
WhenAlexande 
Me all S i h set 
his best elling No. 
1 Ladies' Detective 
Agency books 
in Botswana, it 
was the start of a 
love affairwit the 
country that has 
asted 25 years 

orn e years ag o I invented a 
woman from Botswana called 
Precious Ra mots we. or Mma 
Rarnotswe, wh ich i ~ the po ite 
form of address in that country. 
1 say 1 inve nted her. bu t ra ther 
sh came to me unbidden, and I 

simply acted as the chronicler of her life. 
She is an ample woman - she calls herself 

'traditionally built ' - and sold the cattle le ft by 
her father to set up the No . J Ladies ' Detective 
Agency . This is Botswana 's only detect ive 
agency, for the problems of ladies (an d others, 
as she proud ly announces). 

People oft 'n ask me why ' chose Botswana as 
the setting for these novel s. The answer is that 
the re is nowhere else where Mma Ramotswe 
cou ld poss ibly Ii e. She embod ies the qualities 
of the country itself - a qu ie t kindness, a 
cautious attitude and, mo st importantly, broad 
dimensions. Twenty-five years ago I never 
dreamed I would have so long and fond a 
conversation with the cou ntry. Nr w, after eight 
books desc ribing my fr iend . in that place. I 
know why. 

Can you fall in love with a country '? I think 
so, and people have fo r years . In the 19th 
century, poet s and arti sts fell in love with Italy . 
La! r. countless Britons fe ll for France, moving 
the re and wri ting books abou t the ir love affair 
with the place. Th se are we lt-known cases, but 
ma ny less ob vious co untries have had the ir 
admirers. includ ing. in my case, Botswana. That 
\ id s lice of southern Africa. landlocked and 
dry, may not be everybody's idea of para dise. 
bu t fo r tho se wh o ' !lOW i , it j , a 'Ct ar ' able 
place that, once visited. is not asily forgotten . 

Now, I live in Edinburgh with my w ife. 
Elizabe th, but I was bo rn and brought up in 

Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). I di d not g to 
Botswana until 1980. when I was teaching law 
in Swaziland, a small. beautiful kingdom sand­
wiched between Mozambique and South Africa. 
The old king of Swaziland, Sobhuza II. ran the 
country as a more or les abso lute mo narc h , 
and he could be seen dri ving around his tiny 
state in a large black Am eri can car. His wives. 
of \ hoi .1 d more than 100. occasionally 
travelled behind in a bus . 

ver long weekend.• I dro e from Swaziland 
to Botswa na, where I ha friends. I re rnem cr 
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LOCATION Southern Africa . 
TIME DIFFERENCE GMT plus 2 hours. 
LANGUA EEnglish is the official language. 
The national language is Tswana. 
GmlNO THERE Easily reached via 
Johannesburg, an hour 's flight away. 
International airlines , including British 
Airways (www.ba.com). Virgin Atlantic 
(www.virgin-atlantic.com) and South 
African Airways (www .flysaa.com). fly 
directly to Johannesburg from the UK. 
EmV EU nationals do not need a visa. 
CRIME Botswana is one of the safest 
countries in Africa and generall y well­
policed , especially in tourist areas. (There 
has been a slight increase in crime as a 
result of the troubles in neighbouring 

Zimb abwe , but his does not usually affect 
visitors.) Roads are probably the best in 
Africa an public health facilities are good in 
Gaborone and in larger cities. Travel and 
medical insurance is vital. There is malaria 
in the north, so make sure you take 
precautions when visiting affected areas. 
See the Foreign & Commonwealth Office 
website for details (www.fco. ov.uk). 
WHERE TO Sf YSome excellent hotels in 
Gaborone, includ ing the splendid Grand 
Palm. Twenty minutes outside Gaborone is 
the game park of Mokolodi (www.mokol odi . 
com), which has chalet accommodation and 
a good, bush-sty le thatched restaurant. 
Visitors going to the north have a choice of 
safari camps , including lodges run by the 

the experience of crossing the bord er into 
Botswana after driving for mile upon mile over 
the arid Transvaal highveld. Suddenly. we were 
in a country that seemed to be filled with light. 
Above us was a high sky. so empty it seemed 
almost white . and on e very s ide acacia-dotted 
bu It that stretched ,l~ fur as the eye could see. 

But . critically , I rea lised I had cross I into a 
goo d country - a plac e where peopl e vere safe 
and contented . It w an exhilara ting c: peri­
cnc .und the begrnning of a love affair wit h a 
country that has lasted more than 25 years. The 

Orient Express including Savute Elephant 
Camp, Khwai Riv r Lodge, and Eagle Island 
Camp (www.orient-express.com). 
MONET Traveller's cheques and credit cards 
are accepted at banks , hotels and the 
airp rt. ATMs only accept cards displaying 
the VISA sign. 
WHAT TO SEE Enthusiasts of McCall Smith's 
NO.1 Ladies' Detective Agency c n take 
a Mma Ramotswe tour from Gaborone 
(www.africainslght.com). 
WHEN TO GO Botswana can get very hot in the 
summer (particularly in Janua ry), but relief 
comes with the rains (January to April, if they 
come); the landscap e is then transformed by 
the fresh growth of grass an ild flowers. 
Thick vegetation and abundant water can, 

followi ng year I went to set up the law facult y at 
the Unive : it I of Botswana and got 10 know the 
place better. l wa: still single then. and I Ii ed in 
a house in the o ld part of Gaboron . th • capi tal. 

It was a slow life . with out many distractions, 
and I took the opportunity to get to know the 
country . I went up, as eve ryone does, to the 
Okavango Delta . a tunningly .antiful regi 11 

where a crys tal-clear river flows not towards the 
sea. but back into the dry sands of the Kalah ari 
Desert. I saw the Makgad ikgad i sa lt pans under 
a sky filled with rain d ouds, great purple banks 


