
Between December 1961 and July 1962, freedom fighter Nelson Mandela 
seeked refuge  in a small incomplete house in the Lobatse township of Peleng.

This house belonged to the Kanye born  ‘Robin Hood of Newclare’ - Rre Fish Keitseng.
This set of stamps highlights the significance of the time the late Former President 

of South Africa - Nelson Mandela - spent in Lobatse, Botswana in the 1960s 
during his fight against apartheid
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over many years.The Lobatse safe-house 
became a pivotal part of this pipeline. 
In 1962, the ANC held a clandestine 
congress in Keitseng’s Lobatse safe-house. 
This meeting formally endorsed the 
new line of armed struggle against the 
Apartheid regime. During his long walk 
to freedom, Mandela crossed the paths of 
various other Batswana in the country and 
elsewhere. 

Keitseng accompanied Mandela to 
Tanzania via Kasane, to attend the 
February 1962 Pan African Freedom 
Movement for East, Central and Southern 
Africa (PAFMECSA) meeting in Addis 
Ababa, Ethiopia. Traveling there in secret, 
Mandela met with Emperor Haile Selassie 
I, and gave his speech after Selaisse’s at 
the conference. After the conference, he 
travelled to Cairo, Egypt, admiring the 
political reforms of President Gamal Abdel 
Nasser, and then went to Tunis, Tunisia, 
where President Habib Bourguiba gave 

him TND5000 for weaponry. He proceeded 
to Morocco, Mali, Guinea, Sierra Leone, 
Liberia and Senegal, receiving funds from 
Liberian President William Tubman and 
Guinean President Ahmed Ahmed Sékou 
Touré.

Leaving Africa for London, England, he 
met anti-apartheid activists, reporters and 
prominent leftist politicians. Returning to 
Ethiopia, he began a six-month course in 
guerrilla warfare, but completed only two 
months before being recalled to South 
Africa. On his way back Mandela’s final stay 
in Botswana was much shorter. 

After landing with Fish Keitseng at Kanye 
from East Africa, on the evening of 23rd of 
July 1962, within two hours he had crossed 
through the Pioneer Border Gate. By then 
he knew that the enemy was hot on his 
trail, and indeed he was finally captured in 
Natal only two weeks later.

_________________________________________________________
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“MANDELA IN BOTSWANA: The pipeline for democracy”

Nelson Mandela’s first step outside South Africa during his long walk to freedom 
landed him outside a shabby incomplete house in the Lobatse township of Peleng 

- recalls the owner of the house, the late Ntwaesele Thatayone “Fish” Keitseng

One day I was in my room, plastering the 
walls in the afternoon, and I had not been 
contacted by the ANC about any people 
coming. Then I saw Mandela stopping by 
my house in a car, driving with an Indian 
chap.” The Indian chap was Amien Cajee, a 
political activist and close friend of Ahmed 
Kathrada who had driven Mandela across 
the border to Lobatse.

This was January 1962, a few days after 
the African National Congress military 
wing, uMkonto we Sizwe (MK) publicly 
announced its existence with 57 bombings 
on Dingane’s Day (16 December) 1961, 
followed by further attacks on New Year’s 
Eve. Fish Keitseng in Lobatse became the 
first port of call as Mandela prepared to 
travel throughout Africa to promote the 
armed struggle of the African National 
Congress. 

As Keitseng and his wife Sinah were in the 
process of building their house, Mandela 
slept in the same room as the couple with 
his comrade Amien Cajee. Not only was 
this ramshackle house an important transit 
route for ANC activists, materials and 
weaponry into South Africa from the rest of 
Africa, it was also one of the most strategic 
points on the transit route through to the 
Witwatersrand and beyond. 

The success of the struggle for freedom 
was dependent on maintaining contacts 

and safe houses along this route to ensure 
the secure passage of activists through 
to Johannesburg, Pretoria and environs. 
Between the times the last MK bomb went 
off on New Years’ Eve of 1961 to the time 
he was finally arrested in Natal in July 
1962, “Madiba” (Mandela’s now-popular 
moniker) slept more nights in the shabby 
room he shared with Fish Keitseng and his 
wife than at any one place in South Africa.

________________

Born and raised in Kanye, Fish had been 
a member of the ANC since 1948. His 
political mentor was the Transvaal ANC/
Communist leader J.B. Marks, who initially 
recruited him into the African Mineworkers 
Union. 
In 1952 Fish helped to organize the 
Defiance Campaign, which resulted in his 
first of several imprisonments. In 1956 he 
was known as “Robin Hood of Newclare” 
after releasing a group of pass law 
offenders, resulting in two days of street 
battles between township residents and 
the police. The violence subsided when 
he accepted Mandela’s advice and turned 
himself in.
In 1959 he was deported back to Botswana. 
Thereafter he was informed by Joe Modise 
that the ANC wanted him to co-ordinate 
the refugee “pipeline” through Botswana, 
an operation which ultimately involved 
the movement of thousands of people, 
including Mandela and Thabo Mbeki, 
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ARTIST PROFILE
Itumeleng Motswetla is a full-time Visual Artist from 
Palapye, Botswana, based in Gaborone. Her studio 
practice involves an exploration of her life experiences and 
interests. These include but are not limited to spreading 
awareness on Mental Health Issues, Gender Based Violence 
and Women Empowerment. She creates artworks and 
Portraits for the both individuals and corporates. “I am not 
a self-made artist, many have contributed to my artistry, 
and for that I owe to the world an experience of my art’

This is Itumeleng’s first stamp issue with BotswanaPost.

GRAPHIC DESIGNER PROFILE
Onica Lekuntwane is a versatile 
visual communication practitioner, 
with more than 20 years’ experience 
in Graphic Design, Illustration 
and Design Education - both in 
Botswana and South Africa.

She has been involved in stamp 
design since 2015


