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In apartheid-era 
South Africa, a girl 
from Rhode Island 
found joy and 
heartbreak, forced a 
reluctant government 
to institute reform, 
and showed her 
children that they can 
change the world.
BY NICOLE MARANHAS

n the morning of the wedding,  
Protas Madlala and Suzanne  
Leclerc ’78 rode to the church 
together. It was customary for 
a bride and groom to arrive 
separately, but caution pre-
vailed. Although there had 
been talk of the South African 

government relaxing its laws, and an official 
from the U.S. Embassy had agreed to attend 
the wedding in case of trouble, as they 
turned down the passage through the sugar 
cane fields—a deserted road of blind turns 
and steep, grass-covered hills, the most likely 
spot for an ambush—the Zulu groom and 
his white, American bride were afraid.

But the ambush that awaited was not the 
one they expected. When they reached the 
church, they found hundreds of onlookers 
lining the streets, many cheering and crowd-
ing the wedding car. Some had followed gos-
sip overheard hours away in Johannesburg; 
one news photographer was on a rooftop, 
angling for a shot of the mixed-race couple 
about to defy the government and marry.

Leclerc, in a handmade gown she had 
sewn in secret while staying with nuns in a 
nearby guesthouse, was struck by a song that 
rose from the crowd: Africa will be saved.  

O
“It wasn’t exactly ‘Here comes the bride,’”  
she reflects. 

At the altar, the couple learned their wed-
ding night would not be spent in prison— 
the apartheid ban on interracial marriage  
had been lifted just the night before, in tacit 
acknowledgement of the couple’s wedding 
plans. Suzanne and Protas would read about 
it on the front page of the next morning’s 
newspapers, alongside the photo that accom-
panied headlines around the world: On Sun-
day, June 15, 1985, they were South Africa’s 
first legally-married interracial couple.

As a child in Cumberland, Rhode Island, 
Suzanne had been an adventurer. She spent 
hours playing pilgrim or building huts in  
the woods, soaking up stories her father, an 
appliance business owner and World War II 
veteran, told her about life on a submarine  
in the South Pacific. “I knew that someday  
I wanted to travel,” says Suzanne. “Not just 
for the sake of it, but to do something while  
I was there.”

After graduating high school early, she left 
home to study health sciences at a commu-
nity college in Connecticut, then transferred 
to the University of Rhode Island to major in 
anthropology. On the second or third day of 

classes, she sat in a classroom at Chafee Hall 
and listened as Professor James Loy vocalized 
the pant hoot of a chimpanzee. “I was so 
impressed,” says Suzanne. Not long after 
earning her degree, she announced to her 
parents that she was joining the Peace Corps. 
Her mother was initially perplexed—first the 
anthropology degree (“She didn’t see jobs in 
the paper for anthropologists,” says Suzanne), 
now the Peace Corps, which didn’t seem suit-
able for a young woman—but ultimately sup-
portive. “My dad was very proud,” Suzanne 
says. “He thought it was wonderful.” 

For two years, Suzanne taught English at  
a lycee in Gabon, on the west coast of central 
Africa. When it was time to return to Rhode 
Island, Peace Corps administrators asked her 
to stay in Gabon for a third year to build a 
school. There were no other women in the 
construction program, but having spent part 
of the previous year working with local doc-
tors to collect ethnographic data researching 
how people managed illness in their families, 
she was eager for the opportunity to immerse 
herself further in the local community. 
Armed with an instruction manual on how 
to mix cement and pour a foundation, she 
hired a crew of nine Gabonese men, making 
sure to include the native Baka pygmies, 
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News clippings from the  
family scrapbook show  
Suzanne and Protas at  
the church and crowds  
of onlookers at the  
history-making wedding.
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whom she had observed as marginalized by the 
villagers. “Everybody has their prejudices,” she 
says. 

She thinks of returning to Gabon, to see if the 
school she built still stands. She says, “It’s on my 
bucket list.”

In graduate school, she met Protas. She had 
returned to the U.S. to study medical anthropol-
ogy at George Washington University in D.C.; 
Protas was a student at American University, 
earning his master’s in international relations 
and communications. They met through a 
mutual friend who was living in the basement 
apartment of the house Suzanne had rented with 
other students. Passionate, political—their simi-
larities were striking for a couple that would go 
on to shock so many with their perceived differ-
ences.

Her parents found common ground with 
their daughter’s boyfriend as well. Suzanne’s 
father and Protas talked war, politics, history. 
“The first time I brought Protas home, my father 
had a big stack of Time magazines for him to 
read and discuss,” she says. He passed away 

before he saw Suzanne marry, but she knew she 
had his blessing. “He liked Protas very much,” 
says Suzanne.

The couple had planned to settle in the 
States, but when Suzanne asked Protas to take 
her home to South Africa to meet his family 
before the wedding, plans changed. “He was 
very involved in the movement against apart-
heid,” says Suzanne. “Everywhere we went, peo-
ple kept saying, ‘We need him here.’ I felt guilty 
taking him away.” 

By then, Suzanne’s mother was unfazed 
when she called home to say they had decided 
to remain in South Africa to marry. Her mother 
made the journey to South Africa two months 
later for the wedding—her first time overseas. 
“At the wedding, Protas’s family presented her 
with a big bowl of cow’s blood as an offering of 
thanks,” says Suzanne. “She took it in stride. 
When reporters asked what she thought of the 
wedding, she said, ‘Protas is a nice Catholic 
boy.’ To her, that was the most important thing.”

After the wedding, law did not permit  
Protas to live outside the black townships. 
Though interracial sexual relations and cohabi-
tation bans had been repealed, the Group Areas 
Act—restricting races to live in designated 
areas—remained. Suzanne was assigned her 
husband’s legal status (“honorary black,” she 
says), and the newlyweds lived in a tin-roofed 
shack in Mariannhill with no electricity or run-
ning water, typical conditions in many of the 
townships that were left to deteriorate by the 
government in hopes of driving nonwhites out 
of urban areas to designated rural homelands. 
While the villagers embraced the couple (“They 
were so welcoming and supportive, but they 
were embarrassed that Protas and I were uni-
versity graduates living in these conditions”), 
the streets turned violent at night. “The army 
would come down the main road, patrolling 
with their guns,” says Suzanne. Suspected 
informers were necklaced—a rubber tire 
shoved down over their shoulders and set on 
fire—or their houses were burned. Unable to 
obtain a work permit or take the black bus to 
reach town (her legal status only applied to her 
residence), Suzanne was isolated. Even so, she 
still finds things to miss about their life on the 
homestead. “It was a simple life,” she says. “My 
sister-in-law would wash her clothes outside in 
the bucket, and I would wash mine next to her, 
and we would talk. Neighbors would come 
around. We would make tea on the kerosene 
stove, eat avocado sandwiches. In many ways, it 
was a quiet, simple time.”

Above, Suzanne visits a Zulu 
craft shop on her first day in 
South Africa. Opposite page,  
left to right, Darienne, Saroya, 
Alicia, and Racquel on the day  
of Saroya’s graduation from  
high school.

PHOTOS: COURTESY THE MADLALA FAMILY
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By the end of the first year, Suzanne moved out 
of the township to the city then called Umtata 
(now Mthatha) in the territory of Transkei, one of 
the designated homelands nearly 250 miles away 
from Mariannhill, where she had obtained a work 
permit to teach at the local university. Protas, 
whose work as a community organizer was heavily 
tied to Mariannhill, stayed behind. For the next 
two years, they saw each other once a month, 
meeting at a friend’s farm halfway between their 
homes. When Suzanne became pregnant with 
their first child, they were determined to live 
together, asking around until they found a white 
woman who agreed to let them stay in hiding in 
an apartment on her property. With two children 
who had been involved in the fight against apart-
heid—a daughter jailed for sending photographs 
to the press, and a son exiled for organizing trade 
unions on the docks of the city of Durban—she 
was willing to take a risk for the young couple.

The baby was a boy, named Darius. After  
his birth, the Department of Home Affairs 
required the infant be classified as black, white, 
Indian, or “colored,” a term that referred primarily 
to South Africans of mixed Asian, indigenous, or 
European descent. Suzanne and Protas refused, 
adamant that accepting race classification meant 
accepting the systematic degradation that came 
with it. “For his race, I wrote ‘human’ on the 
form,” says Suzanne. The designation was changed 

afterward by the Department of Home Affairs to 
“undetermined.” 

She remembers her early days of motherhood 
with some sadness: “I wanted to be a new mother 
doing new mother things, pushing the baby 
around in the pram.” Instead, she bundled Darius 
in blankets to hide his dark skin, sneaking him 
onto the bus when she occasionally went into the 
all-white town. “People would look me up and 
down and gossip,” says Suzanne. “Some recog-
nized me from television. ‘Aren’t you the woman 
we saw?’ I would say no. Or I would speak French.”

At five years old, Darius was killed by a hit-
and-run driver in front of their home. Suzanne 
does not know if it was an accident or deliberate, 
related to the black chickens that had been tossed 
into their yard, the pervading sense they were 
being watched, retaliation for Protas’s outspoken 
activism. “The U.S. Embassy looked into it,” says 
Suzanne, but they were unable to find any conclu-
sive evidence.

She speaks carefully. “It clamps your personal-
ity, living in segregation. You don’t feel that you 
belong in the public space, you don’t feel free. The 
apartheid system was so successful at keeping 
those worlds separate, you had these white gran-
nies going on about their lives, talking about their 
granddaughters taking ballet. They had no idea of 
the conditions that blacks were living in beyond 
their suburbs.”

She adds: “I felt angry at the government, angry 
at the people. You couldn’t blame them for want-
ing to enjoy the sunshine and get on with their 
lives, but they should have wanted to know about 
their country and the great injustice going on in 
their backyard. You can’t just live your nice life—
with laser security around the house and killer 
dogs at the gates. Can you enjoy your life like that?”

Apartheid ended in 1994, but the pressures on 
Suzanne and Protas—social, political, profes-
sional—did not. In 2001, they separated. Adding 
to tensions, Suzanne had become increasingly 
worried for the safety of their daughters, four  
in all: Alicia was born in 1989, then Racquel,  
Darienne, and the youngest, Saroya. As a chief 
research specialist and professor of anthropology 
at the University of Kwa-Zulu-Natal in Durban, 
where her work focused heavily on how gender 
roles and culture were connected to the spread of 
HIV and AIDS, Suzanne feared the country’s 
growing climate of sexual violence. “When you 
have a bigger struggle, all other struggles take a 
back seat,” says Suzanne. “Once apartheid ended, 
other issues came to the foreground—gender 
inequality, violence, criminality—issues that there 
had been no space for when all energies were 
focused on fighting against segregation.” She and 
Protas questioned whether South Africa, reeling 
from tensions caused by sudden political change, 
was the right environment for their young girls. 
“Alicia would dress as a boy to walk to school 
because she couldn’t stand the harassment,” 
Suzanne says. “As a young woman, I had enjoyed 
exploring and riding my bike freely through the 
neighborhood—I wanted my daughters to know 
how that freedom felt.”

In 2009, Suzanne and the girls moved to D.C., 
where she is now a senior anthropologist for  
the Global Health Bureau at the U.S. Agency for  
International Development, addressing the socio-
cultural and economic determinants of health. 
Protas stayed in South Africa, where he is a noted 
political analyst.

Her work still brings her to South Africa, 
where she remains an external examiner for the 
University of Kwa-Zulu-Natal. It is a small world: 
One of her colleagues turned out to be the exiled 
son of the woman who had rented the apartment 
to Suzanne and Protas when they left the black 
township. “I knew about his whole life,” says 
Suzanne. His name is David. They are now  
married.

The girls, each in their own way, have followed 
in their parents’ paths. Darienne left this past 
October for the Peace Corps. Saroya, an interna-
tional development major, spent her last semester 
abroad in Central America. Alicia recently earned 

her master’s in school counseling, and Racquel 
works in communications for the National Multi-
family Housing Council. “Our parents taught us 
that it was okay to challenge the status quo,” says 
Alicia. “The things they did together represent 
making a big, positive change in the world. We  
are all trying, in the careers we pursue, to make  
a difference.”

The girls go back to South Africa to visit their 
father, and they visit Suzanne’s family in Rhode 
Island each year, struck by the two worlds. “When 
I go to Cumberland, I am always amazed that she 
met our father and chose to help him with the 
struggle,” says Alicia. She has imagined the life of 
her mother: a young woman working in construc-
tion with the Peace Corps, a newlywed living in 
squalor, a first-time mother hiding her newborn 
baby on the bus. Scrutiny, harassment—even now, 
fighting for global health—all starting from a 
childhood in a small town that seems to have 
changed little since Suzanne was an adventurous 
girl, riding her bike and hanging on to her father’s 
stories. 

“I am amazed,” Alicia repeats. “She could have 
lived an easy life.” •

Suzanne and  
Protas refused  
to classify the  
baby, adamant  
that accepting  
race classification 
meant accepting  
the systematic 
degradation that 
came with it.

Suzanne is now a senior 
anthropologist for the  
Global Health Bureau at the  
U.S. Agency for International 
Development. “I’m privileged  
to be in a role where I can 
promote anthropology  
and use it to solve global  
health problems,” she says.  
“I take it seriously.”

Below, Darius with baby  
Alicia; at right, news clipping 
announcing the couple’s refusal 
to classify their children.
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