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Preface to this edition

This electronic version of Writing Bessie Head in Botswana is overdue, given that the
hard copy of the book is no longer in print. There are a few things that have changed in the
interim, and this preface to the e-version is meant to address those.

First, a number of contributors have passed away since the original edition was
published: Mrs Ruth Forchhammer, Dr Obed Kealotswe, Mrs Seodi Khama, Mr Albert G. T.
K. Malikongwa, Dr F.-K. Omoregie, and Mr Patrick van Rensburg. | thank their families for
kind permission to include their contributions.

Second, | have been unable to include the cover of the original edition because | have
been unable to locate all the original artists. If | am eventually able to track them all down, |
will insert the cover design.

Third, 1 have checked all the hyperlinks. Some of the links no longer work, and those
have not been activated, although I have left the addresses in since this e-version is not a
revised version but rather a reproduction (more like a facsimile) of the original. (There are
other hyperlinks that could be added, but that will have to wait for a revised version.)

Fourth, I apologise for the numerous errors that should have been caught before the
book was sent to the printers. Again, | have left them in, since this is a reproduction rather
than revision. If, at some point in the future, a revised edition of this book is produced, I will
make every effort to ensure that these errors are corrected.

Finally, since copyright remains with the individual contributors, anyone wishing to
reproduce an individual text must have permission of that contributor. Any unauthorized use
is not permitted. For information about how to reach individual authors or their
representatives for such permission, please contact me at the email below.

Mary S. Lederer
mary.s.lederer.ml@gmail.com
Gaborone, Botswana

October 2020



Preface

Bessie Head was Botswana’s greatest female writer to date. She wrote profound, if
sometimes difficult, books, refusing to be limited by the demands of immediate relevance as
understood by the then dominant nationalist school

Her work has been increasingly appreciated, but paradoxically, its universal appeal
has led to its being written about by Western scholars who often know little about the specific
circumstances of her Botswana context. Now, at last, the Botswana voices can be heard
through this collection.

African scholars welcome the contributions of the Western colleagues, but what is
problematic is the situation where only Western voices are heard, only Western criticism is
read, only Western publications are taken seriously. This situation does a disservice not only
to Africa, but also to the Western scholars who need to hear the African side of the
conversation in order to develop their own understanding to its fullest. Hence the importance
of this collection of Botswana writing on Bessie Head.

As Dean of the Faculty of Humanities of the University of Botswana, | am proud that
our faculty has been the home of such an exciting and ground-breaking project.

Dr. Nobantu L. Rasebotsa
Dean, Faculty of Humanities
University of Botswana
Gaborone, December 2006
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Introduction
Mary S. Lederer and Seatholo M. Tumedi

Writing Bessie Head from Botswana owes its inception to our smooth working
relationship. During the time we shared an office and co-taught a number of courses in the
English Department at the University of Botswana (UB), we developed a strong rapport.
While co-teaching the English Department’s course on Bessie Head’s writing, we specifically
developed the idea to put together this anthology.

We had, of course, separately or jointly handled Head’s work in other courses,
including “The Prose Literature of Southern Africa” and “Gender Issues in African
Literature”, but particularly the Bessie Head course and the amazing response of the students
(especially as evidenced by their projects, which featured collages, visual representations of
Head’s themes and concepts, and the dramatisation of excerpts from her works') motivated
and inspired us to work on this project. The tremendous and keen support we received from
our colleagues at UB and the readers of Bessie Head’s books from elsewhere in the country
further fuelled our enthusiasm for this project. Consequently on 24 May 2004 we conducted a
one-day seminar at which many contributors to this project presented their papers. The
seminar triggered a considerable amount of brainstorming, and we emerged out of the
seminar convinced that we would have enough material to produce this book.

Although she wrote almost all of her books from Botswana, Bessie Head is on record
saying the readership that she considered “the most responsive and most sympathetic”
(Conversations with African Writers 56) was to be found elsewhere, mainly in America.
Head, of course, became more famous posthumously; therefore, she could not have had a
complete picture concerning the responsiveness of her audience. Nevertheless, we seized this
claim by Bessie Head and saw in it an opportunity to test the Botswana audience. Of course,
a big part of the challenge concerning Head’s audience can be attributed to Head’s
extraordinary personality and her extraordinary writings. Commenting on her most bizarre
novel, A Question of Power, for instance, she has said, “most people tell me that they stopped
reading the book at page fifty [because] they do not want to be in the helpless position of
following into a nightmare” (Conversations With African Writers 54).

The perception that the society has held of Bessie Head concerning the nervous
breakdown she suffered in the 1970s added to the uneasy reception of her works here in
Botswana. Tumedi, for instance, was at Swaneng Hill School during the time Head was
engaged with the self-help projects there, and she has a memory of that “coloured” woman
who often walked across the school grounds holding a small child by his hand, while the
rumour doing the rounds among students was that she was a mad woman. Consequently,
even after she published her books, this judgement of Bessie Head as mad stuck in the
society’s mind. In fact, it is not uncommon to hear Head’s work described as “just trash”,
even in academic circles. Occasionally an elaboration may even be given thus: “How
seriously can we really take Bessie Head’s writings, in particular, A Question of Power?”
Partly, we wanted to respond to this challenge.

A second, and no less important, factor in our desire to produce this anthology arises
from the fact that Bessie Head, in her own words, “took this hallowed ground and made it my
own” (“Preface to ‘Witchcraft’ 28). In many ways, and although her outlook is very much
shaped by her early life in South Africa, her writing comes from the place—both social and
physical—of Botswana. We feel that it is time for Botswana to claim that part of her work
and to register its academic and creative voices in response to her writing about Botswana.

1See the website www.thuto.org or www.bessiehead.org for information about these projects.
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Because this is Botswana’s first book on Bessie Head, the contents are somewhat
varied, but we have grouped the articles into two sections, both of which include creative
writing in honour of Bessie Head. We are pleased to have poems from Barolong Seboni and
Albert G. T. K. Malikongwa, two of Botswana’s premier poets. We are also extremely
pleased to have, for the cover of the book, an abstract painting by a group of students from
UB’s English Department course on Bessie Head; we have included their write-up of their
painting, which represents Dikeledi Mokopi’s gifts in Head’s short story “The Collector of
Treasures”.

The first section of the anthology comprises memoirs and more personal writings and
reflections about Bessie Head from those who knew her. We begin with a reprint of Leloba
Molema’s tribute to Bessie Head on Head’s death in 1986. Skobienorhol Lekhutile writes
both as director of the Museum where Head’s papers are held and as a childhood friend of her
son Howard. Lekhutile’s article raises a number of points that are taken up in other essays.
Seodi Khama, who worried that too many people in Serowe who knew Bessie Head would
die before what they knew and could tell would be written down, conducted preliminary
interviews with a few people who knew Head in Serowe. Unfortunately Seodi herself died
before her selection was complete; we have included her work as it stood at the time of her
death. Ruth Forchhammer writes about her friendship with Bessie Head and her experience
with the Bessie Head Papers, housed at the Khama 111 Memorial Museum in Serowe. Patrick
van Rensburg also contributes a piece containing some extracts from Head’s letters to him, as
well as a plea for Head’s work to be translated into Setswana, and Tom Holzinger analyses
his changing relationship to Bessie Head, even after her death.

The second section of the book offers critical analyses from Batswana academics and
academics residing in Botswana. This section offers a number of new approaches to
understanding Bessie Head’s work, including in a Botswana context. The section begins with
Maitseo Bolaane’s discussion of early 1960s Serowe, which gives context for understanding
Head’s life and work. Neil Parsons reconsiders his reactions to Bessie Head’s historical novel
A Bewitched Crossroad. Rev. Obed Kealotswe gives important information about African
Independent Churches in Botswana that is useful in understanding the background to some of
the stories in The Collector of Treasures. Mompoloki Bagwasi’s analysis of the use of
identity markers in Maru is the first analysis of its kind, and we hope that her discussion will
not be the last. Nono Kgafela, Fani-Kayode Omoregie, and Seatholo Tumedi look at women
in Bessie Head’s work from the perspective of a Tswana understanding of a woman’s place
and status. Mary Lederer compares the importance of the past in understanding Bessie Head
and Paule Marshall’s novel Praisesong for the Widow, and Tiro Sebina reconsiders the
problem of madness in A Question of Power. David Kerr discusses his experience of working
through A Question of Power and Bessie Head’s life with theatre students. Felix Mnthali
contributes his thoughts on the nature of belonging in Bessie Head’s life and stories.

This anthology is intended to begin a critical discussion of Bessie Head in Botswana.
We hope that the articles here will spur debate about Bessie Head’s relationship to the
country she eventually called home, and that this anthology will be only the first in an on-
going tradition of Bessie Head scholarship in Botswana.

Works Cited

Head, Bessie. “Preface to ‘Witchcraft.”” A Woman Alone: Autobiographical Writings. Ed.
Craig MacKenzie. Oxford: Heinemann, 1990. 27-28.

Nichols, Lee. “Interview with Bessie Head.” Conversations with African Writers. Ed. Lee
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PART I: MEMOIRS



A Woman Alone (For Bessie Head)

When the rain clouds gather
Maru rumbles,

For the clouds themselves
Are not the rain

That we await throughout the drought
In this village of the rain wind
Where tales of tenderness
And power are told

By a woman, alone

At the bewitched crossroads
Gathering and garnering.

She is the collector of treasures
With thunder between her ears
And lightning in her eyes.

Her lashes envelope the darkness

And it is because of the sun

That we know she bore shadows,

That crept up stealthily to swallow her.

It’s all a question of power

A powerful tenderness

That draws us all to the articulate madness
In the universe of her head.

Barolong Seboni



“The end is where we start from”: A Tribute to Bessie Head
Leloba Molema (Young)

Bessie Head came to Botswana an exile, and as all exiles, she had no option but to
grapple with her new country and come to terms with it—in her case to the point of
breakdown. In that breakdown, we read not “crankiness” or “madness” but adaptation at great
cost to herself, adaptation that also contains in it the seeds of our own discomfort. It is as
catalyst that we value her contribution to our lives as Batswana.

With her novel Maru, she started a debate that reverberated throughout the country,
for she dared to touch the subject of the unequal relationship between Batswana and Basarwa
(and, by extension, other subject groups, so-called Makgalagatsana and Makoba). And why
not? After all, she was a fugitive from apartheid, and her South African experience most
certainly primed her, programmed her even, to light without fail upon certain special,
unspoken-of peculiarities of our seemingly placid society. Furthermore, she was a writer who
took herself seriously, and, as is in the nature of this breed, she did not, could not, pass by
burning questions for mere fear of censure. She wrote, and we disclaimed her contentions
publicly to save face, but we cannot disclaim them privately to ourselves without being guilty
of self-deceit and hypocrisy.

A second area in which Bessie has given us food for thought is in the matter of the
goings-on of Botswana’s burgeoning elite, especially as represented by civil servants—
logically so, since the civil service is the country’s largest employer. This group, as can be
seen in some of her short stories, is not exactly corrupt, as may be the case in too many parts
of Africa, but it too shows signs of a certain mindless materialism expressed in the
compulsion to drink inordinately, to treat sexual partners as objects, to own cars principally
as status symbols, all of which suggest ennui of some kind, especially in the towns, and
personal disregard, of the countryside, by the people involved. The countryside becomes a
dumping ground for children that women have no time to look after, or it is viewed as a
captive audience that is expected to applaud uncritically when goodies, like rickety cars, are
flaunted before it.

A third area that Bessie, through her books, provokes us to think about is the
relationship between women and men and the underlying forces informing them. In general,
it would seem that so far as her positive female characters are concerned, she gives them
quiet emotional strength and immense integrity which they bring to bear in the day-to-day
life with their husbands. This enables them to interact with their husbands on their own terms
as women with their own mutual exchange, reciprocation, and willing co-operation; it enables
them to quietly challenge their husbands and leave them if necessary, if the husbands are of
the unthinking, violent, brutalising sort; it enables them to carry on with their lives and not to
collapse after the divorce from sheer lack of masculine protection and direction. Secondly,
these strong women of Bessie’s illustrate, deliberately so, the sort of integrity (in inner
human terms) and the nature of their staying power that should be behind Botswana’s
independence. She does the same for her Chiefs of course, except that they operate at the
level of public affairs and not in the home surrounded by children and cooking pots.

In these ways, and in many others, Bessie has served us as catalyst and, though dead,
she continues to live through us because of the process of fermentation that she has set off in
us. She is part of our self-discovery at both the levels of our country and ourselves, and our
context in the world.

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started



And know the place for the first time.
(T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets, “Little Gidding,” V, 239-42)



Bessie Head and the Khama Il Memorial Museum in Serowe
Skobienorhol Lekhutile

Introduction

This paper is a personalised account of the life of Bessie Head as she was known to
most of her neighbours, friends, and fellow villagers in Serowe, the capital of the BaNgwato
people and the headquarters of the Central District, where Head spent the greater part of her
adult and writing life. The period under discussion stretches roughly from the early months of
1964, when Bessie Head first came to Botswana as a black South African exile, to April 17,
1986, when she met her rather untimely end. In addition, this discussion of Bessie Head’s life
and career shall extend to the extensive body of the largely unpublished literary material and
manuscripts which at present forms the greater part of a collection that has come to be known
as the Bessie Head Papers, held at the Khama 111 Memorial Museum in Serowe. The
collection forms an indispensable part of the history of Serowe and a logical component of
the Museum inventory. Hopefully, the specific benefit of keeping this particular collection of
Bessie Head’s practically unknown literary output in the safe custody of the Khama I
Memorial Museum and the overall harvest—to the Museum as an institution, the local
community in Serowe and the nation as a whole—shall become obvious as the discussion
unfolds. That a few of her books already form part of the syllabus of courses in English
literature in both local secondary schools and tertiary institutions is but a measure of her
success and accomplishment as a writer of international repute.

Origins of the Bessie Head Papers at the Khama 11 Memorial Museum

Five months after the official opening of the Khama 111 Memorial Museum, Bessie
Head made the following remarks in the Museum guest book: “1985 1st April, This Museum
is going to be of great value”. None of us ever thought that exactly twelve months later
Bessie Head would be gone and her papers would be adding that great value to the Museum.

The Bessie Head Papers (BHP) became part of the Museum collection after her death
in April 1986. To ensure a fair price was paid for this collection, Howard Head, the only heir
to the Bessie Head Estate, placed an advertisement in the papers. With no one offering
anything, which came as no surprise since in this country we are not very keen on keeping
papers or records, the Museum’s offer was accepted.

The funding for registering and cataloguing was provided by the Danish donor agent
DANIDA through the Danish Volunteer Service. This funding also made it possible to
engage Mrs Ruth Forchhammer, who is a trained librarian, to register and catalogue the
papers.

It was indeed a blessing that when Bessie Head passed on, Serowe had a new
Museum which was able to collect her papers for posterity.

Bessie Head’s move to Botswana

Bessie Head came to Botswana, settling in the village of Serowe, in 1964. She had
just fled her native South Africa, having found it immensely difficult to exist as a teacher and
journalist of mixed parentage under the country’s horrific apartheid laws.

In the years leading to her exile in Botswana, she had borne witness to one of the acts
of mass slaughter perpetrated against black protesters by the increasingly paranoid and jittery
elements of the apartheid state security machinery in the form of the Sharpeville Massacre.
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As a result of the anti-pass protest, itself organised by the PAC in 1960, scores of peacefully
demonstrating protesters were shot and killed in broad daylight. In these circumstances,
Bessie Head decided to leave South Africa for Botswana, not so much to escape the direct
and obvious brutalities of apartheid, but “in search of peace and a secure home” (Abrahams
4). She had previously travelled the length and breadth of South Africa, sojourning for a time
amongst the Cape Coloured peoples in District Six without ever feeling “a part of this [or any
other] community” (Abrahams 4). Finally, she had decided to leave the monster of apartheid
behind her on her way into Botswana.

In Botswana, Bessie Head started out as a primary school teacher (for which she had
qualified in Durban, South Africa) at the Tshekedi Memorial School and as a volunteer
worker with links to the nascent brigade movement in Serowe before, following a series of
some personal troubles, she settled for a writing life, completing and publishing throughout
the entire time she spent in the country a total of four full-length novels and a collection of
short stories. In addition, she wrote countless unpublished letters, manuscripts and official
correspondences which have since been bought and remain in the custody of the Khama I11
Memorial Museum in Serowe, where they are collectively referred to as the Bessie Head
Papers. These papers have been catalogued and are now available to researchers. It is also of
paramount importance that researchers and scholars deposit their research findings with the
Museum for posterity.

Bessie Head as | remember her

I will always remember Bessie Head as a mother—and a good one—because it was
through her only son Howard that | got to know her. I first met Bessie Head in the 1960s
when she was residing in a rondavel at the kgotla.! 1 was visiting some cousins who stayed at
kgosing (the chief’s residence). We always found ourselves crowding around Howard’s place
wanting to play with his toys, which he had a lot of, in my judgement.

| remember Howard as a shy boy who always played around his mom’s house, with
very little or no courage to wander away from his zone. We always stopped by and picked
him up as we engaged in our aimless walking about, but before leaving, Howard always
sought his mother’s permission, and before giving it, his mother always asked how far the
walking about would extend.

My next encounter with the Head family was when | was doing my secondary
education at Swaneng Hill School in the 1970s. By that time Bessie Head was residing in her
house “Rain Clouds”, and Howard was also at Swaneng Hill School. So | would frequently
check on Howard and taste his mom’s cooking—where | tasted garlic for the first time in my
life. All the toys were now gone, and in their place was a fine collection of children’s books
with a wide range of titles.

One evening in 1977 when | was visiting Howard, Bessie had just received a letter
which invited her to attend an International Writing Program in lowa, USA. But before
accepting this exciting invitation, there was one issue to address—who was going to look
after Howard? To address this issue, we hastily engaged in a search mission for Howard’s
temporary home. The first stop was at the van Rensburgs, where we met Mma Masego (Mrs
van Rensburg), and Bessie was quick in explaining the reason for our call.

Over a cup of tea Mma Masego explained that she was not able to help, the reason
being that they were relocating to England that year. During the discussion, | noted
something that | had never seen before: Bessie lighting a fresh cigarette with the remaining
bit of the used one. Where to now? Howard and | simultaneously mentioned Mr Keith

Traditional adult male assembly.



Woodworth—a metalwork teacher—the attraction was his fine collection of rock music
which he allowed us to have a dose of occasionally at his house. Mr Woodworth was also
unable to help as his house was not big enough to allow him to take Howard in, but he
mentioned Mrs Wendy Willett, who was able to help and take Howard in.

At this point in time, Howard was in his last year of junior secondary school, and in
the Setswana tradition, somebody of his age is expected to fend for himself. This was
unacceptable to a good mother like Bessie Head.

Why it is important to have the Bessie Head Papers in Serowe

Bessie Head had a very strong bond with Serowe and the people. She built this bond
over the years starting in 1969, when Bessie’s American publisher had paid her a lump sum
of royalties, which made it possible for her to build the house she called “Rain Clouds”. For
the first time in her life Bessie now had a home of her own and started to have a sense of
belonging somewhere.

In the early part of 1974 Bessie Head had a rather difficult time in Botswana; to ease
herself out of this difficulty she thought of emigrating to Norway. This she saw as her only
way out of growing poverty and of ensuring a secure future for her growing son. Before
leaving, she had a book to finish, and, hard worker that she was, she engaged in it full force
and finished it. Then her love for Serowe grew strong and blocked her move to Norway. She
explains how she came to the conclusion to stay: “I am going to say something very illogical
now. It’s a question of love for a place. I’d posted off the Serowe type-script to you then | sat
up the whole night and quietly thought out my situation and by the time morning came
around I had cancelled all plans of going to Norway” (BHP file 44, 12.5.74).

In November 1975, she wrote an autobiographical sketch in Ms. magazine where she
said, “ | took an obscure and almost unknown village in the Southern African bush and made
it my own hallowed ground” (“Preface to ‘Witchcraft 28). Bessie’s love for Serowe grew
while working on her Serowe book (Serowe: Village of the Rain Wind). That is when she
discovered and developed a great love and respect for Khama Il1: “I only kept going on the
Serowe book through my accidental discovery of Khama the great. No matter where | turn
the stuff on him I’ve read during my research for the book had the effect of pulling my life
together” (BHP file 44, 5.1974). She finds some linkage in the faces of people in the village
to that of Khama Il1: “The ordinary people are very nice here. First | had used my intuition
about them. I didn’t know Khama. I couldn’t link it to anything, but now | see that they had
his beautiful face” (BHP file 44, 25.7.1973).

In a review of what she called the spillover from the Serowe book, she continues to
give credit to the everyday people:

The richness of everyday detail came from the work | did on the Serowe book—
just the physical daily contact with people and sitting around in their yards. I can
hardly take credit for the feeling of the work. It is just what people are like here.

They are classics. A bit of ancient Africa was retained intact in this community.

(BHP file 44, 12.1.75)

Bessie paints in words the best portrait of Serowe, in her introduction for Serowe:
Village of the Rain Wind:

A ring of low blue hills, partly surrounds the village; at least they look blue, misty
from a distance. But if sunlight and shadow strike them at a certain angle, you can
quite clearly see their flat and unmysterious surfaces. They look like the
uncombed heads of old Batswana men, dotted here and there with the dark shapes
of thorn trees. (x)
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It is in view of this very strong bond which Bessie Head had with Serowe that one
cannot think of any more suitable place for the Bessie Head papers than the Museum in
Serowe, Serowe being the only place where Bessie developed a sense of ever belonging
somewhere. We can all be assured that even Bessie herself would be happy to see her papers
stored at the same place as those of Khama I1l—a man she had so much respected.

The full list of Bessie Head’s published works completed while living in Botswana
include When Rain Clouds Gather (1968), Maru (1971), A Question of Power (1974), The
Collector of Treasures (1977), Serowe: Village of the Rain Wind (1981), and A Bewitched
Crossroad (1984).

Bessie Head died in Serowe at the age of 49 on April 17, 1986

The Bessie Head Papers

Quite a lot has been made in the literature of the personal loneliness, immeasurable
anguish, and the inevitable optimism characterising the life and career of Bessie Head. In
many of the accounts, the misery which would come to dominate her life starts in a mental
hospital in the Kwazulu Natal town of Pietermaritzburg, where Bessie Head was born. Her
tragic past then haunts her, providing her with the drive to write about much of that life in
fictionalised form, up to the time of her death in Botswana in April 1986. However, out of
these same accounts, relatively little is heard of Bessie Head’s day-to-day experiences and
similar preoccupations as she went about life in the village and country she had come to
adopt.

Fortunately for us, the curious reading public, all is not lost. We can still attempt to
piece together a picture of Bessie Head as an outstanding African woman writer and a South
African exile, who spent most of her creative years living in one corner of our country, both
from what she and others have written about her life and writing career here. The more
enterprising among us can go further by examining the collection now in the possession of
the Khama 111 Memorial Museum or to speak in person with some of the local people in
Serowe who met and knew her. Even now, there are still many people both in Serowe and
many other parts of the world who have had the privilege to share Bessie Head’s creative and
enriching days with her while she was alive and writing. From all such sources and, in
particular, the whole collection of some of Bessie Head’s own—and as yet largely
unpublished—Ietters, an impression can begin to be drawn of this sensitive and very
industrious African woman writer who from all accounts ran a rather busy and productive
schedule involving local as well as international engagements.

Similarly, from some of her unpublished letters and manuscripts, and what other
writers have commented on regarding her small and curious life in Botswana, it is clear
Bessie Head maintained a lively and regular correspondence with the outside world (see, for
instance Gillian Stead Eilersen, Patrick Cullinan, and Randolph Vigne?). Her contacts
included personal friends, publishers, government officials, local and foreign universities,
and various kinds of literary institutions and communities all over the world. In one of the
best-known treasures which makes up a segment of the papers under discussion, an anecdote
is told of how in the late 1960s Bessie Head, using a poste restante address and aerograms
which she bought from the post office counter upon receiving mail from friends, would

2patrick Cullinan, Imaginative Trespasser: Letters between Bessie Head, Patrick and Wendy Cullinan 1963
1977 (Johannesburg: Wits UP; Trenton and Asmara: Africa World Press, 2005); Gillian Stead Eilersen, Bessie
Head—Thunder Behind Her Ears: Her Life and Writing (Cape Town: David Philip; London: James Currey;
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1995); Randolph Vigne, ed., A Gesture of Belonging: Letters from Bessie Head,
1965-1979 (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1991).
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immediately set on replying all correspondence, much like someone who understood what
she lived for and lived and wrote everything in something of a hurry.

Some of the early letters in the collection written by Bessie Head to friends and
acquaintances in many parts of the world also serve to clearly show that she had much going
on in her immediate locale. In one such piece of writing, Bessie Head goes into a fair amount
of detail on her involvement with local community initiatives and village development
programmes. These letters offer a rare glimpse into the work she did for the local brigades
movement, some of whose students helped build the small house in Serowe in which she
lived and did much of her work; the brigades students, she writes in one of her letters of the
late 1960s, would have just enough time to finish work on her house before setting off in
great haste to seek more lucrative opportunities in construction at the new diamond mining
town in Orapa. Interested readers of the Bessie Head Papers will also come to know the
author for some of the more obscure activities that she carried out on a regular basis in
Serowe. These include such activities as the organisation and mobilisation of local
unemployed women to form working groups which could engage in small-scale fruit and
vegetable gardening in order to encourage local enterprise and consumption.

Bessie Head was very keen on agriculture, in particular crop production, as an
immediate solution to the hunger experienced by many of the rural poor in Botswana. The
kind of agricultural projects she envisaged would by all accounts appear to have been rather
modern and sophisticated, for in her letters, she emphasises not only issues of agricultural
production per se, but also those of marketing (and estimates maintenance). Did she here, we
may ask, have something of a farmers’ co-operative or an Israeli-type kibbutz in mind?

In connection with such projects, Bessie Head elsewhere remarks about how in
general she preferred working and organising women to men, in part because she considered
women in general to have more brains than their menfolk, but also because as a person she
did not feel she had a “‘dominant personality” to cope with the attitudes of many men. Of
course, these early letters also provide rare glimpses of some local men who time and again
sought to find out who was her boyfriend. The demands must have been incessant and
troubling enough to lead her to want to devise evasive strategies as a protection against all the
intrusions into her personal and writer’s space. At one point, she reveals how she found
herself having to invent a boyfriend.

There must clearly have been times when Bessie Head felt very ill at ease with fellow
villagers and some of the people with whom she worked. She commented on the attitudes of
some of her fellow workers towards her, reflecting on prejudices of villagers against “half-
breeds”. Clearly, Bessie Head did not have it very easy in life; in the circumstances, the only
solace for her came with the stories she patiently collected through the many interviews and
conversations she conducted with various informants in Serowe and other parts of the
country.
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Appendix |

List of some of the scholars and researchers who continue to pay homage to the Bessie Head
Papers Held by the Khama 111 Memorial Museum

. Dr Linda-Susan Beard,USA

. Bettina Weiss

. Vuyiso M. Magagi, SA

. Betra Quaedvlieg

. Ayana R. Abdalla, UWC, Univ. of lowa
. Maureen Fielding, USA

. Annie Gagiano, RSA

. Hitomi Yokohamaka, Japan

. Natasha C. Vaubel, USA

10. Isabel Balseiro

11. Juani [?] B. Nielsen, RSA

12. Helen Richman, RSA

13. Fujio Fukushima, Japan

14. Corren Brown (Dr)

15. Shirley van de Veur, USA

16. Edwin Thumboo, Prof., Singapore
17. Estelle Jobson, RSA

18. Desiree Lewis, RSA

19. Kathryn Prince, RSA

20. Sue Atkinson

21. Ann Langwadt, Denmark

22. Patrick Cullinan, RSA

23. Margaret Daymond, Prof., RSA
24. Maria Olaussen, Finland

25. Anthony O’Brien, asst. Prof., USA
26. Collen O’Brien, USA

27. David M. Newmarch, RSA

28. Dorothy Driver, RSA

29. Adeola James (Dr)

30. Gillian Stead Eilersen
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Interviews
Seodi Khama

Preface

When | (Lederer) first told Seodi Khama about this anthology, we were having
dinner. “And you know,” she said, tilting her head towards me to indicate the importance of
what she was about to say, “There are so many people up there [in Serowe] who remember
Bessie and have stories of her. And they’re so old; soon they’ll all be dead.” I asked her if she
would be willing to contribute something in the form of interviews with some of those
people. (Seodi herself had just retired a few years earlier and seemed to be casting about for
something interesting to do.) “What could I write?” she asked, and | replied that she could
simply follow her own observation and get things down on paper before everyone died. She
tilted her head towards me again: “Mary!” | took that as a yes. Seodi herself had lived in
Serowe, still had a house there, and was related by marriage to nearly everyone there (she
was the daughter-in-law of Tshekedi Khama, and possibly the most senior woman of the
Khama BaNgwato). After her husband died, she lived with her sister Leloba Molema in
Gaborone.

Over the course of several trips to Serowe, Seodi spoke first to Cassim Kikia, then
also to Bontsi Kelebileng and Bosele Sianana. Her notes were careful renderings of what her
subjects said (she did not want to use a tape recorder), so careful that when | was typing them
up, | had to check with her frequently to make sure that | was not misunderstanding anything.
She conducted the interviews (or conversations) in both Setswana and English, and then
wrote everything down very carefully in English for me to type up.

Seodi died suddenly in April 2005, before we were able to finish editing the text and
filling in the holes. Out of respect for her work and her personal relationships with Cassim,
Bontsi, and Bosele, we have decided to leave this text as it was when she died.

Interview with Cassim Kikia

Born 14 October 1930, Cassim (Cas) Kikia came to Botswana in 1964. In Natal, he
was a member of the Unity Movement (which included Makikum Pillay, Dr Limbada, Karim
Essack, Xabashe, and others). Cas criss-crossed the apartheid security police, one step ahead
for years before stepping into Botswana in Lobatse and later in Serowe and becoming a lone
wolf of his political group and a simple trader of all odds and sorts. “They [the Security
Branch of South Africa] wanted to kill me....” They ransacked his house several times. He
had a room at the “Red House” [now the Khama 111 Memorial Museum in Serowe] and
watched the ransacking from a room there.

Political matters and arguments were Cas’s life, and he took on Botswana political
groups across the board, wholesale. What struck many of his debating partners and ordinary
listeners was the land issue: land was a communal entity and uncodified inasmuch as land
distribution followed tried and established positions over unfenced territory. Then with the
implementation of certain government policies, i.e., removing land placement from tribal
administrations and investing such placement on Land Boards tied to politically appointed
District Councils, Cas foresaw the beginning of landlessness of Batswana.

Cas, a small general trader, met Bessie Head on a day-to-day basis as fellow asylum
seekers in Botswana. Both of them came from the same province, Natal, in apartheid South
Africa. Cas came to Botswana in 1964 and met Bessie soon after, along with fellow South
Africans Patrick van Rensburg and Lawrence Notha at Swaneng Hill, a complex of secondary
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education, technical brigades movement, and a variety of community projects. They all met
very often up until Lawrence died and then until Bessie died in 1986.

Bessie had many financial difficulties. She approached Cas directly in his capacity as
a trader and, according to his words, “Asked for help very humbly for monetary assistance of
R10, R20—up to R100.” (Rands were accepted in Botswana before the fiscal change to
Pula.) When he did not see her, he knew that she was working on what she called a “project”,
which he also knew was mostly her writing and also community schemes that involved
village women (e.g., Mme Bosele Sianana) in vegetable gardening and sales of her produce.

Whenever Bessie came to Cas for financial assistance she would say, “Don’t you
worry; I’ll pay you back when my ship comes in.”” This “ship” referred to payment for her
writing and her minimal share of vegetable sales. Cas would see Bessie almost every morning
on some occasions when she came from her small house in Swaneng to do the necessary
errands for her household, which included caring for her dog. By this time Cas was married
to Sharifa Essop (an Indian Motswana) who took part in helping alleviate Bessie’s financial
struggles.

Faithfully and promptly, Bessie paid back her loans from Cas and later Sharifa along
with a “special thank you”. Bessie categorically refused any gifts (in kind or monetary).

Bessie and Cas related amicably; however, Cas and especially Sharifa said that at
times, “It used to be difficult to talk to Bessie or even understand what she was talking about.
Yet her writings and books were very lucid.” Her books clearly expressed her subject matter
and were somehow understood. When Bessie got hard copies of her books from her
publisher/agent, she signed and gave Cas one of each of her books. He said that he was very
happy to get these books and proudly kept them together on a special bookshelf.
Unfortunately, Cas’s son Rashid, at between fourteen and sixteen years of age, out of sheer
interest and curiosity, found his father’s collection of Bessie’s books. He devoured them from
page to page. Rashid had seen Bessie coming to his father’s shop and thus knew her; also he
wanted to hear for himself what she was all about from her books. From there, Rashid took
over Bessie’s successive and dated “thank you™ cards to his parents as his special collection,
together with her books. “And now,” his parents said, “everything we had from Bessie is
somewhere in the house (or elsewhere) that only Rashid knows.” But they were going to hunt
for these books and cards so as to keep them more securely.

Sharifa was around when Bessie came by to ask for small loans from Cas. Sharifa
said that she found Bessie to be reserved and sometimes aloof, but then on other times Bessie
was warm and amusing. Regarding politics, Cas said that Bessie was overtly not interested in
the subject, but she had strong feelings of her personal rights and those of others, and she
spoke out strongly for these rights. Bessie was lumped together with the Swaneng group
which had a strong anti-apartheid stance.

Regarding Bessie’s status in Serowe, Cas said that she had friends in the village
whom she questioned and argued with on many social issues. She knew the rudiments of
Setswana and understood the broken English that some of her friends spoke. Others spoke to
her in grammatically correct English, e.g., Bontsi Kelebileng Lobelo, a nursing sister at
Sekgoma Memorial Hospital in Serowe and now retired. [Seodi interviewed Bontsi
Kelebileng separately, hoping to fill gaps in Cas’s recollections.]

Bessie’s relationship with South African exiles—there were quite a number of them
in Serowe—was a thorny but supportive one. She had close, and then not so close, friends
among those exiles, but she shut out others.

Cas had much to say about Howard being a problem child who caused Bessie a lot of
trouble. At one stage Howard even left home for an extended period, presumably to look for
his father. Bessie herself did not express any interest in finding her family.
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Regarding Bessie’s view of religion, Cas as a non-practising Muslim had little to say,
and he did not remember having any discussions on this issue.

Interview with Mme Bontsi Kelebileng Lobelo, nursing sister and friend of Bessie

Bontsi originally met Bessie through her work as a nurse at Sekgoma Memorial
Hospital in Serowe. She did not remember exactly when they met, but she was certain that it
was in the last part of pre-independence for Botswana, around 1963—-65. They became fast
friends, and Bessie even invited Bontsi to her home where they enjoyed a cup of tea and
pleasant conversation.

Bontsi and Bessie met with one another—frequently at first and then less so when
each became involved with other matters—right up to the time Bessie died. After hearing that
Bessie was an author, Bontsi asked for a book, which Bessie promptly gave her, along with
others that were published. Bontsi enjoyed reading these books and found they reflected most
clearly much of what Bessie had brought up in their discussions. So in a sense, Bontsi was a
sounding board for Bessie and her work.

Bontsi bemoans the taking of her books by her children, who knew about and saw the
friendship/camaraderie between their mother and Bessie. They wanted to know, from her
books, wh