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6 The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency
By Alexander McCall Smith

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
✪ To recognise implicit and explicit ideas in a text.
✪ To comment on the writer’s presentation of characters.
✪ To understand social and historical context.

CONTEXT
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p A
 nother case for Mma
Ramotswe

The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency is the first book in a series of novels
by Alexander McCall Smith, set in Botswana in Africa. The main character
is Mma Precious Ramotswe who sets up a detective agency with money
from the sale of herds of cattle left to her in her father’s will. The term
Mma is used as a term of respect and means the same as the title Mrs.
The mysteries that Mma Ramotswe solves are not serious or sinister
crimes, but they usually give the reader a glimpse into human nature
and behaviour.
The following extract describes Mma Ramotswe and her detective
agency office.

E

Mma Ramotswe had a detective agency in Africa, at the foot of
Kgale Hill. These were its assets: a tiny white van, two desks,
two chairs, a telephone and an old typewriter. Then there was a
teapot, in which Mma Ramotswe – the only lady private detective
in Botswana – brewed redbush tea. And three mugs – one for
herself, one for her secretary and one for the client. What else does
a detective agency really need? Detective agencies rely on human
intuition and intelligence, both of which Mma Ramotswe had in
abundance …
She had a sign painted in bright colours, which was then set up just
off the Lobatse Road, on the edge of town, pointing to the small
building she had purchased.
The no 1 ladies’ detective agency. For all confidential matters
and enquiries.
Satisfaction guaranteed for all parties. Under personal management.
There was considerable public interest in the setting up of her
agency. There was an interview on Radio Botswana, in which she
thought she was rather rudely pressed to reveal her qualifications,
and a rather more satisfactory article in The Botswana News,

There are very few
possessions or
home comforts in
the office. Mma
Ramotswe only
has things that
are necessary to
do her job and
doesn’t have
any luxuries or
modern items.

The detective
agency is at the
bottom of the
Kgale Hill in
Botswana. It would
have been unusual
for there to be a
female detective
agency in the
1980s and 1990s.
This is the sign that
Mma Ramotswe
uses to advertise
the agency.
The adjective
‘confidential’
would persuade
people that they
could trust Mma
Ramotswe.

26
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The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency

Mma Ramotswe
is very proud of
what people have
written about her
and she wants all
of her clients to
see the article.

GLOSSARY
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In Mma
Ramotswe’s
experience,
people are
happy to speak
to detectives as
it makes them
feel special and
important.

which drew attention to the fact that she was the only lady private
detective in the country. This article was cut out, copied and placed
prominently on a small board beside the front door of the agency.
After a slow start she was rather surprised to find that her services
were in considerable demand. She was consulted about missing
husbands, about the creditworthiness of potential business partners
and about suspected fraud by employees. In almost every case, she was
able to come up with at least some information for the client; when
she could not, she waived her fee, which meant that virtually nobody
who consulted her was dissatisfied. People in Botswana liked to talk,
she discovered, and the mere mention of the fact that she was a private
detective would let loose a positive outpouring of information on all
sorts of subjects. It flattered people, she concluded, to be approached
by a private detective, and this effectively loosened their tongues.
This happened with Happy Bapetsi, one of her earlier clients. Poor
Happy! ‘I used to have a happy life,’ said Happy Bapetsi. ‘A very happy
life. Then this thing happened and I can’t say that any more.’
Mma Ramotswe watched her client as she sipped her bush tea.
Everything you wanted to know about a person was written in the face,
she believed. It’s not that she believed that the shape of the head was
what counted – even if there were many who still clung to that belief;
it was more a question of taking care to scrutinise the lines and the
general look. And the eyes, of course; they were very important. The eyes
allowed you to see right into a person, to penetrate their very essence,
and that was why people with something to hide wore sunglasses
indoors. They were the ones you had to watch very carefully …

The cases she
deals with
are about the
ordinary, day-today concerns of
local people –
there are no
sensational cases.

She has a good
understanding
of human nature
and how people
behave.

SKILLS FOCUS

✔ Understand how writers create effect
through language.
✔ Use different types of questions for
different purposes.
✔ Hold a lively discussion.

E

Assets: belongings or possessions
Intuition: gut feeling
In abundance: a lot of
Purchased: bought
Confidential: private
Pressed: pressurised
Prominently: in clear view
Fraud: theft
Waived her fee: did not charge
Virtually nobody: hardly anyone
Outpouring: rush of words
Concluded: decided
Loosened their tongues: encouraged them to talk
Scrutinise: examine or inspect
Penetrate: look through
Essence: soul

Mma Ramotswe
has quite a lot of
publicity because
she has set up
the first ladies’
detective agency
in Botswana.

p ‘An old typewriter’
27

9781510477315.indb 27

12/04/20 10:48 AM

Fiction

LOOK CLOSER
1 Write down four facts you have found out about the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency.
2 Look closely again at the sign advertising the detective agency.
The no 1 ladies’ detective agency. For all confidential matters and enquiries.
Satisfaction guaranteed for all parties. Under personal management.
Which words do you think would persuade people to use the agency? Explain why you think these words
would be persuasive.
3 Mma Ramotswe’s detective agency is a successful one. How does the writer use language to suggest this?
Copy and complete the table and then write your answer in a paragraph.
Evidence from the text

Effect on the reader
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‘Detective agencies rely on human intuition and intelligence,
both of which Mma Ramotswe had in abundance’

This creates the effect that …

‘There was considerable public interest’

‘her services were in considerable demand.’

‘In almost every case, she was able to come up with at least
some information for the client’
‘She was consulted about missing husbands, about the
creditworthiness of potential business partners and about
suspected fraud by employees’

E

‘one of her earlier clients’

4 In Mma Ramotswe’s experience, how do people behave when they meet a detective? Refer to words and
evidence from the text to support your answer.

NOW TRY THIS
11 In the extract, Happy Bapetsi says to Mma Ramotswe, ‘I used to have a happy life … A very happy
life. Then this thing happened and I can’t say that any more.’ What do you think has happened?
Imagine you are Happy. Write an account of what you think has occurred and how you persuade
Mma Ramotswe to help you.
✪ Remember to write in full sentences and clear paragraphs.
✪ Write in first person narrative.
✪ Think about any persuasive words and techniques you would use to make sure Mma Ramotswe
would help you.
28

9781510477315.indb 28

12/04/20 10:48 AM

The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency
22 At the start of the extract, there is a description of Mma Ramotswe’s office and the sign she has
placed outside to attract clients.
(a) Imagine you are a detective setting up your own agency. Think of a name for your agency and
the type of detective you will be.
(b) Design your office and decide what possessions and equipment you will need. Draw a diagram of
your office and explain why each item is needed.
(c) Finally, write a sign or an advertisement that will attract potential clients and persuade them to
use your services.

FAST FINISHERS
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Mma Ramotswe says that people are often ready to speak to detectives. If you want people or
witnesses to give you information, you need to think carefully about the type of questions you ask
them. For example, ‘closed’ questions will only give you a brief answer and will not be very useful to
you. However, ‘open’ questions will give the witness more opportunity to describe what happened.
Decide which of the following questions are ‘closed’ questions or ‘open’ questions.
A Did you see what happened?
B What happened?
C What was the suspect wearing?
D How was the suspect behaving?
E Did the suspect act suspiciously?
Make up another two ‘closed’ questions and two ‘open’ questions of your own.
33 What advice do you think would be helpful to a person who is thinking of setting up a detective
agency? With a partner, produce a list of ten Dos and Don’ts for becoming a successful detective
agency. Be prepared to explain your list to the class. Here is one to start you off:
(1) Do make sure that your office is in a location that people can find easily.

PRACTICE QUESTION

E

Read the extract again. How does the writer use language to show
the reader that Mma Ramotswe is a good detective? (You might want
to look back at the Look Closer section for ideas.) Write at least three
paragraphs in response. Here are some sentence starters to help you
with your first paragraph:
✪ The first way that the writer uses language to show us that Mma
Ramotswe is a good detective is by ...
✪ The writer uses the words ...
✪ This suggests that ...
[8 marks]

29

9781510477315.indb 29

12/04/20 10:48 AM

