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Introduction: Professor Rodger Frederic Morton 

Jeff Ramsay* and Christian John Makgala♣

Over the last four and a half decades, Professor Fred Morton has made an immeasurable contribution in 
promoting public understanding of Botswana’s past in the context of the wider Southern African region. 
His impact is manifest in his mentorship and community activism, as well as academic research and 
publications. In terms of publications, he has authored, co-authored, and edited ten books and nearly fifty 
peer-reviewed articles and book chapters while producing numerous conference and seminar papers.

Morton’s continuing contribution towards a greater public understanding of Botswana’s heritage 
has notably included his leading role in sustaining the Botswana Society and its publications. It is, therefore, 
even more appropriate that he is being honoured in this volume of the Society’s Notes and Records.

Like a hardy Motlopi tree (Boscia albitrunca) in the Kgalagadi sands, Morton’s many contributions 
are deeply rooted in his embrace of Botswana society. Born in the plains of western Ohio in the United 
States, he first came to the country he would make his home in 1976 after being recruited to become a 
history lecturer at the Botswana campus of what was then still the University of Botswana and Swaziland.  
In the same year, he had been awarded Doctorate at Syracuse University for his nuanced study of slaves, 
fugitives, and freedmen on the Kenya coast, which became the basis for his 1990 book Children of Ham: 
Freed Slaves and Fugitive Slaves on the Kenya Coast, 1873–1907. In 1976, alongside the historian 
Professor Thomas Tlou, they introduced the long-running history student research essays which became 
the pride of the Department of History at the University in Gaborone.

While his early exploration of East African social evolution yielded additional articles, his broader 
legacy rests with his studies of Batswana in Botswana and South Africa. As Ackson Kanduza’s piece in this 
volume shows, Morton’s scholarly work is notable for examining the transborder dynamics of Setswana 
societies from pre-colonial through to contemporary times. This quality is an outgrowth of his focus on the 
evolution of the cross-border Bakgatla-ba-Kgafela polity. His detailed investigation of the Bakgatla past 
generated a wealth of publications, culminating in his 2009 book When Rustling became an Art: Pilane’s 
Kgatla and the Transvaal Frontier, 1840-1902 (2009).

Morton’s collaborative publications provide further evidence of his broader regional focus, including 
The Collapse of Apartheid and the Dawn of Democracy in South Africa: The Multi-Party Negotiating 
Process, April 1993 with John Eby (2017), “To Make Them Serve”—The 1871 Transvaal Commission 
on African Labour with Johan Bergh (2003) and as co-editor with Elizabeth Eldredge of Slavery in South 
Africa: Captive Labour on the Dutch Frontier (1994).

Morton has contributed to a broader understanding of Botswana’s past as the co-author of three 
editions of the Historical Dictionary of Botswana.  He is also the co-editor, with Jeff Ramsay, of the 
popular text The Birth of Botswana: The History of the Bechuanaland Protectorate from 1910 to 1966 
(1987). 

In more recent years, Morton’s academic work has focused on the evolution of settlement patterns, 
which has led to his multi-disciplinary collaboration with archaeologists Stefania Merlo and Lokwalo 
Thabeng in interpreting local archaeological sites. This area of investigation has notably included Morton’s 
role as principal investigator for the Moshana/Mokolontwane Archaeological and Heritage Management 
research project in Botswana’s Southern District. 

For national service, Fred Morton was the coach of the men’s Botswana National Softball team 
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which got acclaimed as a ‘people’s winner’ by the press in the United States during a tournament held in 
Michigan which the team participated in. This was reported in the Botswana Dailys in July 1984 as shown 
in Figure 1:

       Figure 1: Report of the men’s Botswana National Softball team as ‘a peoples winner’

     Source: Botswana Daily News, July 1984

After just over a decade at the University of Botswana, Morton returned to the USA.  From 1988 
until 2006, he was resident at Loras College in Dubuque, Iowa, following brief postings at the University 
of Wisconsin, Platteville, and State University of New York, Plattsburg. During this period, he continued 
his academic and personal engagement with Botswana. After leaving Loras, he resettled in Botswana, 
having built a family home in Ruretse near Gaborone. In 2009 Morton’s talent was once more sought by 
the University of Botswana, where he served for another dozen years before retiring in June of 2020. He 
has since remained affiliated with the University as a senior research associate. For instance, by mid-2021 
he was part of the process that enabled the Botswana Society to be relocated to the University of Botswana 
campus in Gaborone through a memorandum of understanding between the two entities.

As a member of the executive board of the Botswana Society since 2007, Morton took the lead 
in designing a Certificate Course on Cultural Heritage Tour Guide Basics, in collaboration with Botho 
University and Botswana Tourism. His community service further includes his chairmanship of the 
Botswana National Archives and Record Management Advisory Council (2006-2014) and serving as the 
‘mayor’ of Ruretse Neighbourhood Watch. 

In his eighth decade, Professor Morton shows no sign of reducing his prolific and increasingly 
diverse output in terms of research, publications, and the mentorship of others in promoting local heritage. 
We can thus look forward to more fruits of knowledge from the Motlopi tree.

The articles and notes in this commemorative volume do not follow any specific theme but focus 
on different subjects on Botswana from various disciplines.
 




