I do not intend to wander from the good advice the Government might be aiming at, and if I have used
myself unmannerly, pray forgive me, and this time do my service to His Honor the Resident Commissioner to at
his pleasure place this pathetic Letter to His Excellency the Great Lion of South Africa at his palatial den.
I have the honour to be, Sir,
Yours respectfully,
Oratile Sekgoma
1920
13.156 Excerpt from Rammone Returns To The Kalahari\fn{by Michael Ontepetse Martinus Seboni (1912-1972)}
Botswana (M)
… When he saw the multitude of people awaiting trains, Rammone’s heart leaped to his mouth.\fn{ Rammone,
who grew up in the wilds of the Kalahari desert, left his home to go and work in the gold mines of Johannesburg. That was his first journey
by train and, indeed, the first time he had seen a train and he had been quite overawed and terrified. Now he is returning to his own country.
This tiny excerpt—the author preferred to write in Tswana—is all I could find; the Tswana edition is still current:H } but he grasped it
and put marrow into his bones, so that he might appear as one of the seasoned workers of Johannesburg. He
continued with all his preparations.
Before very long, after the electric trains had repeatedly snatched up and gone off to disgorge their human
freight, it arrived, the great black ox of the government of Paul\fn{ Paul Kruger (1825-1904), last President (1883-1900) of
the Transvaal Republic.} and it came treading slowly like a pack-ox reluctant to take to the road. It spewed smoke on
both sides like a conceited man blowing tobacco-smoke through his nostrils. …
In the late evening it made off, and traversed the great city amid the glitter and twinkle of a myriad lights, until
eventually it carried the darkness on its head; and the dust rose thickly and silence fell on the passengers. Then
could be heard only the metals of the white man in dispute, the wheels railing at the rails, with a rhythmic clatter
—thatha—thatha—thatha—thatha—thatha—thatha. And so it spent the night in dispute with the darkness. When
the sun showed its nose, it entered Mafeking.
When the big clocks boomed out the ninth hour, the train stood there in all its length, thronged by those who
had come to bid farewell to friends going to the Protectorate.\fn{ Botswana was, until independence, known as the British
Protectorate of Bechuanaland (1885-1966).} Then was heard the voice of the pot-bellied fellow who attended the
passengers, calling “All seats please—sitplekke asseblief.” …
It jerked, did the black ox, and it wound out like a millipede, and left Mafeking behind. Quite soon it arrived at
Lobatse,\fn{Lobatse, Botswana, is only about 40 miles from Mafeking, South Africa. } after winding itself in and out of the
hills: the head would appear now on this side, now on that, as if it would go to touch the tail, or to ascertain
whether the train officials, those pot-bellied fellows, were perhaps not asleep. …
169.148 Excerpt from Juggling Truths\fn{by Unity Dow (1959- )} “in a dusty rural village on the outskirts of
Gaborone,” Botswana (F) 14
My name is Monei Ntuka and this is the story of my childhood in the village of Mochudi, in the then British
Bechuanaland Protectorate, in the mid to late sixties.
It is, of course, not the whole story of my youth, for didn’t my grandmother Mma-Tsietsi, mother of my father,
tell me many times, “A tongue can talk until numb with fatigue, but it can never tell the whole story”? And didn’t
she gently admonish me, when I would go on and on, saying,
“Child of my child, a good story teller knows when to stop, just as a dreamer knows when to wake up.”
In any event, a look at self can never be a full stare; it has to be a series of glimpses.
Through the village a river flowed, bringing lots of life—fish in its waters and wild spinach along its banks—
and around the village, hills stood, solid and reliable. The river also brought bilharzias\fn{A chronic disease endemic in
certain parts of Africa, caused by parasites that live in fresh water } and occasionally it claimed a young life, but one would
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not guess that from all the frolicking in the river that we did. On the Phuthadikobo Hill a one-eyed snake lived to
protect the village and only the Chief could feed it. At night its eye could be seen shining down from the hill,
which only a fool would climb at night. Beyond the hills were the lands, where we ploughed maize, millet,
sorghum, watermelons, beans, sweet reed and many other foods. Beyond the lands were the cattle posts, the land
of men and boys, where the cattle were kept and boys learnt to be men and men lived quietly missing their women
and daughters.
We lived a semi-nomadic life. From June to October we lived in the village proper, commemorating deaths and
celebrating births and marriages and the women decorated lapa and house walls. Men would sit under trees in the
mornings, enjoying their wives’ brews eyeing their toddlers and privately planning their next children.
“Your son is old enough to have a younger sibling; are you doing anything about it?” one would whisper to a
brother, friend or cousin.
“This boy is too young to wean!” the mother might respond if she overheard the whisper. Or then she might
agree that perhaps the boy should be weaned and that perhaps the next time they might be lucky and have a girl.
Occasionally men assembled at the village Kgotla to discuss weighty village matters, such as whether this or
that cousin of the Chief should be given a ward to head. Or the District Commissioner (the Queen’s representative, local magistrate and general main man for all things colonial) might address them about a visit of some
anthropologist who would be coming to study their ways. Still, the Dutch Reformed Church missionaries might
berate them for not encouraging their children to go to church. All these things they would tell to their wives
around the evening fires as porridge bubbled and bean-leaves boiled in front of everyone.
In October the Chief declared the ploughing season open and the whole village emptied out to the lands,
scattered around the outskirts of the village and sometimes up to fifteen kilometres away. The move to the lands
was an exciting exercise; involving a cacophony of banging pots, clucking chickens, children under foot and
always resulted in disagreements between the husbands and wives. The women trying to load yet another extra
pot on to the ox wagon and the men arguing that there was no more space and,
“Shouldn’t you have packed all this yesterday? We will not get to the lands before sunset, at this rate!”
The argument might also be about whether a son was old enough to make the journey by foot, driving the
goats, with older boys.
“He is too small to walk with the older boys. Please let him ride in the wagon,” the mother would plead.
“You are turning him into a girl before my very eyes!”
Amongst the confusion of shouts of good-byes to neighbours, last minute items to load and the general
excitement of the move, the boy might still slip into the wagon.
At the lands the men would harness the oxen and till the land, while women repaired hut roofs, tapa and hut
walls and cooked large amounts of food for their men. It was important to keep the men fed and strong and
perhaps the biggest error a woman could possibly commit around ploughing time would be not to have a meal
ready on time for the men sweating in the October/November sun. Having ploughed the fields, the men would
move on, taking the cattle with them, this time to the cattle post, at which they would stay and tend the cattle.
Often they left the goats behind and a boy or two to help the women with them. With the rains, the livestock
would start to have kids and calves and milk would start to flow and the children’s behinds would fill out, to the
joy of the mothers.
*
In December, just before Christmas, young men, donning the latest style hats and strutting like proud cockerels
would arrive from the gold mines in South Africa. By then the fields would be green with promise and different
types of wild spinach and berries would be flourishing everywhere. We, the children, would eat, run errands and
play; eat, run errands and play. In the evenings, in spaces cleared for that purpose, there would be choir practices,
this in preparation for the all night competitions that took place from the afternoon of the eve of Christmas to the
morning of Christmas.
“Don’t believe a man shortly arrived from the mines, he is full of promises and longing. Wait until the crops
are in and see if he still sings the same song,” my grandmother declared, one such night as we sat around the
evening fire, while my sisters got ready for a choir practice.
“Don’t believe a man who does not mention sending his uncle to your family,” my mother added.
“It’s only a choir practice,” my sister Keneilwe said, sounding embarrassed.
“It’s always something innocent to start with,” both women would chorus.
“What promises and longing?” I asked.
“Promises of marriage and longing for female company,” my grandmother explained.
“Go to bed, Miss Long-Ears, you are too young to still be up,” Keneilwe threatened.
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“I don’t want to know about men’s promises and longings,” I responded hoping that, with the declaration of
disinterest, I would be allowed to stay up longer.
“Good, now go to bed, Nei,” my mother said. I should have stayed out of matters that did not concern me, but
it was too late and my mother had spoken, so I went to bed.
With young men from the mines flush with money and longing for female company, marriage proposals were
made along sandy lanes with the earth erupting with leaves, flowers and berries, and with yellow butterflies
fluttering around. Some of the proposals would be repeated by uncles in earnest later in the village, when such
matters could be seriously addressed, but many ended up merely stolen kisses and hands held in the bush.
*
In April, the husbands would come back to the lands, bringing a few of the cows and their calves, and dispatch
the boys to the cattle post and move young kids out of the mother’s hut to sleep with older siblings or with
grandparents. There would be even more milk and sour milk would be made. The sweet reeds, watermelons,
beans, and many other letlhafula\fn{Festival} foods would be ready and the days would be one long string of
feasting. A goat might be killed if the rains were particularly good and the herd thriving. A goat would be killed
anyway, if there were a new mother in the compound, good rains or not. Then there would first be fried liver and
tripe, then fresh meat and then endless days of biltong.\fn{Dried or cured meat}
The goodness of the year was always gauged by the health of the children—visible rib cages would bring
clucks of concern from the mothers and sad shakes of heads from the fathers. During the day, the men would
repair the field bush fences, hut beams or the goat kraals. They might also use the days, as the women watched
the field, chasing birds and hoeing out weeds, to tan leather and make harnessing ropes. If they were so skilled,
they might carve extra bowls, pestles, mortars, spoons and yoking tools. When the rains were good, April became
a month of much whistling by men and humming by women. We children played and helped and played and
helped.
At night we listened to stories by my mother and grandmother and then we collapsed with exhaustion, with
sweat caked to our chests and foreheads and earth caked to our feet, for there was always something to do or a
game to play. Once a week we got a scrubbing, which we hated if it was done at home but loved if it was done at
the well. At the well, a wash ended up as a swim and a game, but at home, with water brought in one bucket at. a
time, the washing took on a rather business-like character.
Once I started school though, when I was about seven years old, this rhythm was interrupted for I had to stay
in the village during school term and to walk to the lands during weekends and school holidays. My life then
became split into two realities and it often seemed that they were not complementary. For example, at home, at
the lands and at the cattle post, the river that flowed through our village was called Ngotwane but at school I
learned that it was called Notwani. And while I was a Motswana at home, at the lands and at the cattle post, I was
a Bechuana at school. These were just a few of the truths that I had to juggle during my seven years of primary
school. Later, I started to make up my mind about things, but this is not the story of later.
*
My parents Tsietsi and Marato had six children who were named Leruo, Keneilwe, Mmadira, Noka, Monei and
Keletso. Leruo, meaning livestock, was so named to signify hope of prosperity—a kraal full of cattle. Keneilwe,
meaning “I have been given,” was a name signifying gratitude to God and the ancestors. Obviously, although
many more children were hoped for, a boy followed by a girl meant having one of each and both had to be
grateful. The third child, Mmadira, “the mother of enemies” or “the woman of enemies,” was named after a greatgrand-aunt.
The great-grand-aunt had been born during some war with the Ndebele people. It is said that she was
kidnapped, never to be heard of, again, by an enemy regiment. Since then her name had been given to any
descendant child who was born with a birthmark on her left thigh and Mmadira had such a mark. My brother
Noka, which meant river, was so named because the Notwane River, which flows through our village, broke its
banks the year he was born. When it receded, there was plenty of wild spinach, fish and birds nested in its huge
medubu trees. This explained his matlhaletso or love or comfort names, Thepe and Ramedubu. I was named
Monei, “the one who gives.” Like Keneilwe, it is a name that signifies gratitude for the birth of a child. It. was
also decided, on the basis of the shape of my eyes and my dimpled cheeks; that I was destined to be generous and
good-natured. Everybody called me Nei, except, of course, when they were angry with me. Then, when I was
twelve years old and had been settled into life as the last born, Keletso was born and I would have happily
strangled that child. Even her name, Keletso—“she who has been wished for,” was enough to throw any sibling
into a jealous rage.
Of course, we all had plenty of other names, but these were the names that got used most times. For example, I
had at least three other names—my father had named me Lelegaisang, after his own mother, the same
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grandmother had named me Naniso after my grand-aunt, and an uncle had named me Ngwedi for having been
born a full-moon night. The three would occasionally call me by the name they had chosen for me, or by
nicknames generated from those names, but generally, they too called me Monei or Nei.
*
I remember one Saturday morning in September towards the end of my first year in school, when I would have
been about seven or eight years old, my friend Kabo and I watched forlornly through the only window from inside
a rondaval at Kabo’s compound. The rain was coming down in solid sheets, pounding the earth and I could see
my mother hurrying into our yard next door, dripping wet. She had a bundle of firewood on her head and she had
been caught in the rain. I shouted to her that I was at Kabo’s, so she would not worry about me and she waved
back to acknowledge that she had heard me. There were streaks of lightning—and Kabo’s mother had hidden the
only mirror in the house under a pile of blankets. Lightning was attracted to mirrors and we could be struck and
killed if such precautions were not taken.
The rain would not stop but we wanted to go out to play and our patience was running out. Being cooped up on
a weekend day was not our idea of fun. We watched hopefully as the clouds pretended to disperse only to thicken
and darken again.
“Let’s chase the rain away,” I finally suggested.
“Should we?” Kabo asked looking around to see if anyone had heard my suggestion. We both knew that rain
was precious but it seemed that we were getting too much of it.
“I’m sure we have had enough. Look, there are puddles everywhere. It’s been raining for two days! I heard my
mother saying that the rain must stop or it will rot the seeds planted yesterday. I say we chase the rain away.”
We had been watching the steady rain through the window, hoping that it would stop so we could get out of the
smoky rondaval where Kabo’s sister Norah was cooking the midday meal. The wet wood was not burning well
and she had an annoyed look on her face. The other children were playing a game involving a series of questions,
and merciless tickling of whomever could not answer the question, and they seemed content to wait out the rain.
The rondaval was smoky though, from damp wood and the confined space. Kabo and I had had enough. In any
case, we were both angry with Norah for ordering us to stop singing in the house. Norah was always issuing
orders and generally bossing us children around whenever we were alone with her.
Kabo looked around before answering,
“Okay. But we have to go outside to do it. Let’s go behind the house.”
As we tried to slip out, hoping that none of Kabo’s siblings would want to know why we were going out in the
rain, Selinah looked up and opened her mouth. Selinah was Kabo’s four-year old sister, and we were convinced
that she had been born for the specific purpose of tormenting us with her demands for attention. She wailed when
we did not include her in our play, she told on us if we went swimming in the river and she demanded our
protection whenever she was under attack by her own playmates. So when her mouth opened I knew immediately
that one of us had to act.
I surreptitiously spat out the two-day gum I had been chewing and slipped it into Selinah’s mouth and her eyes
glinted gratefully. As she started chewing I smiled at her and patted her head, winked at Kabo and we went
outside. She might have been four but she could be trusted not to swallow a piece of gum. She was not at all like
Mmandisa, my cousin who had swallowed her sister’s five cents, with the annoying and unpleasant result that the
poor sister had had to follow her around until the coin made its appearance in the little girl’s feces. Her sister had
been a day late in paying for her Girl Guide badge and had been caned for that.
No, Selinah knew better than to swallow my gum. We had been told repeatedly that, if a child swallowed a
piece of gum, the gum would blow-up inside the child’s stomach, killing the child. Kabo and I had discussed this
piece of adult wisdom and we had agreed that it was nonsense but, still, we didn’t want to find out. I planned to
retrieve my gum later and I figured it was good for another day or so.
I would have to think of something to give to Selinah or we could have a howling drama to deal with. Perhaps
she would be happy if I painted her fingernails with my indelible pencil. Or perhaps I could promise her half my
orange. Once a month we were given an orange at school. The next orange day would be the coming Wednesday
so I very much doubted that Selinah would want to wait that long. I would have to go the nail-painting route, even
though her mother would be very angry at that. I could always say Selinah cried for me to do it and that I painted
her fingernails to stop her from crying. Selinah’s tantrums were legendary, so I just might be believed. It would be
the truth too.
Once outside, our brown bodies glistened as the rain rolled down our bare skin, for we were clad in makgabe
and tshega respectively. My makgabe, a short string skirt, was new and had been presented to me by my
grandmother, Lelegaisang or Mma-Tsietsi, as a present for staying in school. I had hoped to visit friends in the
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neighbourhood to show it off this weekend but the rain was spoiling my plans. Kabo’s tshega was old and stiff. At
the very least, it needed washing. He was not concerned about its state though.
We decided to make a wish to the rain before chasing it away.
“Rain, rain, make me grow, rain, rain make me grow,” we sang and skipped in the middle of the compound.
Then we went to the back, took furtive looks around and, having assured ourselves that no one was watching,
bent over, exposing our butts to the skies.
Having embarrassed the clouds, we ran back into the rondaval to watch them disperse. Within half an hour, the
sun was reasserting itself and the clouds were retreating. Two large rainbows appeared in the northern sky and we
skipped out into the cool moist air and went to make rivers and huts with water and wet sand and to chase
butterflies and make houses of sand. We had to make sure not to step onto and kill Bana Ba Modimo, Children of
God. These bright red little mites that came out after the rains were a source of wonder to us. Their velvety look
made them seem not only beautiful but also delicate. We knew that killing them deliberately was not permitted
and stepping on one inadvertently called for making a circle around the dead insect and saying an apology to the
ancestors. They came with the rains and that was evidence enough that they were sacred. We teased baby
millipedes, making them roll onto their back and wriggle around in annoyance, until finally they would curl up.
We chased butterflies and tried to catch grasshoppers. We briefly discussed marriage to each other but just as
quickly decided against it. We decided we could not survive the months of living apart when he would have to go
to the cattle post while I was at the lands. We decided we would be friends forever and we would not marry
anyone else.
No more than thirty minutes into our play, a shrill voice pierced the air,
“Snake! Snake! Snake!”
Within seconds the neighbours were at the scene hurling stones and wielding sticks. Snakes were killed on
sight and it was only much later before I learned that there are actually many harmless ones. When they were
done stoning and beating the snake, a huge cobra lay writhing pathetically, its head smashed and its body
punctured in many places. A man turned it over, exposing the underbelly and frightened gasps could be heard
from the assembled children and some women. I backed away as I felt salty saliva filling in my mouth. I knew I
would throw up if I stuck around to watch the writhing snake. I feared snakes, I still do, but I was appalled by the
way they were killed. And I definitely did not want to see the underbelly of a snake. There was something
frightening about that smooth, whitish long skin.
I wished we had not chased the rain, then perhaps the snake would have stayed where it had been to start with.
I felt partly responsible for the snake’s brutal death. Still, I was relieved that it had been spotted and killed before
it had bitten and harmed someone.
*
As I walked away Rra-Bina called after me,
“Nei, my wife, come here. Don’t be afraid of the snake. It’s dead, Nei.”
I didn’t know what to do. Rra-Bina, a man from a compound in the neighbourhood was an adult and therefore
could not be disobeyed. But he was being playful, calling me “my wife” as he always did. I was always
embarrassed by this, but felt there was nothing I could do about it. Other girls seemed to enjoy such teasing but I
did not. In fact, I hated his teasing intensely. Going back to Rra-Bina might be interpreted as accepting that I was
his wife but ignoring an adult might be seen as rude. I decided to go with rudeness. I straightened my back
defiantly, set my mouth in a pout and walked on, ignoring the calls and laughter from behind me.
“That wife of yours is stubborn,” someone joked and then laughed at his own observation. “You must keep her
in line.”
“No, she is just shy. Aren’t you little Nei, my wife?” Rra-Bina called after me.
“Give her time, soon she will be running towards you not away from you,” someone added. I heard Kabo
calling me back, inviting me back to our interrupted play but I ignored him.
Although I knew that the wife-calling was just jest, there were times when I was filled with some panic.
Granted Rra-Bina was married and Bina, the son he was called after, was years older than I was. In addition, I was
aware of only three men in the village who had more than one wife. But still the second wives were much
younger than the men and the first wives. I was also very vaguely aware of a practice called go baa letlhokwa
whereby an older man, even a married man, would select a girl child as his wife to be. Then, over the years, he
would offer the child’s family gifts of food, clothing for the child, firewood. When the child was ready for
marriage, say at eighteen or so, he would then take her as his wife.
I had attended only one marriage ceremony like that and the young bride had not seemed particularly happy.
But then no bride I had ever seen had seemed happy; in fact, most looked down and cried. I had not heard any
mention of any such arrangement between my parents and Rra-Bina, but still I wished he would not go around
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referring to me as his wife. And I wished my mother would not laugh it off the way she did. Even my brother
Noka had started teasing me about it.
“Rra-Bina’s wife! Rra-bina’s wife!” Noka chanted as I reentered the yard.
There was nothing in my manner that suggested that I was paying Noka any attention at all. I walked on but
Noka knew to get off my path. We had fought often enough for him to tell from the narrowing of my eyes and the
creasing of my forehead that an attack was imminent. In fact, Noka called my pre-attack face “puppy face” and
when we were not fighting he would ask me to set my face in “puppy face” mode, and I would oblige. And we
had raced each other often enough to know that we were evenly matched, so he took a few steps back before
continuing his chanting.
“I see Rra-Bina’s wife! Rra-Bina’s wife! I see Rra-bina’s wife! Rra-Bina's wife is afraid of dead snakes! RraBina's wife is a coward! What will Rra-Bina do with a coward?” Noka continued to chant from what he thought
was a safe distance.
Without breaking my stride, I bent over and picked up a hard clod of earth. I threw the clod at my brother and
when it landed on his forehead it broke into a sandy cloud. Noka howled in response, announcing for all to hear
that I had blinded him for life. He would never see again, he declared, thanks to his brutish sister.
“What’s going on with you two?” my mother called from behind one of the houses.
“She has blinded me!”
“He is teasing me!” we chorused, each hoping to be heard above the other.
“Come here, both of you. And you! Stop howling like a little girl! Your friends can hear you and you will be
the laughing stock of the whole neighbourhood! What boy howls like that?”
“But she has thrown sand into my eyes. I may never see again,” Noka’s whining was winding down to quiet
sniffles.
“Monei, how many times have I told you not to throw objects at other people? How many times? What are
you? Some wild boy? Is that what you are? Do you want me send you off to the cattle post? Is that what you
want? What girl goes around fighting boys?”
Seeing that things were developing in his favour, Noka made the mistake of smiling and winking teasingly at
me.
“Noka, since you don’t know what to do with your time, go and get the goats. And when you bring them back,
you will milk them without assistance! And if you milk Mmakotswana too much, starving that poor kid to death, I
will kill you myself! And now go! And stop rubbing your eyes or you will indeed end up blind! And off you go!
Now!”
“But mma, it’s Rapula’s turn to bring in the goats.”
Rapula was a cousin who had been living with us since his parents had died in a lightning strike which it was
generally agreed had been sent by Mmankwe, Rapula’s father’s lover. He was due to leave for Shoshong to go and
live with a childless distant uncle and his wife. Numerous meetings had been held on the issue and a final decision
had just been made—he was due to leave at the end of the year but, in the meantime, he had to help Noka with the
goats. I was happy that Rapula would be leaving. Just as I felt sorry for him to be an orphan, he complicated my
relationship with Noka, interfering in our quarrels and offering unsolicited sympathy to me whenever Noka beat
me. He was my age but, because he lived with us, I called him brother. When people asked who was older we
both kept quiet.
We would have to explain that we were siblings by blood but not by one woman and that his parents were
dead. The explanation always brought tears to his eyes. I wanted Rapula to go to Shoshong to live with his new
parents so he could take his sadness with him. I had even convinced Kabo to join me in a special secret prayer on
the matter. Kabo didn’t like praying, believing, as his grandfather did, that it was enough to wish something with
your whole heart, and that praying out aloud was silly. My mother regarded my brother and shouted at him,
“Are you challenging me? Don’t answer back when I talk to you! Go! I am going to spit on the ground, and
before the spittle dries, you better be back with all the goats, if you know what’s good for you. If you come back
with even one goat missing, you will spend the night in the kraal so you know how the missing goat feels! And as
for you Monei, take a broom. I am looking away and when I look back, I want this whole yard swept clean! I
don’t want to hear or see any more fights between the two of you. What am I raising? A pair of bullocks? You
make more noise than a pack of jackals, I declare!”
Our mother went back to her grinding malt for the beer she would be brewing for her husband, relatives and
friends in celebration of the new rainy season. I was in the middle of my chore when who should come in but RraBina and he immediately teased me,
“Oh my wife. You can sweep a whole yard! You are a proper little woman. I may have to marry you sooner
than I thought!”
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For a split second I considered throwing the broom at Rra-Bina’s smiling face. Instead I dissolved into tears
throwing the broom away. I ran to my mother who looked up exasperated,
“Now what’s the matter? Will you ever give me peace to finish one little task?” I stomped my foot for
emphasis and declared, still crying,
“I am not Rra-Bina’s wife!” My mother shook her head, threw her hands in the air and gave me an annoyed
smile,
“Of course you are not. Are you still crying over what Noka said? Come on, Nei. It is just a harmless joke!”
“What’s wrong with little Nei?” Rra-Bina asked pretending innocence and fondling my head. I shrugged him
off to avoid any further contact. “Is she still upset by the killing of the snake?”
“No, she is crying because she does not want you to call her your wife! God knows every woman wants to be
somebody’s wife! And God help the man who marries this one, for he will have a leopard for a wife!”
“I am not a woman! And I am not a leopard!” I answered belligerently, but with eyes still brimming with tears.
“And I am not going to sweep the yard any more!” I sat down defiantly folding my arms for emphasis.
“Oh, little Nei, I was, just playing with you. Don’t be so upset. Will you make me some tea if I promise not to
call you my wife any more?”
I looked at Rra-Bina and, noting the smile on his lips, 1 was not sure that I could trust his promise. I stood up
and faced Rra-Bina. Creasing my forehead to demonstrate the seriousness of the moment, I demanded,
“Swear by the red book at the Dutch Reformed Church that you will not call me your wife, ever!”
“Nei, you can’t talk to Rra-Bina like that,” my mother remonstrated.
“I swear by the red book at the Dutch Reformed Church that I will never again call you my wife,” Rra-Bina
answered, amused, although I was trying to put as much fierceness in my face as I could muster. He extended his
pinky to seal the promise and I approached and hooked my own pinky around the extended finger. Rra-Bina sliced
the fingers apart with his left hand with what I thought was mock seriousness. I had to make sure that he kept his
promise so I added,
“Now if you break the promise you will be struck by lightning from a cloudless sky. Say you believe that!”
“Believe me, I will never risk tladimothwana, for lightning that strikes on a cloudless day is the most deadly.
Now where is my tea?” I knew then that he was serious, so I skipped off, happy that I would never be Rra-Bina’s
wife, either in jest or in reality.
Once I was on the other side of the lapa wall, I crawled back to listen to the two grown-ups. I was certain they
would make some comment on the matter when they thought I was out of earshot. I heard my mother halfseriously rebuking her neighbour for letting me talk to him like an equal.
“You can’t let her talk to you like that. She will never know right from wrong. You must be firm with children
if you want them to learn respect.” Rra-Bina looked at my mother and answered with a smile,
“What about you? She has just told you she is not going to finish sweeping the yard and what did you do?
Monei is a little leopard. You stroke her, she purrs. You tease her, she scratches. Yes, you have a leopard in that
girl, Mma-Monei! The man who marries her will spend a lifetime trying to trim those claws! Good luck to him!”
Rra-Bina stifled a laugh.
Later, when Noka brought the goats only to find the yard half-swept he was ready for another fight with me.
“Wife of Rra-Bina, why have you not done your chore?” He whispered to avoid getting into trouble with our
mother.
“Wife of Rra-Bina is anyone stupid enough to ask irrelevant questions. In fact, I see a girl masquerading as a
boy, right in front of me. All boys I know have shot at least one bird with their slingshots, but there is someone I
know who has not. Perhaps Rra-Bina can take him as his wife!” I retorted.
Noka shut up. He did not want further discussions about his shortcomings as a bird hunter. He had already had
to fight a friend about that same topic only two days previously. And he had lost the fight, the evidence being a
still-swollen knee, which he was hiding from our mother.
*
Within an hour, we had forgotten the earlier fights and we were taking turns to tell stories by the fire. When it
was our grandmother’s time to tell a story, she told the story of Dimo, the great giant who was found in many
Setswana stories. In all the stories, he stole children and, although in most stories he was chased away by some
quick thinking man in the village, we all preferred the one story in which he actually died. Noka and I, like all the
other children, feared Dimo and half-expected him to appear in reality one day to steal one of us. From the time
we were around six years old, we had known that Dimo was a fictitious creation of the parents, used to silence
children into obedience. But still, a story in which Dimo died ensured a night of sound sleep.
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“It is said that a long, long time ago,” my grandmother started. “All the village children met at the village well
and they encountered Dimo, head in the mud, buttocks in the air. The children had a brilliant idea, to play inside
Dimo’s buttocks.
“‘Dimo’s buttocks open-up!’ they called out and indeed Dimo’s buttocks opened. The children climbed in and
played and played and played. ‘Dimo’s buttocks open up!’ and the buttocks opened up again and the children
climbed out into the sunshine. After a while, the children wanted to go back in to play, so once again they shouted,
‘Dimo’s buttocks open-up!’ In they went to play in the dark recesses of Dimo’s bottom. When they were tired of
playing in the dark, they shouted, ‘Dimo’s buttocks open up.’
“But this time Dimo’s anus would not open up. It remained shut and his tummy started to rumble. His heart
beat thunderously and his breathing sounded like the August wind. The children were scared. They huddled in the
dark, entreating Dimo’s buttocks to open up. They cried and begged but Dimo’s buttocks refused to listen. They
promised never to engage in dangerous play again. They had no way of knowing if it was night or day outside.
“Then the father of one of the children, a man of great courage who had led men into war and had killed a lion,
a leopard and a buffalo, using only an axe, was passing by when he saw huge buttocks pointing to the sky.
“‘What monster is this that will chase the rains forever by exposing himself to the skies?’ But on a closer look,
the man saw that it was Dimo, head stuck in the earth and buttocks grotesquely exposed. As the man watched, he
heard faint cries from inside Dimo’s buttocks.
“‘The children! The children!’ he shouted. He ran into the village and called upon all able-bodied men to bring
their axes. He himself brought the very axe he had used to slay a lion, a leopard and a buffalo and within hours the
men had chopped Dimo’s buttocks open and the children spilled out into the night, for the sun had long set.
Mothers came to claim their children who all promised never ever to disobey their parents and happiness came to
that village for many years. For Dimo had been killed.”
I loved these stories, but I loved even more, the private stories my grandmother told me.
*
I was nine years old and in Standard One, my third year of primary school when I had Mrs. Monyatsi as my
teacher. There was general agreement, within the school and even beyond, that Mrs. Monyatsi was the most
vicious of all the teachers. Stories about her were told in whispers. She could use both hands to slap a face, so
ducking was not just futile, it was not recommended as it would most definitely drive her insane. She pinched the
armpits. She pinched the soft inner thighs. She pinched behind the ears. She pinched and pulled noses and ears.
She struck the tips of fingers with the edge of a ruler. Sometimes she even spat. And she had been known to kick.
Mrs. Monyatsi not only hurt her charges physically, but she humiliated them as well. Every year, she
memorised not just the names of her pupils, but the names of each pupil’s mother, as well as the names of the
mother’s mother. She had little interest in the paternal sides of. her pupils’ families. She had grown up in Mochudi
and therefore she was privy to scandals and rumours not known to teachers who had come from other villages.
She used this information, adding her own angles to it, in order to torment and embarrass her charges. Her tongue
was deadlier than a black mamba’s fangs, was the general consensus.
I had spent the December holidays worried that I would get Mrs. Monyatsi as my class teacher. There were
three Standard One teachers and I had hoped for Miss Lebekwa, a gentle, funny teacher, who used her cane
reasonably. Or even Mr. Dlodlo, a teacher who spoke Sesotho, which to me sounded like a very peculiar, as well
as funny, version of Setswana. He called buttocks anuses, and when he was hungry, he said he was sleepy.
Sesotho was clearly a reverse version of Setswana.
All this we found amusing and he laughed good-naturedly along with his students. His preferred mode of
punishment was inner-thigh pinching for girls and ear pulling for boys, which though painful, was nothing
compared to what Mrs. Monyatsi. could think up and execute. He smoked in class and sipped a liquid he claimed
was tea, but which was rumoured to be something else, from a flask he kept with him at all times. Mr. Dlodlo was
reputed to be lazy though, and his students did not do well in their end of year exams. Failing a standard could
lead to repeating that standard, a thing that was not only embarrassing, but could earn one a series of thrashings.
That is, a home thrashing, a thrashing by the Principal and a thrashing by the class teacher who had to suffer the
pupil for another year. So Miss Lebekwa was my first choice, but I would take Mr. Dlodlo if the toss were
between him and Mrs. Monyatsi.
When the sun came up on Christmas day, dancing and floating to celebrate the birth of Jesus Christ, I had
made a silent prayer that I not get Mrs. Monyatsi. Then just in case my first prayer was not answered, I said a
quick second one, before the sun stopped spinning, that if I did get Mrs. Monyatsi, that she did not find out about
my great-great-grandmother. I had even seriously considered dropping out of school if I did get Mrs. Monyatsi.
My brother Noka had been taken out of school, after two years of primary school, to look after the family
goats. The goats moved between the village, the lands and the cattle post, depending on the time of the year.
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Caring for goats was not generally compatible with going to school so he had had to leave school. He had
therefore never had to face Mrs. Monyatsi but he had promised to say a special prayer for me, to help me avoid
Mrs. Monyatsi’s class.
Either Jesus Christ did not hear my main prayer, what with all the wishes from so many people about so many
things, or he could not help. There had to be at least forty unfortunate children destined for Mrs. Moyatsi’s class,
no matter how Jesus Christ managed things. If Jesus failed to save me from Mrs. Monyatsi, I just hoped that he
could at least grant me my other prayer. It occurred to me though, that the doubts I had about Jesus, and what he
could or could not do, may have had something to do with his not granting my prayer.
My grandmother was very wise; the evidence was her advanced age, her impressively wrinkled face, her two
petticoats, and hair that was always covered with a head scarf. She had once whispered to me that if Mary had
been pressed, she would have told a better story about Jesus’ totem. She hadn’t elaborated and at that time I had
not been too clear about where babies came from, but it raised, in my mind, questions about Jesus’ identity.
Clearly, it seemed, if Mary had lied about Jesus’ totem, no one knew who he really was and that could mean that
he was not the Son of God. I had tried to push this doubt from my mind as I prayed that Christmas morning, but
the problem is that you can’t hide your thoughts from God and if it is His Son’s identity you are questioning, your
prayers are doomed from the start.
When my first prayer was not answered, I decided to call on my ancestors to help as well. I knew that Father
James did not approve of this practice, calling this “ancestors and spirits worship;” which seemed strange because
he prayed to Jesus, who was long dead, and the Holy Spirit. Jesus was not even his ancestor, from all accounts.
*
It was with this same half-belief and half-hope that I was to approach horoscopes when I discovered them in
high school. Without any proof, I was never really sure of my date of birth. I doubt that anyone in my class,
except perhaps Maureen and Simon, who had been born at Deborah Relief Hospital, were certain about their dates
of birth. And definitely Berka Solomon Moatshe, who was delivered by Mr. Berka Solomon, in a white van after
his mother died in childbirth in Johannesburg. Berka Solomon’s mother had been a housemaid for the Solomons,
and they were indeed very special people, to have taken the trouble to bring the baby across the border. There
were papers on his birth, one titled Birth Certificate as well as a letter bearing the title “Travel Document—Black
Orphaned Infant—Male.” Berka Solomon was very proud of this documentation evidencing his origins. Rose
must have had a birth certificate although she never said and we never asked.
Otherwise almost everyone else was born at home to parents who could neither read nor write. Dates of birth
had been pure estimations. Some were even the creations of the teachers, because the class register had a space for
such details.
As it turned out, five pupils from our class did drop out of school and amongst the five was Lorraine, a
beautiful, amazingly clean and tidy girl who said very little in or out of class and seemed to learn even less.
Lorraine had joined our class the previous year, during the last term of Sub B, from South Africa. Lorraine had
smooth golden skin, closely cropped hair, new shoes, new uniform and a neat nicely fitting cape and blue tights.
The smoothness of her feet, exposed very seldom as she was not into bare-foot games like skipping and hide-andseek, suggested that she had been wearing shoes for years. There were the smallest of cracks on her soles and you
could eat porridge off the top of her feet.
She also had these impossibly beautifully-trimmed fingernails and she had the habit ot placing her hands on
the desk in front of her, back straight and eyes staring ahead of her. I immediately nicknamed her Sphinx and,
although I meant it as a compliment, she cried when someone was tactless enough to call her that to her face. She
carried her books in a store-bought canvas backpack.
But Lorraine could neither read nor write. She could not tell the time. She sat in her assigned seat, never
fooling around or whispering or tossing papers, like some angel out of place. I had nicknamed her Sphinx because
of the way she extended her dainty hands in front of her, resting them on the desk. I thought she was beautiful.
The class did not know what to do with her. Each day she brought two slices of bread, glued together with
some kind of paste, and called the stuck-together bread a sandwich. She ate her sandwich delicately from a pink
plastic container and sipped a strange kind of soup or gravy from a little blue plastic bottle.
After one term, she disappeared. Perhaps she went to Zambia, for it was rumoured that her father came from
there. I was actually happy for Lorraine. She would never have survived Mrs. Monyatsi. She had been skittish,
fearful and not tough enough for Mrs. Monyatsi. I doubted my own survival chances, but still I was certain that
Lorraine would have had no chances at all.
Mrs. Monyatsi’s husband was a sekopa, a man completely under the thumb of his wife. There were few men
like him and they were treated with contempt. Even a child sent by a sekopa would visibly drag his or her feet.
Once we had come across Mr. Monyatsi by the river and he called out to us and told us to go and get him a
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chicken at someone’s house. With any other adult, we would have hidden our displeasure and complied. But with
Mr. Monyatsi, we simply pretended we did not understand what he was saying, until he gave up. His family had
twice made him undergo a vomiting treatment, under the supervision of a very knowledgeable witchdoctor, but
nothing had changed. He still cooked for their young children and it was rumoured that he had once been
observed sweeping the family yard. The image of a man bending over, holding a grass broom, sweeping a yard,
was too fantastic for me to imagine, so I never really believed that rumour.
So, Mrs. Monyatsi was not just a terror at school, she had a whole grown man dancing to her tune. We even
half-believed the story that she did on occasion beat Mr. Monyatsi. My grandmother said that, most probably, the
witch-doctor who had rendered him a sekopa had died, otherwise he would have long taken pity on him and
minimised the effects of his spells over Mr. Monyatsi.
Another girl who left our school was Rose. She left after only two months into the term. But Mrs. Monyatsi
had nothing to do with Rose’s leaving our school. In fact, Mrs. Monyatsi would have loved for Rose to stay. Rose
had never suffered any of Mrs. Monyatsi’s thrashing or taunts. Mrs. Monyatsi was so shamelessly protective of
Rose that it was embarrassing to everyone, including Rose. She would fuss over her and give her answers to
questions. She praised her endlessly and made her stand up in front of the class for us to aqmire her neat uniform,
her trimmed fingernails and her clean hair. We didn’t play with Rose, not because we didn’t like her, but because
we were afraid to harm her in any way and then get into trouble with Mrs. Monyatsi. What if you stepped on her
during a skipping rope game? What if you threw dirt on her neat uniform during a diketo game? What if you hit
her too hard during a dodge ball game? Rose didn’t abuse her special status, but still, getting involved with her in
any way would have been reckless in the extreme. What if I chewed on her rubber\fn{ The eraser of her pencil; “rubber”
is an English term for this:H} by mistake? The risks were too high, so we ignored her and excluded her.
Mrs. Monyatsi interpreted our exclusion of Rose to mean that Rose was too much of a lady to play our games.
“Rose plays tennis with the missionaries’ children. She has no need to play these dusty games of yours. Oh
Rose, can’t you teach them to be ladies, like you? And you speak English through your nose, like a real English
lady! They will never ever come close to you!”
Rose would smile with embarrassment and we would feel sorry for her because it was not her fault that Mrs.
Monyatsi was so pathetically trying to impress her. Rose had been born in England. I had not thought that it was
possible for a black child to be born in England or a white child to be born in Mochudi. I had thought there was a
law against it. All the missionary women disappeared from the village only to come back with toddlers, months
later. But Rose had been born in England as surely as the sun came from the East—the evidence was all there, in
the way she spoke and gestured and jutted her chin forward.
Rose was the daughter of a man, whom she called Papa, who dressed up in white clothes and played a game
called tennis with the missionary doctors, ministers and other white men associated with the Deborah Relief
Memorial Hospital and the Dutch Reformed Church. It was quite embarrassing to see a grown Motswana man
behaving like a child—hitting a ball over a sagging net and running around like that. Rose’s mother, whom she
called Mama, was a quiet woman who kept to herself and refused to join the white wives as they watched their
white-clad husbands playing tennis.
It was rumoured that Rose’s father was very much into white ways and that he was moving the family from
Mochudi to Gaborone\fn{The national capital.} so that Rose would have only English-speaking playmates.
Whatever the truth, Mrs. Monyatsi was impressed by Rose’s father’s ways. Just before he decamped to
Gaborone, he came to school to have a chat with Mrs. Monyatsi about Rose’s progress in school. If she had
grovelled any lower, she would have been been strangled by tree roots, as my grandmother would have said.
Afterwards she was flustered and sweaty and she even let us out of school early.
Rose’s father had worked at the District Commissioner’s office where he spoke English all day. Even though
we didn’t play with Rose, still we envied her and we imagined her in Gaborone, speaking English with a nasal
accent, eating chicken and rice every day and swimming in crystal clear water. Mary said there was a big hole dug
into the earth in Gaborone where white people, and people like Rose’s father who were into white ways, could
swim. We challenged her, because we could not imagine naked children and adults, cupping their private parts
with left hand and pinching their noses with their right, jumping successively into a hole full of water and playing
as if they were age mates. But Mary stuck to her story and swore that everyone took off their clothes and put on
clingy little garments before going into the water.
She was adamant that women as old as my grandmother got up to this nonsense. She said that the hole was not
muddy as the walls had been protected with cement and painted blue. We didn’t know whether to believe
everything she said but we did suspect that white people, and people who were adopting white ways, were doing
rather strange things in Gaborone. One of them, an aunt of Mary’s actually, was, we heard, learning how to drive a
car! She was working for a Mr. Walters as a housemaid, but this Mr. Walters, it seemed, had gotten it into his head
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that a black woman could drive a car and was teaching Mary’s aunt. So it was possible, we conceded rather
reluctantly, that there was a swimming hole in Gaborone. Whatever took place in Gaborone, Rose was a lucky
girl, we reckoned. Soon she would completely forget how to speak Setswana and she would be on her path to
success. And pleasant as she was, with her English mannerisms and her endless “please’s” and “thank you’s,” we
were happy that Rose was gone.
Life could return to normal.
I wondered what the Missionaries would do with the three seats, close to the white section of the church, that
had been reserved for Rose and her parents. Would .the white church-goers spill into that section of the Church?
Or would black people be allowed to sit there? My grandmother called this area “the zebra section” and Mary’s
family “the zebra family” and stated authoritatively that, as best she could remember, there had not been a zebra
family in the Dutch Reformed Church for twenty years.
*
For me, though, attempting to drop out would have earned me a beating from my mother who had decided that
she would do everything in her power to keep me in school. She might even have surrendered me to my father for
the punishment. As a girl, to be thrashed by one’s father was the ultimate punishment. It meant you were a
seganana, that is, an incorrigible wayward child. I had never suffered such humiliation and I did not wish to. Also,
dropping out would have brought the Principal and the Catholic Priest to come and find out why I was not in
school. The Catholic Priest had taken it upon himself to badger people he hardly knew into returning their
children to school. The Principal tagged along on the demand of the Catholic Priest. Just as bad, dropping out
would have meant working in the fields. Even with the constant beatings, writing and reading and learning how to
tell time were preferable to hauling water, hewing wood, picking beans and looking after goats, day in and day
out. And, the school had started providing food to students during playtime. The Principal had renamed the break
to mealtime. But we still did squeeze in some play into the break.
Renaming was big that year, or at least that is how it seemed to me. Our school was, for example, re-named
Lady Locklear Primary School after a yellow-dressed woman alighted from an impressive automobile, floated
over the sand towards us, as we waited in neat lines, and spoke fast and furiously in a language which must have
been English. After she left, we were informed that she had donated money for sixty chairs to the Standard One
classes and that we would be changing our name to honour her. But neither the new English name nor the chance
to sit on a new chair alone would have been sufficient to entice me back to school.
There was yet another very good reason to stay in school. I had joined the school athletics team and a trip to
Molepolole was scheduled for soon after term started. The only time I had ever left the village was to go to the
cattle post and to the lands and then I had either walked or ridden in a donkey cart or a sled. I knew from other
members of the team that the five-hour, ninety-kilometre trip, in the back of an open government truck, was
something special to experience. The school would provide bread, canned pilchards, oranges and even Cool-Aid
for a lunch break at some point after Gaborone. The thought of missing such a sumptuous lunch made me
concentrate on the fact that no one had actually died at Mrs. Monyatsi’s hands. There had been nasty nosebleeds
and split lips here and there, and a broken arm once, but no one had actually been buried. And I had never ridden
in a motor vehicle and Mrs. Monyatsi was not about to deny me a space in the green Bedford truck.
There was also the possibility, although a bit remote, that I would be photographed. My classmate Mary, who
was in the school netball team, had been photographed while on a trip to Serowe. She actually had a picture of
herself stuck to the inside of her science exercise book.
So I stayed in school and tried to do as little as possible to get Mrs. Monyatsi’s attention. I did all my
homework, promptly divided any new pencil into four equal pieces and gave the other three to my grandmother
for safe-keeping. My mother has stopped doing that for me, expecting that I was too old to be losing pencils like a
Sub A or Sub B pupil, but I was not going to take chances with Mrs. Monyatsi. Showing up without a pencil or
having lost a book was perhaps the biggest offence. These offences attracted very harsh penalties, including
expulsion from the class and denial of food.
I polished my shoes as best I could, even if most times I had to use lard to get a hint of a shine, and ensured
that I did not lose buttons from my school uniform. I washed as well as I could with the limited facilities at home.
I particularly washed my face, arms and legs, the parts that would be visible to Mrs. Monyatsi. I soaked my
cracked feet and hands in water and rubbed them all over with a rough stone to reduce the crevices. Occasionally,
there was a bit of Vaseline to oil my constantly dry skin. On weekends I ground up charcoal and brushed my teeth
as best I could with the powder and a bit of water.
And I continued to thank the Lord Jesus for keeping the story of one of my great-great-grandmothers from
Mrs. Monyatsi.
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The story, which even in my family was whispered only very rarely, was that one of my great-greatgrandmothers had been found in the company of a married man under circumstances that suggested an amorous
relationship. The story was that perhaps the large nose that had since made its appearance on the faces of some of
my family members was due to that particular link.
As the story went, a cow had been paid at the time and none of the marriages, for my great-great-grandmother
had been married too, were broken as a result. It was an old story and its truth was even questionable, still such
rumours were better kept away from Mrs. Monyatsi for she could rattle a skeleton louder than anyone I had ever
known. No one had the courage to point out to her face that she had bewitched her own husband, who as a result
cooked, rode around on an old mule, muttering foolishly, and wore a permanent grin.
*
“Child of Motlatsi, who in turn was child of Mosung who was divorced for witchcraft, and was sent home
riding on a thorn bush, what did you eat this morning?” she bellowed at Nina barely ten days into the new year.
Mrs. Monyatsi’s face reminded me of a dog in our neighbourhood. The sly eyes, too close to each other, the
long face. It wasn’t really an ugly face, but it was frightening. In fact, she had a sister wbo looked almost exactly
like her and she was an attractive women. But when Mrs. Monyatsi got really worked up, her face got contorted
and I thought saliva would surely start dripping down the corners of her mouth.
“Motogo Mistress,” was the whispered reply. Everybody knew that teachers had eggs and liver and bread for
breakfast. Not that any of us had seen a teacher eating, but still what else could a teacher eat? Teachers lived in
“teachers' quarters” comprising square-shaped houses painted a pale yellow. They had a communal tap from
which they fetched water pumped there from a borehole situated just outside the school compound. Teachers used
pit-latrines while almost everybody else used the bushes next to the river as toilets. So teachers did not have
motogo\fn{A soft porridge made from sorghum} for breakfast, or at least that was what we all thought.
“Child of Motlatsi, who in turn was child of Mosung who was divorced for witchcraft, and was sent home
riding on a thorn bush, what kind of soap did you use this morning?”
“Pig soap, Mistress.”
“Child of Motlatsi, who in turn was child of Mosung who was divorced for witchcraft, and was sent home
riding on a thorn bush, I said what kind of soap did you use this morning?” Mrs. Monyatsi’s voice had risen to a
dangerous level and I was trying to sit as still as possible, lest she suddenly decided on attacking me.
“Pig soap, Mistress.”
“Louder!”
“Pig soap!”
“Pig soap what, child of Motlatsi?”
“Pig soap, Mistress!”
“Yes, I knew there was a filthy pig in this classroom. You are all pigs and you all smell like pigs. Out you go.
Round the block. Sing out loud: ‘We are pigs, we smell. We are pigs, we smell.’”
We all trooped out and shouted, abusing ourselves for all to hear. Every time we passed our classroom we all
put extra verve in our self-humiliation.
Child of Motlatsi did not come back when school reopened for the second term. In fact Nina, child of Motlatsi,
married a gold-miner and proceeded to have one child every two years and within a couple of years one could
have been excused for mistaking her for Motlatsi, her mother—this on account of her ill-fitting clothes, headscarf
and snuff-snorting. Life in school had been hard but life out of school turned out to be brutal.
I decided to stay in school and to take my chances with Mrs. Monyatsi.
As for Mrs. Monyatsi, she broke rather foul-smelling wind and blamed it on the class. I could always tell even
before the smell reached the second row, where I sat, sharing a desk with Mary. Mrs. Monyatsi would tilt her
bottom slightly, to give the air a chance to escape without making a sound. The situation was particularly bad in
the afternoon after lunch, when the classroom was hot and the air was still.
“Go out and shake your smelly disgusting selves!” she would bark.
We would leap off our chairs and file out. Being slow and showing anything close to a lack of enthusiasm
could earn the offender a Ninety Degrees.
“Ninety Degrees” was what Mrs. Monyatsi called bending over at a ninety-degree angle, without touching
your ankles, and receiving nine strokes from a cane. Ninety-Degrees was to be particularly avoided because Mrs.
Monyatsi did not allow “degree shifts” as she called any movements resulting in any deviation from the
prescribed angle. Thus any movement from a pupil who is receiving Ninety Degrees would lead the punishment
starting all over again.
“Boys and girls, did I see a degree shift?” she would bellow.
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“You did, Mistress!” The chorus was always loud and energetic. Mrs. Monyatsi’s swivelling eyes could detect
an unenthusiastic response.
“Boys and girls, what should I not see?”
“A degree shift, Mistress!”
“Boys and girls, what should I see?”
“Ninety degrees, Mistress!”
So as soon as Mrs. Monyatsi did her surreptitious tilt, I prepared myself for the inevitable scramble through the
door. Once outside I would shake my dress, as would all the other girls. The boys would pound their pants and
stomp their feet. We would all hop about until the Mrs. Monyatsi called us back into the classroom. When we got
back into the classroom, we were at great pains not to wrinkle our noses in response to the still foul air. Faces
would be blank, with noses in place. The efforts of keeping a straight face would have been comical, were it not
for the seriousness of the situation.
“Now sit down and finish your compositions. Remember the topic, ‘The Happiest Day of My Life’.”
There was a well known story of a not-too-bright student years before, who, faced with the same topic, had
written about how he expected his last day in Standard One to be the happiest day of his life. The composition had
earned him three ninety degrees and a zero decorated with eyes and a tail. A decorated zero was to be avoided as it
earned one a special visit to the Principal’s office for further caning.
So each one of us, without consultations or even thinking that there could possibly be any other story to tell,
cited the first day of our Standard One school year as the happiest day of our lives.
Another of Mrs. Monyatsi’s favourite topics was, “What I like about my Teacher.” Mrs. Monyatsi produced
quick studies, so that Berka Solomon, who joined our class mid-term from another school, was able to produce a
glowing description of Mrs. Monyatsi within a week of joining our class.
“Mrs. Monyatsi is kind and good teacher,” Berka Solomon had written. “She like clean pupils and she like
pupils who listen good-good. She like students that are respect teachers well-well and write homework neat-neat
and clean-clean in lines. She don’t like children who rub books with finger and maker holes in book. Mrs.
Monyatsi is best teacher in hole world. Mrs. Monyatsi is teacher I like very very much. Mrs. Monyatsi is good
teacher very much.”
Mrs. Monyatsi read out Berka Solomon’s composition to the class. Berka Solomon beamed with pride,
especially when he was sent to the Principal’s office to collect his white ribbon. I had worn the white ribbon a few
times myself but, as much as it was coveted, there was a down-side. To return it, brown and soiled, at the end of
the day could earn one a beating from the Principal. The result was that any sensible white-ribbon-wearer had to
refrain from playing, for there was no way one could be part of any type of play without coming into contact with
the bright red earth. The result, though, was that a white-ribbon-wearer appeared to the rest of the class to be
showing off, sitting quietly, watching others play, donning the impossible-to-miss ribbon. White-ribbon-wearing
did not earn the wearer friends.
*
Often I felt like I lived two sects of lives, the school life and the home life. The home life itself was divided
into two, that is the village life and the lands life. It did not help that we moved between village, lands and cattle
post, depending on the season and whether school was on or off. It also did not help that my siblings never
seemed to be together in any one place. There was, I felt, a constant shifting and restlessness, and what I learned
at school did not seem to have any real life application.
Then there were the unreasonable rules that were based solely on whether you were in school or at home. For
example, I wished I could wear my school shoes at home, especially at the lands. After having two years of
stuffing paper inside the shoes to fill in the two-sizes-too-large space, the shoes were finally a perfect fit. They
had been bought two sizes too big so they could last me longer, which made sense because I had no younger
school-going sibling to pass them on to and no older school going sibling to take over used shoes from.
But, with my well fitting sturdy shoes, I would have been able to run into the bush, confident that I was
protected from thoms, millipedes, snakes and scorpions. My brother Leruo had sent me a comfortable, sturdy pair
of shoes but I could not wear them to the lands. I had never understood why the shoes were reserved for school,
church and the hospital only. Those were three places without thoms, millipedes, snakes or scorpions. In fact, the
church steps felt nice and cool on my bare feet.
But that was how things were.
Just like in the matter of chairs. At school, at church and at the hospital, it was okay for children and women to
sit on chairs or benches. But it was not okay to do so at home. At home only men sat on chairs. That was just the
way it was. Even though there was the problem of doing homework. It was so much easier to write homework
while sitting on a chair, with the books resting on a table. But I could not dare do that.
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So I did my homework lying down on my tummy or sitting cross-legged on the floor with my book resting on
my left hand. Sometimes, I used a flat-topped rock that was under a tree in our yard, to rest my exercise book. But
I would only use the rock during the day and when the shade was right, because it was too heavy to move about in
the yard.
Another puzzle was why, when your mother tried to beat you, running to hide behind another adult ended the
matter right there, but one could not do the same at school. At home, it was considered a way of apology and an
act showing respect for both adults but, at school, it was considered disrespectful and could earn you additional
lashes.
There were clearly things that belonged to four cornered houses and things that belonged to round houses.
Keeping them straight was not always easy.
*
My mother was a quiet, perhaps shy woman. Even when she was shouting at us there was a muted quality to
her voice.
Members of the extended family consulted her on all kinds of matters. Aunts openly came to ask her to talk to
their daughters and uncles consulted her on male topics, while pretending to indulge her in her need for gossip.
She would give her advice in a quiet measured way, guiding the person seeking advice to a solution without
seeming opinionated.
There was, for example, the time when Rra-Bina came over to our yard, just minutes after my father had left
for the cattle post. Immediately he tended the fire for tea, for I knew how he loved tea. It was always best to start
an errand before being asked, especially as I was, at the time, hoping for a new dress for Christmas. Rra-Bina
skirted around the topic that had brought him to our yard but finally he started,
“Mma-Leruo, I have come to ask for your advice. My son, Bina, is top of his class and I fear that too much of
the white man’s knowledge might render him insane.”
Indeed that was a concern of many parents. Cramming too much information, especially information on
mathematics and science, into a child’s head could make them go mad. My aunts and uncles had warned me many
times about not reading all the time.
“You are a lucky man, Rra-Bina, your son Bina will become a teacher or perhaps even an Agricultural
Demonstrator. You should be happy that he is so smart.”
“But what if he goes mad with all this stuff they are forcing into his head? Surely there is that danger, MmaMonei.”
“Do you know anyone who had suffered this fate? Me, I don’t. But maybe I know too little of these matters.”
“There is Mogotsi, the son of Morobi, who went to Tiger Kloof, then to London and now he is mad! He was a
fine young man, until he read and wrote like a white man. Now look at him. What is the use of education if all
you do is go around muttering in English!”
“But his grandfather was mad too, wasn’t he? But he never went to school. What can we blame for his
madness?”
“Are you saying then, that too much education is not bad for the children?”
“What I’m saying is that white men get educated and do not go mad. Why should black people go mad when
they learn the same thing?”
“Well, I can’t say that we have the same kind of brains, Mma-Monei. Surely we don’t? And these things the
children are learning, they are English things. They are strange things. They don’t learn about things you and I see
and can touch. I’m really thinking of taking Bina out of school, so he can herd cattle at the cattle post. He doesn’t
want to leave school and that meddlesome Father James is on my back about it. That squinting man is a pain, if
you ask me. Can’t a man make decisions about his family without having to worry about some churchman
badgering him? Have I.ever told him how to run his church?”
“Let’s leave Father James out of this for a while, Rra-Bina. Your son is very smart. He could, one day, become
a Principal of a school. He could even work for the District Commissioner. Or he could work as an officer in an
office in Gaborone. What about a police officer? Don’t you have dreams of him wearing a suit and carrying a
notebook and investigating crime? Writing down important matters? I don’t believe that school can make children
mad. That is just talk. Let him stay in school. You will not regret it.”
The two had discussed the matter back and forth and Rra-Bina had finally decided to keep his son in school, at
least for the time being.
*
My mother was also a herbalist for babies and new mothers. She knew roots, berries, leaves and barks that
could cure all kinds of ailments associated with childbirth. New mothers came to her to consult about bleedings
that would not stop as well as to firm up a baby’s collapsed fontanel. This kept her very busy and, of all of us,
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only my sister Mmadira seemed keen to learn my mother’s trade. Noka, being a boy, was the one often sent to dig
the roots or bring some bark or berry home, but he was not interested in learning their particular uses. Mmadira
would be the one to examine and prepare the herbs.
It was a trade because she charged a fee for her services. Still, she could not turn those without a chicken away,
for that was her standard fee anyway. The ancestors would have taken her gift away, had she used it only to enrich
herself.
My mother was therefore a very busy woman, for the village was full of babies and mothers requiring her
skills. I think there were times when I was resentful. But most times, I was very proud of my mother’s seemingly
extensive knowledge. She came from a family of healers.
But never bone casters. That was good because those who cast bones to divine the ills and fortunes of others
were often witches as well. And if not actually witches, they had the potential anyway. My mother’s father had
been a thobega doctor, a setter of broken bones. A good bonesetter, and my grandfather, from all accounts, was
very good and commanded respect. It was expected that one of us children would inherit the art of healing and
Mmadira had indeed demonstrated that she was the chosen one.
The art of healing was not just a blessing, but it was a major responsibility as well. A chosen one could not just
decide to ignore the calling, for she or he would, as a result, be plagued by ill health and emotional restlessness.
My sister Mmadira seemed keen on the trade she had inherited so my parents were very much relieved. My
mother told her friends with utter admiration, that Mmadira had had a good eye and nose for herbs since she was
ten years old.
My sister Mmadira earned my everlasting respect and awe after the day she brought my classmate Mary back
from the clutches of death. My mother was not home when Mary was brought to our house by her distraught
parents. She was limp and her eyes seemed to be rolling around on their own. She had obviously been vomiting.
Mmadira took one look at her and in minutes she had a concoction for her to drink. She couldn’t drink unaided so
Mmadira forced the liquid down her throat. Mmadira was not that much bigger than her patient but she acted
authoritatively and efficiently. She announced that from the smell of the vomit Mary had eaten molefe, a beetle we
knew to be extremely poisonous but which was visually similar to lebere, an edible beetle.
Having caused Mary to ingest a cupful of a herbal concoction, she screamed across the lapa wall, for a
breastfeeding neighbour to come over. Once the neighbour presented herself, Mmadira demanded that she express
some milk into a cup and within minutes Mary was being force-fed the milk. For two full hours, Mmadira fed
Mary breast milk and the herbal concoction alternately and for that whole period Mary seemed to vomit
continuously. Finally, Mmadira fed her something that seemed to make her sleep.
By the time my mother came, Mary was stirring and asking in a weak voice for her mother. Mmadira had been
only sixteen or seventeen when she saved Mary’s life.
My mother was so proud of Mmadira’s prompt and efficient response that she organised a ceremony at which
she invited other healers for Mmadira’s special recognition. … \fm{ Below: the coat of arms of Botswana (from 1966}
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The Trinity Congregational Church, Gaborone, South-East District, Botswana

The Cathedral Church of Christ the King, Gaborone City, Gaborone Urban District, Botswana
33

The Hindu Venkateswara Balaji Temple, Gaborone City, Gaborone Urban District, Botswana

The Hindu Krishna Blaram Temple, Gaborone City, Gaborone Urban District, Botswana
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The Bamalete Lutheran Church, Ramotswa, South-East Rural District, Botswana: two views
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The Congregational church, Serowe, Central Rural District, Botswana: two views
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A church in Bobonog, Central Rural District, Botswana

A church in Letlhakane, Central Rural District, Botswana
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The London Missionary Society church, Kanye, Southern Rural District, Botswana

The Cornelius of Eloyi-Mmopane Church, Jwaneng Town District, Botswana
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The Church of St. Mark, Lobatswe Town, Lobatse Urban District, Boswana: two views

39

A mosque in Lobatse, Lobatse Town, Lobatse Urban District, Botswana. The oldest mosque in Botswana, it
was build during the 1950s

The Seventh Day Adventist church, Selebi-Phikwe Town, Selebi-Phikwe Urban District, Botswana
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A London Missionary Society church, Molepolole, Kweneng Rural District, Botswana

A Lutheran church, Mochudi, Kgatleng Rural District, Botswana
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The Church of Bible Life Ministries, Maun, Ngamiland Rural District, Botswana

The Baptist church, Maun, Ngamiland Rural District, Botswana
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A Dutch Reformed church in Ghanzi Town, Ghanzi Rural District, Botswana

The Cathedral of Our Lady of the Desert, Francistown City, Francistown Urban District, Botswana
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The Church of St. Theresa, Francistown, North-East Rural District, Botswana

The Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day Saints, Kasane, Chobe Rural District, Botswana
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The Church of St. Anna, Tsabong, Kgalagadi Rural District, Botswana

The Seventh Day Adventist church, Tsabong, Kgalagadi Rural District, Botswana
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The Eloyi Christian Church Brass Band, Orapa Town, Botswana

The site of The Assemblies of God: The Unstoppable Glory, Nata, Sowa Township, Botswana
▲
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