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Blue Plaque for Solomon 
 

Dear Reader, are you by any chance familiar with Carnarvon Rd, in the Waltham 
Forest area, of East London? I ask you that question, because along that road lived 
Solomon Plaatje, one of the great linguists, of twentieth century Africa. He used 
language as a river; propelling himself, to the lake of wider knowledge. 
 
Although his formal education went no further than the elementary stage, through a 
combination of personal reading and private tuition, he became a pioneering figure; 
a man of firsts. 
 
Speaking eight languages, including Dutch, German and English, he was employed as 
an interpreter, in the Mafeking courthouse. It was this love of language, that inspired 
him to translate Shakespeare into his mother tongue. With his translations of Julius 
Caesar and Comedy of Errors, he became the first to translate the playwright into 
Tswana/Setswana; an official language of Botswana, as well as South Africa. His 
polyglotism is part of the reason for the Carnarvon address. He came to England as 
part of the S.A.N.N.C. (South African Native National Congress) delegation. Founded 
in 1912, it later became known as the A.N.C. After performing his duties as the first 
secretary-general, he stayed on in London, when the others returned to South Africa. 
During his stay, he worked alongside world renowned linguist, Daniel Jones, at 
University College, London; co-producing an English translation of Tswana proverbs, 
as well as a Tswana phonetic aid. 
 
We see his utilisation of languages again, in the opportunities for education, that 
media gave him. From 1901, with the first issue of Koranta ea Becoana (The Tswana 
Gazette), he produced the first Tswana/English newspaper. He founded another, 
when he moved from Mafeking to Kimberley, whose English translation is 'Friend of 
the People'. His language proficiency meant that he could be published in UK 
periodicals, as well as South African English language publications. 
 
His linguistic skills must have stood him in good stead, when he travelled in Europe, 
Canada and America, speaking and lecturing, on the plight of the black South 
African. 
 
In 1930, with the publication of Mhudi, (written in 1919); a saga of love in a time of  
war, he became the first black South African, to write a novel in the English language. 
 
It's good to know, he's not a forgotten hero. Schools, libraries, awards, museums, 
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educational projects, state buildings, a statue and a stamp, have been named in his 
honour. In 2014, a new university will also be named after him. Both his last 
residence and burial site, are national monuments. 
 
For someone who loved languages, it's apt that in 2007, the South African English 
Academy established the Sol Plaatje Translation Award. This is awarded every two 
years, for translation into English, from works in one of the other, official languages 
of South Africa. 
 
There is a Blue Plaque outside 25, Carnarvon Rd, Waltham Forest, London, E10. It 
was placed there by the Greater London Council. It commemorates a man, of limited 
formal education; who went on to become a linguist, journalist, translator, editor, 
writer, interpreter, novelist and diplomat. 
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