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From Africa to wartorn Britain

In September 1945, a 24-year-old student called Seretse Khama arrived in England from his home in British colonial Africa. Victory in Japan had been celebrated the month before and Britain was at last emerging from the trauma of the Second World War. But the aftermath of the conflict was visible everywhere, in the pinched faces of the people and the rubble of bombed-out buildings. Everything looked grey and drab. It was a very different country from his own: the British Protectorate of Bechuanaland, 6,000 miles away in southern Africa. At home, dry scrubland stretched out far into the distance and the sun blazed hot in a blue sky.

Seretse had come to study law at Oxford University. Tall and long-legged, with a strong build and genial good looks, he was the heir to the kingship of the Bangwato, the largest nation in Bechuanaland. His uncle, Tshekedi Khama, who was ruling the Bangwato as Regent, was grooming him carefully for his future role as Kgosi and had long been interested in the idea of Seretse studying law in Britain; European law, he thought, would help him to deal from a position of strength with the colonial administration.1 He also wanted to remove Seretse from the racial segregation and inequalities of southern Africa, which had made his nephew bitter. ‘I had adopted certain attitudes towards a certain race, if I may put it that way, and that is the white race,’ said Seretse years later. ‘I disliked them intensely because I thought that they disliked me. I suppose some of them did.’ All whites seemed to him cruel and unjust and he had ‘just no trust at all for any white man,’ he told his uncle. ‘Well,’ replied Tshekedi, ‘that is all the more reason why you should go to the United Kingdom to continue your studies.’2

Seretse was already extremely well educated. He had attended the premier schools for Africans in South Africa: Adams College, a mission school near Durban; the missionary-run Lovedale College in Alice, in the Eastern Cape; and Tiger Kloof in Vryburg, which was not very far from the Bechuanaland border and was run by the London Missionary Society. At all these schools he distinguished himself as a scholar and an individual. After secondary school he went to Fort Hare Native University, near Lovedale in Alice, which was the only black university in South Africa. Here he took courses in Native Law, Native Administration, Roman-Dutch Law, History, English and Setswana, and obtained his BA degree in 1944. These years at Fort Hare were inspiring ones. The University was the focus for the intellectual elite of black South Africans and was ‘a beacon for African scholars all over Southern, Central and Eastern Africa,’ wrote Nelson Mandela, who also studied at Fort Hare. It educated many of the future leaders on the African continent – not just Seretse and Mandela, but also Oliver Tambo, Julius Nyerere, Kenneth Kaunda, Herbert Chitepo, Desmond Tutu, Robert Mugabe and many others.3 Debates about social injustice and the future of the region were recurrent and urgent.

After Fort Hare, Seretse registered for a law degree at the University of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg.4 Here he grew to know Mandela, who was also studying law, who later referred to ‘the fine rapport he and I struck in our days at Wits, and the admiration and esteem in which I have always held him since then’.5 Seretse also became a very good friend of Joshua Nkomo, who was not a student at Wits but was staying at one of the university hostels.6 Seretse, Mandela and Nkomo frequented the Blue Lagoon restaurant in Johannesburg, where they mixed with other Fort Hare graduates, including Oliver Tambo.7

Being a student at Wits was difficult and unpleasant in many ways. There was only a handful of black students, who were not allowed to use the sports field, tennis courts or swimming pool, and were treated with contempt by some of the white lecturers. Mandela recorded many humiliations – when he sat at a table in the law library, a white student moved away; and when he went to a café with some white students, they were kept out because a ‘kaffir’ was among them.8 But, added Mandela, he also met students such as Joe Slovo and Ruth First and was introduced to stimulating new ideas about the future of southern Africa:

Wits opened a new world to me, a world of ideas and political beliefs and debates, a world where people were passionate about politics. I was among white and Indian intellectuals of my own generation, young men who would form the vanguard of the most important political movements of the next few years. I discovered for the first time people of my own age firmly aligned with the liberation struggle, who were prepared, despite their relative privilege, to sacrifice themselves for the cause of the oppressed.9

But whereas Mandela stayed at Wits to complete his course, Seretse left Africa for Britain after less than a year. In the chill of the British autumn, he went up to Oxford for the start of the Michaelmas term and became a student at Balliol College. His initial plan of study included both Law and a combined course of Politics and Economics: he would take examinations in both, which would add up to an Oxford BA.10 He made an excellent first impression on his academic adviser, Sir Reginald Coupland, the Beit Professor of Colonial History. ‘I have seen Seretse Khama,’ wrote Coupland soon after the young student’s arrival. ‘What a very good sort he is!’11

But Seretse had trouble settling in. The British students showed no interest in getting to know him and there were hardly any students from Africa. In 1945 there were about 750 students from Africa in the UK, but most of them were at the Universities of Edinburgh (where Julius Nyerere was a student of history), Aberdeen and London, or at the Inns of Court in London.12 ‘I was miserable the first term,’ recalled Seretse later. ‘I thought I was intensely disliked because nobody talked to me or showed any interest in me and I thought it was just another way of showing me that I did not belong.’13 This isolation was especially painful because he had always been popular with his peers – at Fort Hare, he had been regarded as likeable and unassuming, even though he was one of the most prominent royals. ‘He was not posing himself as if he was going to be king,’ commented one student. ‘He was just part of the student body; that is one of the things I liked about him. He never put his personality above anybody else.’14

Seretse felt, too, that in Britain he was always identified by his colour: that people did not see him as a student from Bechuanaland, but as a ‘coloured’ man or ‘negro’.15 It was usually assumed by the British public that he was American or West Indian. But he had very little in common with American GIs or with West Indians who had come to the UK to find work, apart from the colour of his skin. His family background and his experience were those of a crown prince, who had been marked out for privilege since the day of his birth.

The number of black people in Britain in the early postwar years was tiny – less than 0.02 per cent of the population, who mostly lived in London or the major port cities of Liverpool, Bristol and Cardiff.16 There was no official colour bar, but black people in Britain were routinely refused employment and accommodation. They also encountered colour prejudice in their everyday contacts with the general public, on public transport, and in restaurants. One Nigerian student noticed that

in trains, if I enter a coach first, very few people will enter the coach if they can find room in another. In cafes very few like to sit beside a coloured person unless personally known to them. In picture houses some people asked what I was doing there as they were sure I should not understand the picture.

Colonial students from Asian and Mediterranean backgrounds also suffered from the colour bar. One Indian student from Kenya complained that when he was travelling on the underground with an English girl, two men shouted, ‘These bloody foreigners, they come here and spoil our girls.’ Another Indian from East Africa observed the way in which colour prejudice was learned –

It is taught to children, it is bred in them, but it is not natural to them. I was in hospital to have my tonsils removed, and there were no beds, so I was put in the children’s ward; one of them said to me: ‘Tell me mister, have you been out in the sunshine long?’17

‘Yes, there are penalties if one has a coloured skin, and hardly a day goes by without one being reminded of them,’ observed Learie Constantine, the legendary cricketer from Trinidad, who had moved to Britain in 1929 and who had been employed as a welfare officer to care for West Indians arriving for work. In 1944, Constantine had sued Imperial Hotels in London for refusing him accommodation, and successfully established a case of discrimination.18 ‘Is there a Colour Bar?’ asked the illustrated British weekly, Picture Post. The answer to this question, it argued, was a resounding yes. It reported the case of a man in Liverpool who had lived in five European countries and had been a British prisoner-of-war in Germany, but who knew of no European country where the ‘coloured’ man was treated with more unofficial contempt than in Britain, from restaurant-keepers and landladies, employers and employees, even from the man in the street.19

The issue of the colour bar had been spotlighted by the arrival in Britain of American servicemen. By the end of 1942 there were about 170,000 American men, of whom about 12,000 were black and rigidly segregated. White American troops became angry if they found black soldiers in places of entertainment, especially if they were with white women. Under pressure from American command, the British Secretary of State for War asked the Cabinet to approve a policy of educating the army to adopt the attitude of the US authorities towards black American troops. But some members of the Cabinet strongly resisted this plan. It was agreed that personnel should respect the American attitude, but not adopt it – that there could be no question of segregation in Britain.20

Within the British services, the colour bar became less oppressive during the years of war. The army changed its rules so that men who were ‘not of pure European descent’ were allowed to hold commissions as officers.21 There was also a sense that everyone was fighting the same enemy, which created a feeling of camaraderie between blacks and whites. But this did not transfer to civilian life once peace had been restored.22

Men had come from every part of the Empire to fight for the Allies in Europe and the Far East. Among them were 10,000 men from Seretse’s own country, the Bechuanaland Protectorate, who had served in the African Auxiliary Pioneer Corps.23 Seretse watched the victory parade in London in 1946, when some of the Bechuanaland veterans marched down the city streets.24 They were loudly cheered by the British spectators, but instantly forgotten. Seretse thought it was odd that British people, who were so proud of their Empire, appeared never to have heard of Bechuanaland and were unaware of its contribution to the war.25 He was angry that men who had been seen as equal in war and death, were no longer seen as equal in the postwar political and economic life of the colonies. This feeling was shared in British colonies across Africa and was a contributing factor in the outbreak of the riots that rocked the cities of the Gold Coast in February 1948 and in the Mau Mau uprising in Kenya in the early 1950s.26

One of the Protectorate veterans who spoke to Seretse at the victory parade noticed that he ‘did not seem taken up with the English. He said to me: “The English like to show you their nice side but they hide their poverty and slums.”’27 What could not be hidden, though, was the austerity of daily life and the rationing of food and clothes – even bread rationing was introduced for the first time by the Ministry of Food in July 1946.28 ‘I am still feeling awfully homesick,’ wrote Seretse to his uncle. ‘Perhaps that is one reason beside [the] food shortage that I am losing weight so rapidly.’29 Some people in England tried to be friendly, including members of the London Missionary Society, the Congregationalist organization which dominated the religious life of the Bangwato Reserve. Dr Roger Pilkington, one of the LMS directors, who had a doctorate in genetics from Magdalene College, Cambridge, took a special interest in Seretse and invited him on several occasions to stay with himself and his wife. But Seretse was lonely.

In his second term at Balliol, Seretse started to feel happier. He struck up a friendship with John Zimmerman, another Balliol student who, like Seretse, was an outsider, because he was Jewish.30 Seretse also found acceptance on the sports field. He was an outstanding sportsman and a strong team player, characteristics which had distinguished his school and university career in South Africa and earned him such nicknames on the soccer field as ‘Small Hops’, ‘Machine Gun’, ‘Flexible Six Forty-Five’ and ‘C to C’ (Cape to Cairo).31 Now these gifts made him an asset to his Oxford College. ‘For some reason,’ he wrote years later, ‘somebody asked me if I played rugby in South Africa, and I said yes. I was picked to practise. I then played for my college; then I boxed for my college.’32 He was ‘an unstoppable wing three quarter’ for the college rugby XV, commented a rugby enthusiast at Balliol.33 Seretse was now starting to fit into College life. ‘We liked him as a person,’ observed the Master of the College – ‘he was a very acceptable member of the College, and he worked well.’34

While studying at Oxford, Seretse enrolled in the Inner Temple in London, as part of his plan to study for the Bar.35 He was determined to become a barrister – Bechuanaland did not have a single law professional and badly needed lawyers. His uncle Tshekedi relied on a white advocate in Cape Town, Douglas Buchanan. Tshekedi himself had been studying law at Fort Hare when he was recalled to Bechuanaland in 1926 to take up the role of Regent. But Seretse’s plans came up against an unexpected obstacle in the spring of 1946. Just before the end of his first year at Oxford, he was informed that he was not eligible to sit the law examinations, because he had not qualified in Latin. Before coming to Oxford, he had been assured that a course he had taken at Wits in Roman-Dutch Law was an adequate substitute. But now he was told that the exemption was only valid if he had done military service. He was compelled to give up Law, which meant that he could only be examined in Politics and Economics. He now attached more importance to his studies for the Bar. ‘I know that Oxford has got a very big name,’ he acknowledged to his uncle. But this name would not help him, he objected with some vigour, ‘if I cannot do what I have come here for – to study adequately’.36

Seretse spent the summer of 1946 in Northumberland, working as a volunteer on a dairy farm. This healed some of his homesickness: land and animals were at the centre of Bechuanaland life. Seretse was the heir to many thousands of cattle and he was keen to learn about different methods of farming. ‘He is getting up at five and works hard,’ noted Pilkington with approval.37

After the summer, Seretse went back to Balliol. But by the spring of 1947 he was feeling frustrated by the obstacles put in his way by the university. He decided to leave Oxford and to focus his energies instead on the Bar exams at the Inner Temple. Pressure was put on him to stay by members of the University. ‘There are social and intellectual advantages in college life at Oxford,’ maintained Sir Reginald Coupland, ‘which cannot be obtained in the scattered world of London.’38 But he had come to England to study law, argued Seretse, not simply for the adventure of being an Oxford undergraduate. By now, he had now completed five terms at Oxford – nearly two years.39 It was time to go to London.

Seretse’s new home in London was Nutford House, a hostel for colonial students run by the Colonial Office, not far from Marble Arch in the West End.40 A squat grey brick building, it had none of the splendour of his Oxford College – its little urban garden was the size of a handkerchief in comparison with the Balliol gardens. But after Oxford, Nutford House was a haven. As soon as he crossed the threshold, he met other young men from Africa and from colonies all over the Empire. These included Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, later the first Prime Minister of the Federation of Nigeria; Veerasamy Ringadoo, the first President of Mauritius; Forbes Burnham, later the President of Guyana; and Milton Cato, the first Prime Minister of St Vincent.41

One of the residents of Nutford House was his old friend Charles Njonjo, a Kenyan who had been with him at Fort Hare and who was now enrolled as a student at the Middle Temple. The two young men had rooms next to each other and spent their spare time together. Twice a week they cooked for themselves, with two young men from India, which gave Seretse a lifelong taste for curry. Tshekedi was not very generous with Seretse’s allowance, but when money did arrive from Bechuanaland, the four men promptly went out to an Indian restaurant.42 Seretse and Charles were often invited to the north London home of John Zimmerman, Seretse’s friend from Balliol. John’s mother cooked hearty meals for them and her motherly warmth was a welcome contrast with the cold stares of people on the street.43

Another close friend at Nutford House was Harry Nkumbula from Northern Rhodesia (Zambia), a ‘thickset, very forceful’44 man who was studying Economics at the London School of Economics and was later to play an important role in his country’s politics. Seretse also got to know people from the colonies who were not students, such as Dr Hastings Banda from Nyasaland (Malawi), who was practising medicine in Willesden in London and was later to become the first President of his country.45 Banda and Nkumbula worked together in 1949 to produce an important document criticizing the plan of the Attlee government to create a Federation of Southern Rhodesia, Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland. This plan was bitterly opposed by the African populations because it would extend the inequalities and colour bar of Southern Rhodesia throughout the region.46

The Inner Temple was an elite institution reminiscent of Oxford, but it was in the heart of London and just moments from the lively, metropolitan atmosphere of Fleet Street. Seretse often relaxed with fellow students at a pub called ‘The Feathers’ and was popular with everyone.47 He felt less of an alien here than at Oxford: a quarter of the African students in the UK were studying Law and many were at the Inns of Court in London.48 A number of them would take a leading role in the politics of their own countries in future years, including Charles Njonjo, who would later become the first Attorney General in independent Kenya. Joe Appiah, who was a student at the Middle Temple, was a member of a family of Ashanti Kings from the Gold Coast (Ghana) and had already begun a long career as a political activist. A short, slight man with thick spectacles, he had a sharp legal mind and a gregarious personality49 and he and Seretse very quickly struck up a friendship.

Appiah had been offered a place at Cambridge University, but he chose not to go because he felt ‘magnetized’ by the excitement of African political activities in London.50 As far back as the mid-1930s, noted the Trinidadian writer C. L. R. James, there had been a collection of notable black people in London – Paul Robeson, the American actor and singer; Jomo Kenyatta, the Kenyan activist who spent sixteen years in Britain and was to become the first President of independent Kenya; George Padmore, a Trinidadian who was a key figure in the African nationalist movement; and Amy Garvey, an African American activist who was the widow of Marcus Garvey. ‘Some of us,’ wrote C. L. R. James, ‘were becoming active politically, but not on the question of race – on the question of independence for the colonies.’51 There were a number of students from West Africa in the UK between the wars, who in 1925 set up the West African Students Union at Camden Square in North London. In 1935, the patron of WASU was Paul Robeson. WASU provided hostel amenities for students and was a lively centre for discussions about the future of Africa.52 In 1942, WASU demanded immediate internal self-government for Britain’s West African colonies and complete independence in five years.53 Joe Appiah was an active member, becoming Vice-President and then President in the late 1940s.54

The issue of self-government seemed even more pressing after the Second World War. ‘We have fought against fascism, the enemy of mankind,’ wrote a soldier from the Gold Coast who had fought in Burma, ‘so that all people, white or black, civilised or uncivilised, free or in bondage, may have the right to enjoy the privileges and bounties of nature.’55 There was widespread faith in the Atlantic Charter signed by Roosevelt and Churchill in 1941, which had referred to the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they would live. The independence of India and Pakistan in 1947 seemed to be consistent with these developments. For the generation that had fought the war – in Britain and her Empire – there was a sense of hope that it really was possible to make the world a better place.

Britain after the war was directly responsible for fourteen African states, with a total population of 56 million. For African students in London, at the political heart of the Empire, the idea that it was now time for change was reinforced by the election of the Labour Party in July 1945. Key members of the Fabian Colonial Bureau, who had made clear their sympathy with colonial aspirations, were now in power.56 But WASU and other organizations of African students were quickly disappointed by the failure of the Labour government to deliver on its promises. ‘I am not prepared to sacrifice the British Empire,’ announced Aneurin Bevan to the House of Commons in February 1946, ‘because I know that if the British Empire fell it would mean the standard of life of our own constituents would fall considerably.’57

Just months before Seretse’s arrival in the UK, Kwame Nkrumah – later the first President of Ghana – registered for a PhD at London University and was admitted as a student by Gray’s Inn. Now in his mid-thirties, he had studied for many years in the USA, where he had been heavily involved in African-American politics. Once in London, he joined WASU and, along with Amy Garvey and W. E. B. Du Bois, the African-American political activist, worked to organize the Fifth Pan-African Congress in Manchester in October 1945. This Congress passed resolutions demanding the end of the colour bar in Britain and independence for colonial nations: ‘We affirm the right of all colonial peoples to control their own destiny. All colonies must be free from foreign imperialist control, whether political or economic.’58

At a meeting of the Congress addressed by the Lord Mayor of Manchester, the hall was decorated with the flags of Haiti, Liberia and Ethiopia and a map of Africa.59 Among the delegates at the Congress were Hastings Banda and Jomo Kenyatta. ‘One thing we must do,’ asserted Kenyatta at the end of his speech,

is to get political independence. If we achieve that we shall be free to achieve other things we want. We feel that racial discrimination must go, and then people can perhaps enjoy the right of citizenship, which is the desire of every East African. Self-government must be our aim.60

Nkrumah later commented that the Pan-African Congress marked the turning point in Pan-Africanism from a passive to an active stage and ‘brought about the awakening of African political consciousness. It became, in fact, a mass movement of Africa for the Africans.’61

Although Seretse Khama was in Oxford during the Pan-African Congress, it is likely that he knew of its existence and, indeed, of its importance. But even if the Congress in Manchester in 1945 had passed him by, he would have been exposed to its aims and ideas when he moved to London, through his friendships with African students at Nutford House and the Inns of Court, and with men like Dr Banda. ‘By this time,’ wrote Nkrumah in his autobiography, ‘the political conscience of African students was aroused, particularly in London, and whenever they met they talked of little else but nationalist politics and the colonial liberation movements.’62 Seretse belonged to a unique generation of young Africans, who were destined to lead their countries to freedom from imperialism and the prejudice of race. Some of these future leaders had been his fellow students and friends at Fort Hare and Wits – and some of them were his new friends in London.
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Love match

One evening in June 1947, after a dinner dance at Nutford House in London, Seretse rushed off to find Charles Njonjo. In great excitement, he announced to his friend that he had fallen in love – ‘I met a girl, and I think you should meet her!’ Then he added, ‘Somebody I should like to be my wife.’ Charles was astonished. As he recalled years later, it was not like Seretse to make dramatic remarks for the sake of effect: clearly, this was serious.1

The young woman Seretse had met was called Ruth Williams. She had been a guest at an event arranged for the students – a reception by the warden, followed by a formal dinner and then a dance. She had been brought by her elder sister Muriel, who was a Congregationalist associated with the London Missionary Society, which helped to organize social activities for African students. Muriel had been looking forward to introducing Ruth to Seretse, because she expected them to have a lot in common: they both had a lively sense of humour and liked listening to jazz.2 However, Ruth did not take any particular notice of Seretse. ‘I saw a tall, well-built, smiling African with wonderful teeth, broad shoulders, and perfect manners,’ she said later. ‘I must confess that at this first meeting he seemed as alike to me as half a dozen other African students my sister introduced me to that night.’3

But Seretse was immediately attracted to Ruth.4 Twenty-three years old, Ruth Williams was not so much beautiful, as attractive and elegant: when she walked down the street, heads turned. Slim and fit, she had a slight, almost bony, frame. Her strawberry-blonde hair highlighted her clear complexion, which was pale and freckled. Her eyes were unusual: although both eyes looked green at first glance, one of them was half green and half brown. Brought up in London, she worked as a confidential clerk in the City, in the foreign claims department of a big firm of Lloyd’s underwriters. Although she came from an ordinary middle-class family, she belonged to a new generation of capable young women, who had seen active service during the war and had modern, fresh ideas.

Some days later, Ruth returned to Nutford House with Muriel. Seretse had been longing to see her again and he was delighted when she stopped to chat with him. Then she started to visit on a regular basis. There were very strict rules at Nutford House about women visitors, who were only allowed to enter a few of the public rooms, much to the annoyance of some students.5 But Seretse and Ruth were perfectly happy sitting together in the lounge or garden, getting to know each other better. It was at least three months, recalled Seretse later, ‘before I dared ask Ruth for a date, but even then I did not know how she would react to my suggestion’. He had bought two tickets for a concert in London’s West End, to see the Ink Spots, a jazz and blues group of black Americans.6 But he felt very nervous about asking her out. One day in August 1947, said Ruth,

Seretse phoned me in my office. ‘Would you do me a great honour tonight?’ he asked.

‘Certainly if I can,’ I replied gaily – by this time I had really got to like him – ‘and what is this great honour, sir?’

Seretse answered quickly – ‘I have two tickets for the Inkspots… I’ll…

I’ll get three if you’d like your sister to come along with us.’

‘I’d love to come – without my sister,’ I said.


So we went to the Inkspots. That was our first outing.7

After this first date, Seretse and Ruth found themselves spending more and more time together. He told her about life in Bechuanaland and she talked about the years of war. Gradually, their friendship blossomed and they became a couple. Ruth watched Seretse play football, but drew the line at boxing matches, which she thought were brutal; he came with her to the ice-rink, though found it impossible to like skating. They soon had their own favourite coffee shop, and when Seretse passed an exam he immediately called Ruth to tell her.8 He was working hard at his studies for the Bar and she was proud of his success: by the end of 1947, he had passed the Law of Torts, the Law of Contracts, Roman-Dutch Law and Roman Law and was planning to take his final examinations the following year in Constitutional Law and Criminal Law.9

But their growing pleasure in each other was marred by anxiety, because Ruth was concealing from her parents the fact that she was going out with an African. Her father, she knew, took a dim view of black and white people mixing together; when Muriel had started her work with African students, he said he would not object, but only so long as she didn’t bring any of them home with her.10 When Ruth did finally tell her parents about Seretse, it was a disaster: her father told her to stop seeing him or to get out of the house.11 The atmosphere of the home became tense and her mother, ‘always lively, anxious and affectionate, was uneasy whenever she knew I was going out with Seretse – though she was not as antagonistic as my father’.12

By now, Seretse had no doubts at all that Ruth was the woman with whom he wanted to spend the rest of his life. He decided that he must tell Ruth how he felt – that he loved her and wanted her to be his wife.13 One evening, when they were sitting together in the lounge at Nutford House, he turned to her and asked, ‘Ruth, do you think you could love me?’ – but she didn’t answer. ‘She didn’t have to,’ said Seretse later. ‘The light in her sky-blue eyes and the smile on her face told me what I wanted to know.’ He asked her to marry him and she said yes. They went out to celebrate in a little Soho restaurant and then Seretse kissed Ruth for the first time – ‘We had reached an understanding at last, after nearly a year of secret meetings and outings.’14

But a mixed-race couple, they quickly discovered, were faced with enormous obstacles. One of these was looking for a flat to live in once they were married. In war-damaged London, it was hard for any couple to find accommodation to rent. But if one of them was black, it was almost impossible:

We were plagued by landlords and landladies who, though they had flats to let, slammed the door in our faces when we asked to see them. We’d write down a list of flats advertised vacant in the morning, jump into a taxi, and do the rounds. In every case, the places had ‘just been let’ a few minutes before we came along.

But if they telephoned the landlord immediately afterwards, pretending to be somebody else, they were told that the accommodation was still available.15 They had been turned down simply because of Seretse’s colour. Eventually, they found a tiny flat in Notting Hill Gate: a room with an alcove kitchen at 10 Campden Hill Gardens, on the top floor of a tall grey Victorian building. Seretse moved in straightaway.

Just a few minutes’ walk away was the Anglican Church of St George’s, Campden Hill. Seretse went to see the elderly vicar, the Reverend Leonard Patterson. He asked him to marry them and the wedding day was set for Saturday 2 October. But when Ruth told her parents the news, they were appalled and her father said he wanted nothing more to do with her.16 Her mother, in great distress, implored her daughter to think again, but Ruth had no intention of giving up Seretse. Now, though, she had to keep out of her father’s way. When she finished work, she went to the flat in Notting Hill Gate; then, at 11 o’clock at night, she went to her parents’ flat, to sleep.17 At work, too, news of her imminent marriage was met with hostility. The head of her department said he was transferring her to the firm’s New York office: if she didn’t accept this transfer, she would be sacked. She refused, announcing that she would leave her job at the end of the week.18 ‘It began to look as though we wouldn’t have a friend in the world on our wedding day,’ said Ruth, unhappily.19

Hanging over Seretse was the need to tell his uncle, the Regent Tshekedi, about his plan to marry Ruth. Seretse was aware that according to Bangwato law and custom, the wife of the Kgosi should be selected by his people; usually, the wife would be from a royal family. He was afraid, too, that his uncle would not like the idea of him marrying a white woman. Forty-three years of age, Tshekedi had been Regent of the Bangwato for twenty-three years and was a formidable man. Seretse wrote Tshekedi a long letter. Addressing him as ‘Father’, he announced his plan to marry Ruth on 2 October and asked him to accept her as his wife:

I assure you, father, that there has been nothing improper between the girl and myself. I have known her now for a year and two months. She knows very well what she is doing and we are aware of the difficulties that await us. These difficulties have already begun.

‘I am not marrying her out of pity,’ he added. ‘I love her, moreover she is a suitable person father. You will agree that this is so when you meet her.’ He asked Tshekedi to send some money:

I cannot do this without financial assistance from you father. Therefore Sir no matter how you feel please send me the necessary funds as soon as possible to enable us to start at least without financial worries.

He concluded:

Please do not try to stop me father, I want to go through with it. I hope you will appreciate the urgency of my request. I do need help.

Ke le ngwana wa-gago [‘I am your son’]

Seretse.20

But when the blue airmail letter arrived in Africa, it provoked a crisis. It was ‘so unexpected’, observed a friend of Tshekedi, ‘that it had the effect of going off like a bomb… The news of the marriage almost made Tshekedi mad.’21 The Resident Commissioner described the Regent’s reaction in his memoirs. ‘Tshekedi came to me with a face like a fiddle,’ he recorded. ‘That Seretse should marry at all without going through the usual forms of consultation was bad enough. That he should marry a European was the end.’ The Resident Commissioner argued that such a development was hardly surprising. After all, it was Tshekedi who had insisted that Seretse go to England – ‘and then raised the roof at the not unpredictable consequences’.22

Tshekedi was used to having his own way and now he resolved to stop Seretse’s marriage. He sent a cable to his lawyer, Douglas Buchanan, in Cape Town:

Have just received most disturbing letter from Seretse. He is engaged to English girl banns published intends marry second October. Please take immediate possible steps possibly assisted by your brother Jack, Professor Coupland and others to stop this marriage by arranging immediate air transport for Seretse return South Africa.

‘Please contact Sir Evelyn Baring immediately,’ he added, ‘and ask for his immediate support to get London office [to] arrange departure of Seretse.’23

Sir Evelyn Baring, who was the High Commissioner of Bechuanaland, was horrified by the news. Tall and patrician – some said cold and aloof – Baring was in his mid-40s, two years older than Tshekedi. He was a graduate of Winchester School and New College, Oxford, where he had gained a First in History; now he was following in the footsteps of his father, Lord Cromer, who had been consul-general in Egypt, as an imperial mandarin. He immediately cabled the permanent secretary at the Commonwealth Relations Office in London. ‘Most grateful,’ he urged, ‘for any help you can give since marriage would be disastrous for Bamangwato Tribe and Seretse personally.’24

Buchanan sent a cable to his brother John, a London solicitor. ‘Chief authorises me,’ he wired, ‘to urge you to take every possible step to prevent Seretse… marrying English girl.’ He asked him to caution the parson who had called the banns – ‘If Congregational contact LMS. If Church [of] England contact Archbishop.’ Once he had done this, he should inform Ruth’s parents of the ‘ostracism and misery awaiting her. Such marriage possibly cause Seretse’s deposition.’25 Next day, Buchanan cabled Ronald Orchard, the Africa Secretary of the LMS, and asked him to act immediately to prevent the marriage.26

Meanwhile, Tshekedi sought to deal with Seretse directly. First he stopped his allowance. Then, on Friday 24 September, he cabled a blunt warning:

Your proposal [is] more serious and difficult than you realise. It is [the] surest way of disrupting [the] Bamangwato Tribe. You seem to have forgotten your home is [in] south[ern] Africa not England. Have made immediate arrangements for your immediate return.27

But this telegram had the opposite effect from the one that was intended. Seretse’s and Ruth’s determination to marry stiffened into defiance and they decided to bring the wedding-day forward. They went to see Dr Patterson, who agreed to change the date of their wedding to the next day, a Saturday, at 1.30 p.m.28

But at 10 o’clock on the Friday evening, the vicar was astonished to receive a telephone call from Dr Roger Pilkington – a man he had never heard of before – asking if he might come and talk to him about the wedding plans of Mr Seretse Khama. Pilkington had been surprised to find in his morning post a note from Seretse, inviting him to his wedding. But surprise turned into horror, when he realized that Seretse’s future wife was a white woman. He immediately telephoned Seretse, urging him to reconsider. Seretse was bitterly hurt: he could hardly believe that the man he had called his friend disapproved of his plan to marry Ruth, clearly on racial grounds. Pilkington quickly sought out Ruth, advising her against the marriage, but she politely and firmly refused to discuss the matter with him. Then he went to see Ruth’s parents, but her father said they had washed their hands of the whole affair.

‘I realised that something must be done,’ explained Pilkington to Tshekedi, ‘in view of the very serious situation which would be created in Africa if the marriage was to go through against the wishes of Seretse’s people.’29 In fact, Pilkington knew nothing about the ‘wishes of Seretse’s people’ and he had never been to Africa, let alone Bechuanaland. But his antipathy was so strong that he felt he must act. He was very shortly to become a member of the British Eugenics Society, which in the 1930s had articulated a clear opposition to marriage across racial lines. By the mid-1940s the eugenics movement had been discredited in many people’s eyes by Hitler and Nazism, but it continued to exist, presenting its theories in weaker and more neutral terms. In 1944, the British Eugenics Society set out its aims in the name of ‘racial hygiene’ – to ‘improve the inborn qualities of mankind’ through the marriage of ‘best-endowed couples’.30 Pilkington worked as a marriage guidance counsellor, to help couples make eugenically healthy decisions about whether or not to marry.

He went to see Dr Patterson in the late evening and energetically tried to dissuade him from marrying Seretse and Ruth. But the vicar was uncomfortable: so far as he could see, the two young people were perfectly within their legal rights to marry and he was pleased they wanted a Christian marriage. By now, Pilkington had spent the whole day rushing about, trying to stop the marriage, but he still had one last person to speak to – Seretse himself. At half past midnight, he and his wife appeared on Seretse’s doorstep. They insisted on coming in and proceeded to argue with him for three and a half hours; they told him he was ‘behaving disgracefully’.31

In the meantime, John Buchanan had contacted John Keith, who was the head of the overseas student department at the Colonial Office. Tall and scholarly, Keith was a bachelor who had twenty years of colonial service in Northern Rhodesia behind him when he joined the Colonial Office. He believed that ‘race relations in this country should be on a sensible and what one might call a Christian basis’, and had robustly resisted moves within the British forces during the war to follow the colour bar of the Americans.32 Keith was well liked by the students at Nutford House and often invited them to his own home, which he shared with his mother; when they ran out of money, he did what he could to help.33 But this warmth did not extend to approval of Seretse’s plan to marry Ruth. He went to see Charles Njonjo and Harry Nkumbula, asking them to reason with their friend. They said they would, hoping that this would buy time for their friends.34

The alleged reason for stopping the marriage was that Seretse had not consulted his uncle or his people. But both Seretse and Ruth were British citizens and under British law there was no requirement for such a consultation. They were adults – Seretse was now 27 and Ruth was 24 – and they were fully entitled to marry. ‘You will appreciate,’ explained Sir Cecil Syers, Deputy Under-Secretary of State for Commonwealth Relations, in a telegram to Baring, ‘that it would be difficult for us to intervene officially unless of course the marriage would not be valid in the Bech[uanaland] Prot[ectorate] but I assume that this point does not arise.’ The real reason for the opposition was a conviction that it simply would not do for Seretse to marry an Englishwoman. ‘I fully appreciate the undesirability of the marriage,’ wrote Sir Reginald Coupland in Oxford to Sir Cecil. ‘If I could do anything to help to prevent it,’ he added, ‘I should feel obliged to do so, unpleasant though it would be.’35

But it was not as if Seretse was the first African student to marry a white woman in Britain. In 1942, Jomo Kenyatta had married a white woman called Edna Grace Clarke, who became the second of his four wives. According to the West African Review in September 1949, ‘In the Gold Coast today more Africans are married to English girls than ever in its chequered matrimonial history, and every other student brings out… a white bride.36 There was also a rumour at the Colonial Office that Kwame Nkrumah was considering marriage to an Englishwoman with whom he may have been ‘on terms of intimacy’, according to a British mandarin, when he was in the UK in 1947.37

In the late 1940s, the issue of colour was moving up the British agenda. In June 1948, the Empire Windrush arrived in Southampton from Jamaica, bringing about 450 people – a number of them with war service records – who were hoping to find work in Britain. This was the start of a wave of migration to the UK from the British colonies of the West Indies. Under the British Nationality Act of 1948, all crown colonial subjects were British citizens and were entitled to unrestricted entry into Great Britain, as the ‘mother’ of the empire. But many people in Britain were horrified. Within two days of the docking of the Empire Windrush, a group of eleven Labour MPs wrote to the Prime Minister, calling for controls on black immigration. In his reply, Attlee defended the admission of British subjects to Britain. But he took a different line in the Cabinet, where he censored Arthur Creech-Jones, the Colonial Secretary, for not ‘having kept the lid on things’ in the colonies. As a way of getting rid of the new problem, he asked whether there was a way of sending the Windrush migrants to East Africa to work on a project known as the Tangan-yikan Groundnuts Scheme (which turned out to be a complete failure).38

The British population had been grateful to colonial men for their contribution to the war effort. But now their attitude had changed. A Jamaican man who had served in the RAF commented:

I suppose you could say racism crept up on me – although some other people may have seen it straight away. But it is something that crept up on me very slowly… Just after the war was over, I was on a bus and there were two service people in front of me, one a woman. And she was saying, ‘Isn’t it about time they went back to their homes?’ and it was the first time that it hit me that, you know, that people were putting up with us, that they didn’t really want us, but we were a necessary evil.

‘People were more aggressive to you,’ said another Jamaican who had served in the RAF. ‘In short, they are trying to say that you shouldn’t be here.’ Not everyone he met felt like this:

I would say a third of the people in Britain still had imperialist ideas. People from the colonies should be planting bananas and chocolate and whatever it is. Another third, I would say, [thought it] did not really matter [so long] as Arsenal win on Saturday. The other third, they were just nice, ordinary people.

But the third who were hostile made his life very difficult.39

Sometimes, when Seretse and Ruth were out together, people shouted abuse at Ruth, calling her a tart. This was not an uncommon experience for a white woman who went out with a black man. ‘If I am with a European girl,’ said a Nigerian student at London University, ‘other English people look the girl up and down with the implication that she cannot be a respectable girl.’40 On one occasion, a friend of the Williams family deliberately crossed the street to avoid greeting Ruth.41 ‘No colour bar in London!’ exclaimed Ruth bitterly. ‘Might as well say no sand in the Sahara. Of course there’s a deep-rooted colour bar in London, and all Britain.’42

Seretse and Ruth got ready for their wedding on the morning of Saturday, 25 September. Ruth had chosen a wedding dress of turquoise wool, with a pillbox hat; Seretse was dressed in his one dark suit.43 Muriel was going to be their bridesmaid and John Zimmerman best man. Both Seretse and Ruth had wanted Njonjo to share in their special day, but he had warned them against this: two black men in the company of two white women might draw unwelcome attention to the occasion.44

That same morning, the leading men of the London Missionary Society met together in London at Mission House – Orchard, John Buchanan, Pilkington and also the Reverend A. J. Haile, who was the LMS representative in southern Africa. Their first tactic was to send a message to Ruth by taxi – but there was no reply. Then, at 1.00 p.m., with just half an hour to go before the wedding, Pilkington called the vicar, instructing him to telephone Seretse and tell him that he was not willing to perform the ceremony. Patterson hesitated, then made the call.

But Seretse and Ruth refused to accept that their wedding was off. They rushed down to the vicarage and entreated with Patterson to marry them. Sympathetic, he tried hard to think of a solution – and decided to consult his Bishop. He knew that Dr Wand, the Bishop of London, was coming that day to officiate at an ordination service at St Mary Abbots Church, not far away. He suggested that they all make their way there, straightaway, and ask the Bishop to sort out the difficulty. The vicar and his wife took Seretse and Ruth to St Mary Abbots, where they sat anxiously together in a pew, waiting for the Bishop to complete his service. They assumed that he would be bound to approve of their wish for a Christian marriage, in the house of God.

In the meantime, Pilkington had set off with Orchard and Haile for St George’s Church. They were absolutely determined to prevent the marriage and had developed a new strategy. If the vicar were to start proceedings, they would simply raise an objection to the marriage and it could not possibly go ahead. But although they waited and waited, no one came to the church. Again they rang the vicarage – and were told about the plan to consult the Bishop. In angry frustration, they hurried out to the street and hailed a taxi to St Mary Abbots, where they rushed in and wrote a note for the Bishop, with instructions that it should be given to him as soon as the service was over. The note advised him not to consent to the marriage.

The verdict of the Bishop went against Seretse and Ruth. He did not even bother to speak to them himself, but sent the Archdeacon of Middlesex with a message. ‘Get in touch with the Colonial Office,’ he advised. ‘When they agree to the wedding, I will.’45 Stunned, the little party returned to St George’s Church and Ruth broke down in tears.46 ‘Does the Church want to force me to live in sin?’ she asked in despair. She had left her parents’ home that morning expecting to be a married woman by the evening. She could hardly return home, but nor – since she was not married – could she now spend the night in the flat with Seretse. In despair, she took a room in a hotel in Bayswater, nearby.47

Pilkington realized that Seretse and Ruth were very angry – ‘in an emotional condition which rendered it useless to try to approach them in any way’.48 But he was not worried about this, he explained to Tshekedi, because he believed that Seretse’s ‘whole future and to a certain extent even that of his country depended upon our intervention, though I cannot expect that he will easily realise the good turn that was done to him when the affair was held up on Saturday’.49 He suspected that Ruth had ‘started this business out of a kind of emotional reaction to the colour bar in Africa’, and believed that she was ‘not altogether a bad kind of girl’.50 John Buchanan took the same view. But if this was true, he worried, she ‘will possibly be more difficult to deal with than if it had been a case of a chorus girl or suchlike, when money would have talked possibly’. Should the marriage go ahead, he predicted, it would be a tragedy. ‘How long,’ he wondered, ‘could such a marriage last in this country (where just as I know so well in Northern Rhodesia) there is in theory no Colour Bar but in practice!! Looking further ahead what possible hope have any children of such a marriage?’51

Just four days after the fiasco at St George’s Church – on Wednesday 29 September 1948 – Seretse and Ruth were married in a civil ceremony at Kensington Registry Office. Early that morning, Seretse collected Ruth from her little hotel in Bayswater. She was wearing a black suit with a white blouse; the jacket was fitted, flaring slightly at the back, and she wore a black hat. It was a severe outfit and not very bridal, but it reflected their determination.52 They walked swiftly to the Registry Office, looking over their shoulders to check whether anybody was following them.53 They were waiting outside the Office when it opened, with their three witnesses – ‘my sister Muriel, loyal to the last’,54 John Zimmerman and one of Ruth’s cousins.

Shortly after nine o’clock, Seretse and Ruth were husband and wife.55 Despite the combined efforts of the Regent Tshekedi, the British High Commissioner in South Africa, the Colonial Office, the Church of England and the London Missionary Society, as well as lawyers in South Africa and Britain, they had started their lives together. They walked from the Registry Office to the hotel where Ruth had stayed the previous few nights, to collect her things and move them into her new home with her husband – the little flat in Campden Hill Gardens. Seretse sent John Keith a telegram. ‘Have married Ruth,’ he told him, adding playfully, ‘Do you still want to see me?’56 I am sorry,’ wrote Coupland to the Commonwealth Relations Office, when he heard the news. ‘It will be a miracle,’ he added, ‘if the marriage turns out happily in the end for either of them or for their children. It’s a real tragedy or so it seems.’57

In the evening after the wedding, a cable arrived for Seretse from Tshekedi, who was unaware that they were now man and wife. ‘I wish you [to] pay attention to what Commonwealth Office advises you,’ he warned. ‘Your obstinacy can only result [in] serious consequences [to] yourself. On no condition can we agree to your marrying an English girl.’58 Next day, Seretse wired Tshekedi with the news that he was too late – that the wedding had already taken place.59 His uncle was outraged. ‘Formal signing of document in England does not constitute your marriage,’ he thundered back in reply, ordering him to come home, and adding:

As far as we are concerned no marriage exists. Apparently you took my strong advice for a threat. We accept nothing short of dissolution of that marriage. Our decision firm. Welfare of tribe paramount in this case.60

Seretse tried to reason with his uncle: ‘Tribe and you important to me. Suspension of allowance being felt.’ Then he made it clear that his commitment to Ruth was absolute: ‘Suggest passage for two. Dissolution unacceptable.’61
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The Bechuanaland Protectorate

The country of Seretse Khama was the Bechuanaland Protectorate – a vast expanse of sand dunes and scrub, with more animals than people. Herds of cattle wandered across the wide plains, together with sheep, goats and wild donkeys. In the more remote areas there was every sort of wild animal – lions, snakes, cheetahs, elephants, hippos, rhinos, zebra, crocodiles, hyenas and leopards. When Mandela sought refuge in Bechuanaland from apartheid in the 1960s, he fell in love with the country at first sight: it was a wilder Africa, he said, than the one he knew in South Africa and he was astonished when he saw a lioness crossing the road. After the jungle of Johannesburg, he reflected, he was in a place ‘where the survival of the fittest was the supreme law and where the tangled vegetation concealed all kinds of danger’.1

The Protectorate was a landlocked country, bordering South Africa to the south and the south-east, Southern Rhodesia (later Zimbabwe) to the north-east, Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) on the other side of the Zambezi River in the north, and South West Africa (Namibia) to the west. Much of Bechuanaland was parched and inhospitable – about three-quarters of the western part of the country lay buried under the scrub and dust of the Kalahari, a semi-desert. Green grass would grow after good rains; but for much of the time, the soil was ravaged by drought. Water was so scarce that pula, the Setswana word for ‘rain’, was one of the most important and frequently used words. It was used to offer greetings and ‘Pula!’ was a shared cry of approbation at formal and informal gatherings. Thorn bushes were the chief source of shade from the blazing sun. Few of the roads in Bechuanaland were gravelled, and transport was limited to ox-drawn carts and wagons, although there were a few cars belonging to wealthy cattle-owners; the British officials drove around in lorries.2

There were eight principal nations in the territory – the Bakgatla, the Bakwena, the Bangwaketse, the Balete, the Bangwato, the Baralong, the Batawana, and the Batlokwa.3 The largest of these was the Bangwato, to which Seretse belonged. The other inhabitants of the Protectorate included sub-clans and also the Basarwa, also known as the San or Bushmen, hunter-gatherers with very limited rights, who were widely used as servants.4

Under British rule, the affairs of each nation were controlled by their own Kgosi, who was known as the Native Authority; he and his office were responsible for land tenure, educational arrangements, licensing, collection of taxes, administering justice within certain limits, and various other duties. He was subject to the overriding authority of the British Administration, which was represented in each reserve by a District Commissioner. But the Kgosi not only shouldered the secular leadership of his people: he was also responsible for his people spiritually and was at the centre of everything in their lives.5 There was a saying that the Kgosi ‘is a demigod, no evil must be spoken of him’ – Kgosi modingwana, ga a sejwe.6

Bechuanaland had far fewer white inhabitants than any of its neighbouring countries in which white settlers had taken most, if not all, of the fertile land away from the indigenous populations and had developed their own communities. But in Bechuanaland in 1946, out of a total population of nearly 300,000 people, fewer than 1 per cent – just over 2,000 – were white.7 Most of these were farmers or traders, who were allowed to own land only in a few demarcated areas. Generally, white people were concentrated in or around Francistown, in the north of the Protectorate, which resembled a small Rhodesian or South African town in appearance and where Africans had to live in the ‘location’, an area demarcated for occupation by people who were not white. But elsewhere in the Protectorate, ‘Europeans’ were not allowed to purchase land. They had no title to the land upon which their houses and shops were built and held them at the discretion of the diKgosi.

The Bangwato lived a hard, but peaceful, existence, depending on their cattle for survival; crops were of secondary importance, because of the lack of good soil and rain. The capital of the Bangwato Reserve was Serowe, where about 30,000 people lived in neat clusters of family groups, in mud huts thatched with straw. It was one of the largest villages in Africa, sprawling for five miles through shallow, parched valleys. The village was clean and tidy, but it was also rocky and dusty, with huge red ant-hills everywhere. Most people had three homes: one in their village; one at their lands; and one at the cattle-post where they kept their cattle. It was customary for boys to spend their childhoods at the cattle-post. Families lived in their village from about June to October or November, when the rainy season started and they moved to the lands to start ploughing. Women carried pots of water and grain on their heads, with their babies on their backs.

The royal family lived in the centre of Serowe in cool brick houses, near the tribal offices and the Kgotla ground – the place where a Kgotla, or Tribal Assembly, was held. It was a large open space, semi-circular in shape, and surrounded by tall camel-thorn trees. Overlooking the Kgotla place was a rocky hill, at the top of which was the sacred burial ground of the Bangwato royal family. There were a few stores scattered around the town – tin-roofed buildings, which were mostly owned by the few ‘Europeans’ and so-called ‘coloureds’, the South African term for people of mixed race. All traders had to construct their buildings out of corrugated iron and wood, so that if they had to be expelled for any reason, they could simply dismantle them and leave.8 The British officials lived on a hill-top in the south-west of the town, in brick houses. The largest building in Serowe was the LMS Church, which had been opened in 1912.

Serowe was a quiet, peaceful world, into which Seretse Goitsebeng Khama was born on 1 July 1921. He was the grandson of Khama III, who was also known as Khama the Great. Khama had been converted by missionaries to Christianity when he was a young man, and when he became Kgosi he gave a monopoly on religion in the Bangwato country to the London Missionary Society, which had had strong roots there ever since Robert Moffatt and David Livingstone had been sent on missions to Bechuanaland in the nineteenth century. No other religious sect or society was allowed to operate under Khama and in effect the LMS became a state church. But Khama kept the missionaries firmly in their place and when he disagreed with any of them – which happened quite frequently – he sent them away.9

Under Khama’s influence, Christianity spread through the land. He banned polygamy and rainmaking ceremonies and outlawed the custom of the bride price. He also published an edict that there should be no cruelty towards ‘subordinate peoples’. But he did not simply ban traditional customs; rather, he changed and modified them, as in the case of the initiation of young men. From time to time, a new group of young men – known as an ‘age regiment’ – was created and all those who had become adult since the previous regiment were enrolled in it. In the past, the young men had been taken into the bush, where they were circumcised and challenged with endurance tests which sometimes, it was maintained, led to the death of an initiate. Khama abolished these practices, but he did not abolish the age regiments themselves: instead, the initiation was transformed into a ceremony with prayers and lectures. The regiments were then given community projects to carry out, such as building a school, church or house. There were also age regiments of girls, who were given projects such as gardening and sewing. Under Khama’s reforming zeal, a new order was created, which emphasized self-help, compassion and the needs of the community.

The drinking of liquor was strictly prohibited under Khama’s laws. ‘Drink puts devils into men,’ Khama told a British official, ‘and destroys both their souls and their bodies for ever.’ When some European traders got drunk in his territory one weekend, he summoned them before him and told them to leave:

Well, I am black, but if I am black, I am chief in my own country at present. When you white men rule in the country, then you will do as you like; at present I rule, and I shall maintain my laws which you insult and despise…10

Khama III died in 1923, leaving his son Sekgoma as Kgosi of the Bangwato. But after only two years, Sekgoma II died, which meant that Seretse – who was Sekgoma’s son, by his fourth and last wife, Tebogo – was now officially Kgosi. But he was just a small child, so the tribal elders decided in 1926 to recall Tshekedi from Fort Hare, where he was studying, to act as Regent until Seretse was old enough to take on the role of Kgosi; as the son of Khama and Khama’s fourth wife, Semane, Tshekedi was second in the line of succession. He was installed as Regent at an elaborate ceremony, which was attended by 4-year-old Seretse, dressed in the clothes that had been brought by the Scottish missionaries – a kilt, sporran, plaid and silver-buckle shoes. Tshekedi’s mother Semane, in a dress of black silk and a long shawl, rested her hand gently on Seretse’s shoulder.11

Tshekedi, like Khama III, was a devout Christian and a man of austere discipline who loathed alcohol. He was also highly charismatic. His manner was ‘always quiet and fatherly’, said a woman school-teacher, but ‘there was something else indescribable about him that was very magnetic, like a force. I’d say one felt towards him what one felt about God.’12 Growing up under Tshekedi’s rule, observed a school-teacher, ‘we were encouraged to learn and education often went beyond book learning – there was a great stress on character building’. After school and family chores, the children were sent off in the evenings to Bible classes:

We were given simple Bible stories, the singing of psalms and hymns and yearly there’d be a competition for all the [Bible study] groups in the village. This way of life affected us all – it created a people who were keen to learn, responsible.

‘No other man,’ she added, speaking of Tshekedi, ‘cared for us as much as he did.’13

Tshekedi had great plans for his nephew. At first Seretse’s childhood was managed by his mother Tebogo. But gradually his care was taken over by Tshekedi, who called him ‘Sonny’; Seretse, in turn, addressed Tshekedi as ‘Father’. They rode together round the cattle-posts, inspecting the vast herds owned by the Khama family. The British Administration had wanted Seretse to go to Dombashawa, a vocational school in Southern Rhodesia, but Tshekedi vigorously resisted this: he was adamant that his nephew should receive a rigorous academic education in South Africa.14

When he was 15, Seretse – dressed in wing collar and black tie – was best man at Tshekedi’s wedding. This marriage ended in divorce and, three years later, Seretse was once again best man at his uncle’s wedding. Tshekedi’s second bride was Ella Moshoela, who had been a teacher and was a trained nurse; her father was a Methodist minister. This was a happy marriage, producing five children.

Tshekedi was utterly committed to the needs of his people and wanted to better their lives, especially through the building of schools and the improvement of the water supply. But his methods were not always appreciated. He had numerous work projects going on at the same time, for which the labour provided by the age regiments was his only resource.15 This led to widespread resentment, especially in connection with his pet project, the building of Moeng College. Tshekedi had no money to pay for the College and had to rely completely on tributary labour and on cattle donations which were supposed to be voluntary, but were often enforced.16 Seretse’s age regiment, which was called the Malekantwa, had been compelled by Tshekedi to take part in this work. Lenyeletse Seretse, a cousin and close friend of Seretse, belonged to this regiment and described ‘the suffering we went through’:

It was 1948. It was a year of drought. It was hot, as only drought years can be and we worked all day outdoors. Each man had to bring along his own rations, paid for out of his own pocket, but it didn’t really work out. Those of us who had more means were forced to share with those who had less. Soon, we were all starving. Some members of the regiment had brought their horses. They died. We ate them. We ate wild rabbits or anything we could catch in the bush.17

Most of the men wanted to leave but dared not, because men who left a work regiment were put on trial and punished.

Tshekedi’s methods were harsh. But, on the other hand, his projects were often admirable – such as building the only secondary boarding school in the whole of Bechuanaland. Tshekedi had radical, progressive ideas for the College: for example, he wanted black and white teachers to live together in the same hostel as equals.18 Tshekedi also wanted to protect the freedom of people in other parts of the region: when Jan Smuts sought to incorporate mandated South West Africa into South Africa, he vigorously opposed the merger.

All over British colonial Africa, people had to pay a hut tax; in Bechuanaland, the hut tax had been introduced in 1899 for every man of 18 years or more. Since traditionally most families’ wealth lay in cattle and grain, which would not pay taxes, men were forced into wage labour. Most of the able-bodied men of the Protectorate went to South Africa to find work: some of them were employed on farms or in domestic service, but most worked in the gold mines of Johannesburg and the diamond mines of Kimberley.19 The working conditions of miners in South Africa were brutal. Margaret Bourke-White, an American journalist from Life, went on a fact-finding journey to South Africa in the 1940s and was appalled by what she saw. Although a miner worked an eight-hour day, he was often underground for as many as eleven hours:

The white-skinned foremen must come up first, before the elevators take up the blacks. On each landing stage, as I made the ascent, I saw the black gold-miners clustered in large groups, awaiting their release to the outside air and open sky. They would see little of this sky.

The miners had to endure harsh living conditions: ‘They would sleep in concrete barracks, without windows, rolled up like sausages on the floor, forty to a room, crowded into compounds surrounded with barbed wire.’20 Only once a year were the miners allowed to return home for a visit. For the women left behind in Bechuanaland, life was very hard.

Bechuanaland was a Protectorate. This meant that African traditional leaders kept some of their powers but were subject to British rule; the British Government was regarded as a sort of trustee for the population. This was a very different situation from Southern Rhodesia and Kenya, which were self-governing colonies with almost Dominion status; their governments were controlled by large white settler communities, entirely excluding the black majority of the population.

There were a number of Protectorates in the British Empire, including Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia. But the designation of ‘protectorate’ had a very particular meaning for the people of Bechuanaland – that of protection, in the most literal sense, from a threat of incorporation by South Africa. Bechuanaland had always been vulnerable to South Africa, because it was directly on its border. In the 1880s it had come under attack from the Transvaal Boers, which led the diKgosi to appeal for British protection. This was backed by Cecil Rhodes, for his own purposes, and in 1885 Bechuanaland was proclaimed to be under the protection of Queen Victoria.

Then, in 1894, people were horrified to hear that Rhodes had asked Britain to transfer the Protectorate to the British South Africa Company. To prevent this happening, the three leading diKgosi – Khama III of the Bangwato, Bathoen II of the Bangwaketse and Sebele of the Bakwena – went to Britain in 1895 to appeal for help. They emphasized that they wished to remain under the protection of Queen Victoria, who received them at Windsor Castle. She wrote in her diary:

After luncheon I went to the White Drawing-room to receive 3 Chiefs from Bechuana Land, who are Christians… The Chiefs are very tall & very black, but their hair is not woolly. One of the Chiefs is said to be a very remarkable & intelligent man [presumably Khama]. One of their chief objects in coming was to obtain a permit from the Govt. to suppress strong drink, which demoralises & kills the poor natives. Alas! everywhere this terrible evil, which has such a fatal effect on the population, seems to follow civilisation!

She was given skins of leopards and jackals by the diKgosi and to them she gave New Testaments and framed photographs of herself, as well as Indian shawls for their wives.21

As they toured the country, the three diKgosi were explicit about their fears for their land. At a chapel meeting in Leicester, Khama explained that:

We think that the Chartered Company will take our lands, that they might enslave us to work in their mines. We black people work on the land; we live on the farms. We get our food from the land, and we are afraid that if the British South Africa Company begin in our country we will not get these things and that it will be a great loss to us.

Why, he asked, should the British Government ‘hand us over to the other people without asking us?’

They hand us over like an ox, but even the owner of the ox looks
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1. Seretse Khama aged four, in Scottish Highland dress, at the installation of his uncle Tshekedi as Regent of the Bangwato, 1925. He is with Semane, Tshekedi’s mother.
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2. Law students in London, late 1940s: Seretse (right) with Charles Njonjo from Kenya, his old friend from their days at Fort Hare University, South Africa.
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3. Tshekedi Khama leaving the offices of the British High Commissioner in South Africa after a meating with Sir Evelyn Baring. Pretoria, 1949.
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4. Seretse Khama in contemplative mood, Serowe 1950.
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5. Ruth Khama in Serowe with her kittens, Pride and Prejudice, 1950.
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6. Seretse and Ruth sharing a meal with Seretse’s friend Kgosi Mokgosi of the Balete. Above the fireplace are Seretse’s law books; the kittens play on the antelope skin rug.
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7. Seretse and his lawyer Percy Fraenkel at a kgotla to discuss his summons to London, February 1950. ‘Elders urged Seretse to turn down the invitation… If he did decide to go he should leave Ruth behind.’
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8. ‘We have come to tell you we are happy our Mother has stayed with us’ – Bangwato women bring gifts of food and water to Ruth, who is six months pregnant, after Seretse’s departure.
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9. Gathered round the radio while Seretse is in London. News of his exile was immediately broadcast to Africa over the BBC.
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10. A rally in Trafalgar Square, March 1950, organized by the Seretse Khama Fighting Committee to protest at Seretse’s banishment, which was seen to highlight the evil of the colour bar in Britain and her colonies.
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11. Daniel Malan, Prime Minister of South Africa and architect of apartheid, at tea with his family in Pretoria, 1950. He called on the British Government to exile Seretse and his white wife.
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12. From Victoria Falls to Southampton Marine Airport: the Khama family disembark the flying-boat to start their exile, August 1950.
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13. Ruth, Seretse’s sister Naledi (to Ruth’s left), and Seretse, with Ruth’s family. Ruth’s sister Muriel holds baby Jacqueline, her father is second from left, and her mother stands by Seretse (1950-51).
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14. Seretse and Ruth with Jacqueline, nearly three, and baby Seretse Khama Ian, shortly after his birth in February 1953.
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15. The Bangwato delegation to London. The six men, including Seretse’s uncle Peto Sekgoma (second from left), arrive on 9 April 1952 to plead for Seretse’s return.
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16. The Council for the Defence of Seretse Khama, created 1952. Seated from left: Canon John Collins, Jennie Lee MP, Seretse Khama, Fenner Brockway, Ruth Khama, Jo Grimond MP. Standing: Reg Sorenson MP is far left, Tony Benn MP fourth from left, and George Williams (Ruth’s father) seventh; Learie Constantine is eighth from right, Dorothy Williams (Ruth’s mother) is sixth, and Muriel Williams is third.


[image: Image]
17. Seretse talks of his hopes at a press conference in London, 1956 – ‘to assist my people to develop a democratic system, to raise our standard of life, and to establish a happy and healthy nationhood’. Three-year-old Ian is in the foreground.
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18. A jubilant Seretse at London airport on his way back to Africa, sharing a joke with Ruth, Muriel (centre) and Clement Freud (left).
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19. Seretse returns to Serowe to a rapturous welcome in October 1956, as joyful crowds surge round him crying Pula! – ‘Rain!’.
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20. ‘The New Africa’. Dr Hastings Banda of Nyasaland (Malawi) is released from prison by Harold Macmillan in 1960, as British colonies throughout Africa demand their independence.
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21. Campaigning in Bechuanaland, 1965. Seretse Khama’s political party won an overwhelming victory, making him President of newly independent Botswana the following year.
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22. Seretse and Ruth Khama, Botswana, 1960s. ‘I thank God,’ said Ruth, ‘that I picked Seretse to be my man for life.’
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