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Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey with Arts and Africa. This 
month sees a major publishing event for Africa. A new book by the South 
African writer presently living in Botswana, Bessie Head. Because she 
was not granted a passport by the South African authorities , Bessie Head 
was a stateless person when she moved to Botswana at the age of 26 in 1963. 
Her life both before and after that move has been far from easy. Born in 
a mental ht?spital in Pietermaritzburg and raised by coloured foster 
parents before being transferred to an Anglican Mission orphanage in 
Durban, Bessie Head has often remarked how a love of literature was one of 
the rare stable elements in her troubled life. She has published three 
novels : 11When Rain Clouds Gather" in 1968, 11Maru11 in 1971 and "A Question 
of Power" in 1973. In 1977 she published a collection of short stories 
"The Collector of Tr easures" but some would say that her most unusual book 
is a description of the village where she lives in Botswana 11Serowe: The 
Village of the Rain Wind " which is issued in paperback in the Heinemann 
African Writer's Series this month. Bessie Head is Africa's principal 
woman writer in English and the role of wom-:n, their especial difficulties 
in the changing environment ~f Africa, is apparent in her work. On a 
recent visit to England, Anne Bolsover asked her if women were the 
principal characters in her novels. 

BESSIE HEAD 

Not consciously so . I, in fact, had a lot of difficulty initially 
with the sequence of biographical novels . I needed to express some 
attitudes to life and I couldn't create a feminine vehicle for my thoughts. 
Autobiographical materials specifically relating to my preoccupations, I 
could only express through male characters. The dominant ~ale character 
in my first novel was one created under 1hose circumstances. He has often 
drawn humourous rem~rks . He's a black man, he's very attractive and he 
behaves i;n a way black men couldn't quite behave in Southern Africa in 
this particular time and era. A black South African refugee would be the 
Undersecretary of this party and that man would be addre&sing the U. N. 
and deeply involved ir .. the li beratory struggle. My hero chooses the 

· backwater and engages himself in question? of shifting subsistance 
agriculture to more modern types of agriculture and this, of course, 
was the author : s preoccupations and bits of work which the author had done. 

THIS MATERIAL IS BBC COPYRIGHT. 
IT MAY BE USED FOR BROADCASTING PURPOSES IN WHOLE OR IN EXTRACT FORM, AND FOR 
PUBLICATION PURPOSES IN NEWSPAPERS IN SUMMARY FORM NOT EXCEEDING ONE THIRD OF THE 
SCRIPT IN QUESTION. 



- 2 -

I couldn't find a feminine form tor this type of book so I chose a male 
form. People said to me: "We have queried this book very closely and we 
wonder where you got the inspiration for this character. It doesn't seem 
very valid". And then, of course, I admit straight a-way, you know, that 
was my main problem, I _:ust couldn't create a female vehicle for the novel, 
The same thing happened again in my second novel. I had some insights 
into racial prejudice, seemingly so powerful that I -was then reduced to 
creating a peculiar type of character and I'm thinking of the character 
after whom the book is named "Maru". Again a sort of part male, part 
female character. A male so feminine in his tendernesses and unpredict
abilities with peculiar mannerisms and habits. A habit of sitting alone 
for hours with his own thoughts. I again had two amusing reactions. You 
know, for me, my insights that I gained into racialism were so powerful 
I needed a masculine form. But this fascinating, shadowy, tender sort of 
semi-mystical male was so attractive that he was a great ido for my 
women fans. Many women have told me they fell in love with him. And yet 
he comes from the struggle to create a vehicle for ideas ~hat were too 
powerful for me to express as a- female authox. I think perhaps I struggled 
so hard with him and then I made him convincingly male. Certainly my . 
female readers have said "I have read the book and I'm in love" and that's 
what women have said about my novel not knowing the background struggle 
that went on to create him. 

ANNE BOLSOVER 

Why did you d.ecide to turn to short stories in "The Col~ector of 
Treasures"? 

BESSIE HEAD 

It's not my specific medium. I'm much happier on the full length 
novel. In the case of the collection of short stories there is a small 
story behind it. I had lived in a village in Botswana for thirteen years 
and became a part of the life of the village. It was of a special kind. 
We had, in operation, a kind of village newspaper. Over the years, you 
know, you would walk dovm the road and someone would stop you and say: 
"Did you hear •••• ? 11 In actual fact those stories were really things that 
had taken place in the village. You will note in each instance that 
there is a fearful violence and it's usually at a time when the village is 
involved when where's death and tragedy of some kind of huge village 
scandles. Then the newspaper oret:-ates and what you get before you is one 
of the most vivid stories you could ever hope to hear . People are so good 
at describing an event exactly as it happened, the lest words the deceased 
said and so ·on. The stories, when I look ba i,:r'. are pieced together 
dramas. In a village you participate actually in the d~ath and the drama 
so intensly and I looked back on my ·thirteen years in the village and 
decided to piece together the village dramas, often rewritten and 
decorated my way, but based ·on real life events. The. style of the 
collection is so vivid because I've used the village news paper technique, 
where descriptions of death and so on are vivid and alive. It was just 
some things imrr --diately, a fullness to look back on and I threw it all to
gether into a collection of short stories. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Bessie Head talking there to Anne Bolsover. But whereas the 
Collector of Treasures was a fictionalised account of village life, 
11Serowe: The Village of the Rain Wind" is non-fiction, almost a work of 
contemporary oral history. The book tells the fascinating story of the 
village ~~ Botswana where Bessie Head has lived almost continously since 
leaving South Africa in 1964. Although to call it the story of a village 
is t little misleading. Rather it is the story of the Bamangwato people 
who had already had two earlier capitals before moving to Serowe in 1902, 
in search of surface water. And it is structured around the lives of 
three exceptional men who have shaped their history • • 

Jane r-·. -,-~.t who teaches Afro-Caribbean literature in Britain has made 
a special study of the work of Bessie Head, and here she describes 
Serowe and the three men who make up the books central theme. Jane 
Grant ••••• 

,~ANE GRANT 

The first of these, the famous Christian convert Chief Khama III -
or Khama the Great - was, through his insistence that 'the lands of the 
Bamangwato are not saleable' largely responsible for the ~reation of the 
Bechuanaland Protectorate in 1885. Many of his innovative social reforms 
were continued by his son, Tshekedi Kha.ma, 'the father of self-help'. 
Under him 'regiment labour' became a highly organised means of communal 
•voluntary' service, responsible for the construction of four primary 
schools and a famous college established as his 'ideal of what a Bamangwato 
College shoul~ be'. 

Soon after this, in 1948, life in Serowe was shattered by the news 
that its rightful Chief, Seretse Khama (for whom Tshekedi had served as 
regent since 1925) had married an English woman. Tshekedi opposed the 
marriage strongly on the grounds 'that a king or chief could not do as 
he pleased as he wai the servant of the people and an heir to +,he 
chieftaincy was at stake'. The con~roversy that resulted from this news 
split the community in half. In the end Tshekedi was forced to remove 
himself with his followers and, in what Bessie Head sees 'as the l ast of 
the migrations in the old African tradition - a tradition established 
over the centuries to avert bloodshed in a crisis', founded a new vil lage 
and communal farm at Pilikwe, \-.here he died in 1959. Three years before 
both he and Seretse Khama had renounced for themselves and their children 
all claims to the Bamangwato chieftainship (although of course Seretse 
Khama ·was President of Botswana as a whole from 1966--1980'.' , In spite 
of the official installation of Seretse 1 s son as chief in 1979, many 
Serowans feel this is a blow from which the Bamangwa.to have never 
recovered, that there is a 'gaping hole in the fabric of society1 , t.. i "';!! . 
the breakdown of family life and all its attendant evils. Given the 
excer ::ional achievement of Khama and his son and the distress caused to 
the community by the collapse of their rule, it is perhaps surprising 
that a third equally excet,\.ional man should have come forward to take up 
their mantle - and even more surprising that this man, Patrick Van 
Rensburg, should have been a white South African who came to Serowe in 
late 1962, after fleeing South Africa in 1960, to f <.:11·md a new secondary 
school at Swaneng Hill. Thus, as Bessie Head remarks, 'the Swaneng 
Project was born• - a project which was to build on the foundations laid 
by the Khamas. This was not only in the concept of a non-elitist secondary 
education but in the mobilisation of the 'school-leaver problem' into a 
series of highly specialised 'brigades I or 'self-help organiet:"<-·i,:i•li.s which 
provide technical training'. 


