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Confederation of South African pressures to refuse to recognize the
Chieftainship of Seretse Khama of the Bangwato tribe
(1949-1950)

Dr. Ahmed Mohamed Abd EI-Moez Mohamed
Lecturer of Modern and Contemporary History,

Faculty of Arts, Minia University.
drahmed ez@yahoo.com, drahmed.ezz@mu.edu.eg

Abstract:

This research paper sheds light on the pressures of the Union of South
Africa to refuse to recognize the Chieftainship Seretse Khama of the
Bangwato tribe in Bechuanaland - present-day Botswana - as a result of his
marriage to a British woman in 1948, between the appointment of the tribe
to him in June 1949, and the British government's declaration of the
invalidity of his appointment in 1950, after Great pressure from the union
government, as the union reacted violently to his appointment in June 1949
and put pressure on the British government not to recognize that
appointment, and these pressures contributed to the withholding of
recognition of Seretse in July 1949, and the establishment of a committee to
investigate the whole issue, and the union was not satisfied with that Rather,
he launched a large media campaign to influence the course of the judicial
investigation between August and December 1949, and that campaign was
led by Union Prime Minister “Malan” with his successive statements
refusing to recognize Seretse, and threatening Britain to work on annexing
the province of Bechuanaland, and the British government acquiesced to
these pressures and announced on March 8 1950 Non-recognition of Seretse
Khama, exile outside Bechuanaland, although the Union government did
not stop here but continued its campaign of pressure throughout the
remainder of 1950 to ensure that there was no retreat In that decision, he
even banished Seretse permanently from Bechuanaland.

The researcher thanks the Adam Matthew Foundation for allowing the
researcher to view the collection "Apartheid South Africa, 1948-1980"
throughout June 2021, and appreciates the advice he received from two
professors of Modern History at the University of Botswana, Prof. Bruce
Bennett & Prof. Maitseo M.M. Bolaane.

Keywords:

Seretse Khama, Daniél Malan, South Africa, Bechuanaland, Britain, mixed
marriage.
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Y.3480/2.
TELEGRAM
to
SOUTH AFRICA (B.B.S.).

{Sent 5,25 p.m., 2nd July, 1949.)

No. 143, Scerel. Your Telegram No, 132 of 28th June®  Mr. Egeland came to see me on
the 30th June at former’s request.  He said he had been instructed by his Prime Minister to represent
urgently the grave view which the Union Government take about the return of Seretse and his English
wife to the Bechuanaland Protectorate.

2. The principal point in the representations which the High Commissioner was instructed to
make, was an unofficial but earnest request that His Majesty's Government in the United Kingdom
should refuse to recognise Seretse as the Chief of his tribe. The Union Government felt sure that
it was in our power Lo refuse to recognize him and that this was the only way of preventing most
unfortunate results,

3. The Union Government's view was based on three main considerations :-

() They believe that the repercussions in the Union of a white woman becoming the Chiefrainess
in an African tribe will be extremely grave. People of all races in the Union would
condemn the marriage and would think it & grave infringement of a basic principle.

() The effect in Seretse’s tribe could hardly fail to be disastrous. Recent events had shown
that the tribe was very seriously divided on the subject ; the introduction of a white
Chieftainess would in reality break up the basis of tribal tradition ; the resignation of
Tshekedi would be 2 most serious boss not only to Bechuanaland, but to Africans in
general, for Tshekedi was almost the only African leader who had shown real vision
and statesmanship.

{c) The future of the new white * Chieftainess " would be very sombre. Coming from an
English home she would find it extremely difficult to settle down to the kind of accom-
modation and living conditions which Serctse could offer her.  She would be not only
lonely ; she would be isolated in every way. No-one of any race would visit her or
give her any social life of any kind., She would certainly not be able to stand the strain
of such an existence. Mr., Egeland said he would wager a large sum of money that she
would not last six months, At the end of six months, the situation might be very
difficult ; the after effects of the whole episode would be lamentable and, as said before,
we should have lost Tshekedi.

4. For all these reasons Mr, Egeland said that it would surely be better for us to face the issue
courageously now : to tell Seretse that we could not recognize him : to recall Tshekedi and thus to
put an end to the matter.

5. 1 promised that High Commissioner’s representations should receive careful consideration.
Mr. Egeland made it plain that, while his Government feel strongly about the matter, and think that
their interest is deeply involved, he was, nevertheless, making only semi-official or private representa-
tions.

6. Although no answer has been promised to High Commissioner, I should be most grateful
for your early advice whether anything should be said to Union Government. You will no doubt
be sending me shorily your recommendation on the whole question, and in particular as to confirmation
af Scretse’s succession.

__ DO 216/ 17; Telegram to South Africa (Sent 5.25 p.m., 2nd July, 1949.).
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TRANSLATION OF EXTRACT FROM "DIE TRANSVAALER"
30th _June, 1949.

STRONG PROTEST AGAINST DECISION ON SERETSE,.

UNION CAKNNOT REMAIN INDIFFERENT.

Alarm over the tribe's acceptance of Seretse Khama,
with his white wife, as Chief of the Bamangwato of
Bechuanesland was exrressed in a statement issued by Die
Suid-Afrikaanse Buro van Rasse-sangeleenthede (S« A, Bureau
of Race Relations). It was said that the people of the
Union and its Government should mot remain indifferent to
this affair.

The statement reads: Die Suid-Afriksanse Buro van
Rasse-aangeleenthede has followed the latest complication
in connection with Seretse Khama with great interest and
is particularly perplexed at the trend thereof.

We do not wish to go into the question of what
consideration the Bamangwato moved to accept Seretse Khema
and his white wife as Chief. We wish to state emphatically
that the people of South Africa and its Government may not
stand by indiffereatly and watch proceedings of this nature
in an area which is on the Union's borders and which is
economically, and in other ways, actually a part of the
Unione

If the British Administration should sanction the
decision of the Bamangwato, it would be in direct conflict
with the nationsal policy in the Union. The official
sanctioning of this far reaching negligence of the Tribe's
tradition and interest—by Seretse will create questions of
a-serious nature for the High Commission Territory
(Bechuanaland) and also for the Union with relation to
their own native population.

Intermarriage amongst Races.

The approval of this step will be a direct
encouragement and promotion of intermarriage amongst races
besides creating the difficulty that the Chieftainship
under this Iswana will in the future be in the hands of
a half-caste breed - a situation of affairs which must
ultimately have its effect on the Bantu tribe.

When & European nation is not prepared to recognise
and keep their King as such, when he contracts a marriage
contrary to the general accepted practice, why then allow
it in this case - especially if one takes into
consideration the strong spiritual and moral role the
Chief 1s expected to play in the lives of his people?

In any case Seretse, through his marriage and the
manner in which it took place, alienated himself from
his tribe and forfeited his sole claim to the
chieftainship. In the circumstances he should never

- have =

_ DO 35/ 4115; Translation of extract from "Die Transvaler”, 30th June, 1949, strong
protest against decision on Seretse, Union cannot remain indifferent.
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have been allowed to be considered, and in that way
make his tribe make an impossible choice and divide
theme

Another aspect of this affair is naturally the
jmpossible and unbearable situation this European
woman,will find herself in as the Chieftainess of
this Tswenae

We assume that the South African Government
will make its influence felt in connection with this
and that finality will be reached as soon as possible
about the High Commission Territories and the
application of & uniform policy with regard to the
Bantu peoples in Southern Africa.

The statement was signed by Professor B.I.C.

van Eeden on behalf of the executive of the Suid-
Afrikesanse Buro van Rasse-aangeleenthede.

(aaV)



Vory cuudae ™ VY dadiadl * Joniciid 16 2l sl | ddidd

¥) e
ool alaidU bl Goasiall Al oliy Ll Gagia A Al all dpiagiall 385,

N800 Gole Yo clald iy daley CiliieY) a8 dss oYl Jlih

Outward Teleggm from Commonwealth Relations Office

ERRITORI.AL DEPT,
CYPHER (SIMPLEX)
. TO: SOUTH AFRICA (B.B.S.)
(SENT 17.05 hours, 25th March, 1950)

PRIORITY

Noe 113 SECRET DEDIP GUARD

My immediately preceding telegrom,

Following is text,
BEGINS.
1 Secretary of State ansked me to see him urgently this afternoon
with reference to your reply to Kahn's quostion in Housc today, on
subject of Seretse, He expressed his apprecintion of the way in
which this dolicate matter had been handled by yourseclf, but
explained that in the light of his previous deninlg in the House of
Commons that he had received any communication or ropresentations f'rom
the Union Government on the subject, hc vory much feared that o
position of great difficulty would arise if this aspect of the
question were pursued in press and pﬁrliament in either country.
2 vou will recall that in my telegram No. 215 of the 30th June
last, I reported the discussion I had had with Noel-=Baker in terms
of your instructions conveyed in Primecsec's Noe« 317. Gordon=-Wolker
has based his denianl that any represcntations had been recpived‘
from Union QOvernment on o passage in Noel-Boker's rocord (shown to
me today for the first time in strictest confidence) of our
discussion; in which Noel—éaker. although ackrowledging that I had
come on instructions from yourself, had stated that I was mnkiné only
ngemi-official or private robresontntiodé“.
3 I kept no written record of my conversation other than my
telegram and clearly at this distance of time neither I nor

/Noel=Baker

_ DO 35/ 4115; Outward Telegram from C.R.O. Territorial Dept. to South Africa 25th
March, 1950, Priority No. 113, Dedip Guard.
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Noel-Baker could be expected to remember cvery detanils I must say,
however, that I was extremely surprised to find that this impression
had been left in qul-Bnker's mind., Nevertheless as I have'already
mentioned it is on this record that the United Kingdom Government have
in all good faith based their denial. .I have looked at your instructions
which left it do my discretion (a) toimnko "suitoble ‘representations"
and (b) to draw on my own knowledge of'thc implicationss I interpreted
my instructions as not requiring me in the circumstances of this case
' to take with me any written cormunication or to leave with the
Secretary of State any aide memoire or formal documente
L, 'The jgsue here is, of coursc, one of interpretation and perhnps
of rather fine distinctions. It is true tﬁat in a matter involving
the direct responsibility of the Uﬁited Kingdom Government, I could
- not moke & formal intervention; ot ‘same timo, however, I left
Noel-Baker in no doubt about your §¥tétdﬂc which, of course, would
have been well=-known to‘him in other ways. It is now, of course, of
the utmost possible importance that therc should. be no difference of
interpretation on this matter as between the United Kingdom and
ourselves. Gordon-Walker has SO definitely committed himself to the
statement that no representations have becn received from the Union
Government, that any qualification of this now would inevitably
provoke the most vigoroué reactions in press and perlioment, end might
bring into jeopardy the who}g position of the United Kingdom
Government on Seretse issue. As I hove clready reported in my
previous telegrams they have stood up to violent and sustained
criticism in the whole press and in important sections of their own
Party. There are, however, hopeful signs that the storm is subsiding
but it would be extremely unfortunntc if this matter were for any
reason stirred up ngaine In these circumstances gordon=ialker hage
expressed the earnest hope (which I strongly support) that if you are
compelled to make any statement you will f£ind yoursclf ablo to avoid

saying anything 1nconsintent with following linc which he proposes to
/teke
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Y.3480/11.
TELEGRAM

from
SOUTH AFRICA (B.B.S.).

{(Received 7.13 pom., 20th March, 1930.)

No. 98, Secret. 20th March. Your Telegram Mo, 90 of 17th March.*  Serctse.  Informa-
tion is being collected for reply to questions in your paragraphs 3 (@) and (). As regards paragraph 3
{£) 1 do not think that Union Government would object to our use of any measures including flying
in troops to quell disorder in the Bamangwalo Reserve.  On the other hand the outhreak of disorder
would be advanced as a reason justifying transfer to Union contral and, if we failed to take early
steps and deal with it effectively, Union Government might send in their own troops,

2. Cape Times this morning under heading ** thinks Seretse will win ™ reports two Labour M.Ps.
as saying in London that * Government was now retreating from its original attitude in refusing to
recognize Seretse and in exiling him. It was likely that this retreat would ro on until Seretse was
Chief of the Bamangwato ™. It was suggested that this would happen before the end of 1950,

3. This morning I saw General Smuts who had read the Cape Times.  He spoke very seriously
to me. He said he thought that if’ Seretse were recognized (1) Malan would be able so to play on
the emotions of white South Africans of both sections that their feelings would become enflamed and
they would unite together to urge transfer of the High Commission Territories to the Union with
foree and persistence which we would not be able for long to resist.  (2) The Nationalists would then
discard their Afrikaner Party allies and fight an early general election on the issues of (@) transfer and
{#) a republic outside the Commaonwealth. They would argue that both were essential in order to
sccure white supremacy threatened by links with a country which both officially championed mixed
marriage and alse give way Lo action among Africans in a territory close to the Union and over which
South Africans felt that they hold a kind of option.

4, These results will not in my opinion follow publication in the Union of the formula used in
your announcemncnt in the Hoose of Commons.  Once it became known in South Africa that Seretse
might remain indefinitely in the Protectorate, opinion may however interpret the intentions of the
United Kingdom Government in one of two ways, gither (@) that permission to remain indefinitely in the
Protectorate is a first step towards recognition or (&) that for five vears there will be no recognition
of Seretse whether he behaves well or badly and whether the Bamangwato Reserve remains quiet or
not while he is at Lobatsi.

3. If the interpretation is as in {a), the consequences mentioned by General Smuts would follow.,
If it is as in {b) they would probably not be felt in their full force, but our case on the transfer issue
would be damaged by accusations of weakness and as explained in my Telegrams No., 83 of 12th
March* and No. 88 of 15th March* the position of the Bechuanaland Protectorate administration
would be very dillicult.

6. The moment when South Africans will choose between the two interpretations might come
either afler the birth of the child and the completion of the Court case, i.e. after the expiry of Seretse’s
residence in the Protectorate as a temporary expedient, or earlier if you should find yourself in a
position where you felt compelled to say in amplification of the formula that the possibility of indefinite
residence in the Bechuanaland Protectorate is envisaged.

7. This last possibility fills me with such anxiety that if it arises 1 feel 1 should accept vour offer
of personal consultation made in your telegram to me No. 76 of the 10th March.

_ DO 216/ 17; Telegram from South Africa No. 98, 20" March. Your Telegram No. 90

of 17" March, 1950, "Seretse".
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