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suSAHARAN RICA

Dare to Cross the Line
In Bloemfontein

BLOEMFONTEIN, South Africa August 1996

By Sharon F. Griffin

As I left my Durban apartment building for the last time, a 60-ish man with a
beard, glasses and an egg-shaped body rode the elevator with me. Eyeing my big
bags, he asked: "Where are you going?" answered, "Bloemfontein." Without pause,
he said: "The Orange Free State!!! You should know that there are no oranges there,
nothin’ is free and it’s in quite a state."

I was not surprised to hear my elevator companion’s retort. I’d heard plenty of
less-than-complimentary editorials about the Free State and its capital city of Bloem-
fontein before setting foot here. The stereotype of the Free State is that it’s conserva-
tive, dull and an outpost for right-wing Afrikaners the architects of apartheid.

Marge, a plump, wobbly grandmother living on the fourth floor of my Durban
apartment building, has four children residing in the Free State. "It’s bitterly cold
there in the winter and blistering hot in the summer," she said and then advised, "be-
cause you’re going in winter, you’d better go to Woolworth’s and buy some thermal
underwear." Marge told the truth about winters here. In early July, it was shivering

:"With Afrikaners you:know exactly
.:.:: where you stand. If they hate you,

you know it. The English are
.:.-... sneaky," he said. "They smile in
your face and stab you in the back."

cold in Bloemfontein, with tempera-
ture dipping to four degrees below
zero (centigrade). In Harrismith, a
city three hours east of the capital, it
was snowing.

A Johannesburg journalist teased
that it takes no more than three days
to learn all there is to know about
Bloemfontein, and he suggested that

I use the rest of my time to write an epic novel. He wasn’t far off the mark. The city’s
publicity association gave me a map that features 25 points of interest in Bloemfont-
ein. The total walking time between all the points is one and a half hours; the total
distance is three miles. The "Historical Walkabout" includes stops at a fire station, a
railway station, court houses, military forts, war museums and a bronze statute of
James Barry Munnik Hertzog, a self-confessed white supremacist and founder of the
National Party.

The journalist, who is black, added that he preferred Afrikaner people to people of
English descent. "With Afrikaners you know exactly where you stand. If they hate
you, you know it. The English are sneaky," he said. "They smile in your face and stab
you in the back."

Afrikaners are the white "natives" of South Africa. They are a blend of Dutch, Ger-
man and French Huguenot ancestry. Their roots date back to 1652 when Jan van Rie-
beck, a seafarer with the Dutch East India Company, arrived on the Cape coast. Van

order of the Khoioi, the indigenous people who had lived in the re,on [or centu-
ries. As the Dutch East India Company released men from its service, the free bur-
ghers" gradually spread into the interior of South Africa. These wandering farmers
lived in virtual isolation and developed their own vernacular fom of Dutch, Afri-



kaans. They also separated themselves from black in-
habitants living in the interior, in effect sowing the first
seeds of apartheid.

Given the history of the Afrikaner, I wasn’t quite
sure how to interpret the journalist’s perception of
them. His comment reminded me of a similar view
held by African-Americans regarding Southern whites.
Southern blacks who have migrated to other parts of
the U.S. often speak almost in nostalgic terms, of how
they prefer to deal with openly racist whites, as op-
posed to white bigots who are subtle and covert in their
practices. I shared the same view for a long time. But
now I strongly believe that there is no difference be-
tween naked racism and racism clothed in subtleties.
Racism is wrong, and it hurts, deeply, regardless of
whether the perpetrator is in-your-face or behind-
your-back and I’ve experienced both.

You, South Africa’s version of People magazine, re-
cently carried a story titled "Bloemfontein, SA’s *hitty

said, surprised. "But you look like me. Shame! Peo-
ple must treat you bad, like you’re a local."

When my mother visited last summer, I made a res-
ervation for us to spend a night in a "traditional" Zulu
hut at a tourist camp in Ulundi, the heart of Zululand. I
believed it would be a good experience for my mother,
a middle-school teacher for 30 years. She could report
back to her 6th-grade students. It was a disaster. The
one Zulu woman on duty hardly uttered a word to us.
Her body language said, "bug off." tolerated getting
the cold shoulder. But doing without our "traditional"
dinner, which I’d paid for in advance? No way! Two
other foreign tourists staying at the camp appeared
worried that they, too, might not get fed. The four of us
sniggered when one of the men pointed to a flower pot
where a chicken had laid an egg. "Maybe that’s our
meal," he teased.

Durban is also full of what I call "whining whites."
These are people who unashamedly complain about

city." (the asterisk stands for an unprinta- everything to do with South Africa
ble letter). The writer visited Bloemfontein ,:. i i i.i;i::: !,i,i,: ii .i :.i: crime, the devalued rand and, most of all,

,,,::!i,:;,..:Tryto:fid,-a:happy.!.i:. black people. I strongly suspect that theyafter the release of,,a CD on which a local
crooner sings the Bloemfontein Blues. fae:in KZul’u2 secretly hope that the black-led govern-
David Kramer, the song writer, basically :’ ":":’.-"-: ment will fail the nation so that they can
bashed the city. The You writer wanted to :::.:.:::.:::::.::::,.....: ..:::: :...::.::..:::::::.. Y g ...: proclaim, "Aha We were fight The blacks
get a feel for how the local folks reacted. In [ fin’d fh61hidden.:! cannot lead." A former neighbor, named
a word, she reported that the locals were, ;::!:ii!i:iii:::::i::i:!i::::;:.(: :::::.:t;i:i.::. ::ii:::.:::... Sharon, is typical. She is 33, divorced, and
well, mad. PPO m.a".nree .i..: the mother of a 12-year-old. I made the

mistake of having a beer with her at a bar.
I understand their feelings That s ex- :::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::-":;::::: The more beer she drank the more she

actly how folk in my hometown of Wins-=:-=i=iii==:!i!i!!!!:i:-i-::--3::=i;3!!-=-i-:-::::-----::3i=i:-::--: ::"==:= spewed racist comments. That was the
ton-Salem, N.C. reacted when hotshots night first heard the expression, "Revenge
from New York moved in to take over the management
of R.J. Reynolds Tobacco and one of them had the
nerve to describe the city as "bucolic," a word that, to
make matters worse, most folk weren’t familiar with.
The "Yankees" also complained that Winston-Salem
had no arts, culture and, worst of all, no establishments
that sold liquor-by-the-drink. People in Winston-Salem
still fume over the "bucolic" slight, and the incident
happened sometime in the early ’80s, maybe even late
’70s. So I suspect Bloemfontein locals won’t soon forget
David Kramer.

So far, both the white and black people I’ve met
here are friendly, courteous and helpful. Certainly, the
level of customer service here is far superior to that
I’ve experienced in Durban and other parts of Kwa-
Zulu-Natal. The friendliness may be due to the fact
that Bloemfontein is relatively small. An estimated
300,150 people live here, compared to more than two
million in the Durban metropolitan area. Whatever the
reason, it’s refreshing to meet people who smile. Try
to find a happy face in KwaZulu-Natal; it’s like try-
ing to find the hidden hippo in a three-dimensional
hologram picture. I recall a conversation I had with a
sales clerk at a checkout counter in Durban. She hap-
pened to be coloured.1 "You’re American," the clerk

of the Dark People (RDP)." The expression is a twisted
corruption of the government’s plan for uplifting the
people and economy of South Africa, which is called the
Reconstruction andDevelopment Program (RDP).

Since arriving in Bloemfontein, I haven’t run into
white people complaining about anything- not blacks,
not the falling rand, not even crime. asked a black com-
munity activist about this apparent lack of negativism.
His response was that blacks and whites, most of whom
are Afrikaners, get along well. That’s not because local
blacks and whites have lots in common. Instead, he said
it’s because black people are invisible to the whites, ex-
cept when they’re doing work for them. "White people
have no idea where we live or how we live," he said.
"Most have never been to a township."

In Durban, a different scenario exists. Whites come
into direct contact with blacks- Africans, coloureds
and Indians- on more than a master-servant level.
First, many blacks live in central Durban, which two
years ago was off limits to them. Moreover, many
blacks, particularly South African Indians, own hous-
ing in upmarket, suburban neighborhoods that once
were the exclusive domain of whites. Indian busi-
nesses dominate an entire section of the city center,

1. Coloureds are South Africans of mixed descent.
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and African traders operate their micro-enterprises on
Durban’s two main streets- West, which leads into
the city and Smith, which leads out. Add to this sce-
nario the fact that whites work side-by-side with blacks
who are as competert, competitive and highly trained
as they themselves are. In other words, one can see
shifts in power in Durban, not only politically but eco-
nomically and socially. Blacks are crossing the line in
all facets of life, and in many instances whites feel
threatened and overwhelmed.

In Bloemfontein, it’s another story. Whites clearly re-
tain control. Politically, the black-led African National
Congress (ANC) controls the province. ANC representa-
tives comprise 80 percent of the Free State Legislature.2
However, this political clout has not yet had a ripple ef-
fect. For instance, fewer than five percent of the people
residing in Bloemfontein are black. Unlike Durban,
where large numbers of blacks settled in the city after the
April 1994 elections, Bloemfontein remains the reserve of
whites. There are no recent figures to back up my obser-
vation and claim. However, South Africa’s

A 1994 survey of the Free State found that the aver-
age estimated value of a house in which whites live was
Rl17,479 ($26,700). By comparison, the average esti-
mated value of a house in which blacks live was
Rl1,197 ($2,544). Equally relevant is the fact that Free
State blacks are clustered in what demographers de-
scribe as "elementary occupations," which basically
means they are unskilled laborers. The net monthly
earnings of workers in this occupational category falls
between R100 ($23) and R499 ($113).

To give an idea of the purchasing power of R100 ($23),
I saved my most recent grocery bill which amounted to
R87.42 ($19.86). I bought 17 items: ground beef, one can
of baked beans, a box of Rice Krispies, a small jar of may-
onnaise, a quart of orange juice, bananas, a pint of milk,
tomatoes, pears, oranges, a small bag of carrots, wheat
crackers, yogurt, a loaf of bread, shaved smoked ham,
havarti cheese and a box of no-name tissues. I am one
person. The average black household includes more
than four people.

1991 census found that 126,867 people :!!::.::!.:::.‘.:.::!:!!i..i..i.::.:::::::.:!.:::i!.:::.:.i.i!.!:.:::i....::.:..::.:.::.:::! Black-owned enterprises in Bloemfont-

!iiii
ein are the exceptin rather than the rule"lived in Bloemfontein. Of that total, whites

numbered 111,374, whereas census takers The few businesses that do exist are in no
counted only 10,736 blacks. Coloureds position to dent soaring unemployment,

which is 24.4 percent overall and, amongnumbered
mere 426.3

while Asians numbered ...... .:i:....;..::.. i’: -Y" blacks, 27 percent, compared to 7.4 per-: instancesWhite.sfeel.- cent for whites The majority of black
That blacks are out-of-sight and there-!...,....i..:threatenedan...d, :.’’.:: business people are informal traders

fore out-of-mind is intentional. That’s .:: i:.oerwhe]med.,.:-:: . hawkers of fruit and vegetables, clothing,
what apartheid was all about ethnic :i:;!..i.i,:i, shoe racks and the like. These micro-
separateness. Bloemfontein is the product .:.::.. !.:. . .:.i .... :: :.. .. enterprises operate along city sidewalks.
of more than 100 years of planned ethnic
separation. The Cape Town-to-Johannesburg railway
line is the barrier that divides blacks and whites. It’s
both a physical and social boundary, separating whites
in the city from blacks and coloureds in townships on
the periphery.4 Blacks once occupied an area of the city
called Waaihoek. But this area was demolished in 1941.
Sadly, an 80-year-old, original part of Bloemfontein dis-
appeared without a trace.

Upper- and middle-income blacks are trickling into
the city, but Bloemfontein is expected to remain eth-
nically segregated for a long time to come. This is be-
cause the least expensive white-owned houses are
out of the price range of most blacks. The area in
which the least expensive houses are located also
happens to be where whites are most opposed to the
"greying" of neighborhoods. This is the conclusion of
P.S. Krige, who authored a 1991 report titled "Homes
Apart: South Africa’s Segregated Cities."

There are very few medium-size busi-
nesses owned by blacks and coloureds, and no manu-
facturing businesses.

In effect, little opportunity exists for blacks in
terms of jobs. Forty-eight percent of individuals liv-
ing in the Free State are poor and nearly all of the
poor are black. The regional director of the Institute
for Democracy in South Africa, Teboho Loate (pro-
nounced Lo-WAH-tee), told me that most poor peo-
ple are not criminals and violence is not endemic to
black people. However, he emphasized that poverty
has spawned criminal behavior, which is true in
other parts of the world as well.

The Free State is predominantly an agricultural re-
gion where approximately one-third of South Africa’s
wool, meat and grain is produced. Since the first demo-
cratic elections in 1994 there’s been a mass migration of
black and coloured people to Bloemfontein. Most of

2. In January 1912, one of the most historic events in South Africa happened in Bloemfontein. More than 60 prominent black
leaders from across the country gathered in the city to establish the South African Native National Congress, which in 1923 be-
came the African National Congress. I’ve found no mention of the event, however, in any of the literature handed to me at the
local publicity office or at museums.

3. The number of Indians in the Free State is minuscule. An ordinance promulgated by the Free State Volksraad (people’s assem-
bly; parliament) in 1890 forbade Indians from settling or trading in the province. This provision was lifted only in 1986.

4. The reason refer here to blacks and coloureds is because here in the Free State coloured people take exception to being part of
the generic definition of black, which includes Africans, Indians and coloureds.
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them have migrated to informal settlements on the
fringes of the city. There are two ways in which these
informal settlements are created. First, many black and
coloured people are evicted by white farmers from
their farms and their first option is to seek opportuni-
ties in the city. The evictions can be attributed to the
fear of new laws being promulgated to protect labor
tenants living in almost slavery-type conditions on
white farms. Second, many come from rural areas with
a high expectation of finding a job and quality educa-
tion for their children. Rarely are their dreams realized.
Instead, they remain poor, if not poorer.

Free State legislators are currently hoping to create
jobs and spur development in the metropolitan area by
lobbying for the relocation of the nation’s parliamen-
tary capital, which is Cape Town, to Bloemfontein.
Bloemfontein is, and always has been, the judicial capi-
tal of South Africa. One of their arguments is that it is
the most central city in the country, and this is why Pat-
rick "Terror" Lekota, the premier of the
province, believes that it is the perfect lo- "..i..

not really the issue. The issue is whether black people
are made to feel that they can come and go there. South
African blacks and whites now face the daunting task of
having to mix and mingle with each other at different
social levels, especially at public recreational facilities.
For adult people who have not had the opportunity to
socialize with each other, it is a very difficult thing to do
psychologically.

One can still see, as at the Oliewenhuis Art Gallery,
that people of a particular ethnic group are more promi-
nent than members of other ethnic groups. This is true
for various reasons. First, the now-repealed Group Ar-
eas Act restricted different ethnic groups to specific ar-
eas. If public facilities are available to people in areas
formerly designated for them, they are still more likely
to visit there. Second, some blacks are loathe to visit
public facilities in areas formerly designated as exclu-
sively for whites. Black people were subdued and con-
trolled by whites for many decades and some find it

very difficult to deal with controlling
white attitudes. Moreover, many black

cation for the nation’s parliamentary
capital. "Black people were:

In making such a bid, I believe that Le- trolledby whites for
kota and Free State legislators must
change the widely-held perception that ’.:many decades and:".

the Free State is a prime domain of right- .: some find it’very:dif-
wing Afrikaners. This perception is ":::":......,.-:::::::-.:, ficu!t t0:deal withdeeply rooted in historical fact. Afrikan-
ers fought and killed for this land. Their ::. co.ntrolling white
quest for cultural, political and eco- attitudes."
nomic self-determination resulted in ::.:..:.,
land seizures, social upheaval and
bloodshed. Their past is kept alive through monu-
ments, streets names and buildings that memorialize
Afrikaner "heroes" who oppressed and marginalized
the black majority. President Brand Street, described
in local literature as the greatest historical street in
South Africa, is named after Johannes Henricus
Brand, the Orange Free State president who in 1865
sent commandos to wage war against Moshoeshoe,
the first paramount chief of the Sotho. This is similar
to U.S. history, where American war "heroes" op-
pressed and marginalized American Indians in the
pursuit of expansionist policies.

The legal effects of apartheid are dead. What remains
is an invisible line that divides blacks and whites even
in the absence of forced separation. One Sunday after-
noon I visited the Oliewenhuis Art Gallery, former resi-
dence of governor generals and state presidents of
South Africa. There on display was a wonderful exhibit
depicting the birth, life and death of Shaka Zulu. Be-
hind the neo-Cape-Dutch manor house a pianist played
classical music. Listeners bit into fluffy pastries, sipped
teas and sprawled on a perfectly manicured lawn.

There were no black coloured or Indian people in the
crowd, either inside or outside the gallery. I’m sure that
black people are now free to visit the gallery, but that’s

people in South Africa remain very suspi-
cious of white people.

This will be an ongoing process in South
Africa. have found that at mixed social
functions members of various ethnic
groups gravitate to each other, in the same
way that black and white students on
American college campuses tend to segre-
gate themselves by race. Thirty years after
America was supposed to have had equal-
ity across all levels of society, the problem
of blacks and whites mixing and mingling

at social levels still exists. South Africa is no different
and it may take more than 30 years for whites and
blacks to deal with their attitudes toward each other.

However, South Africa is very different from America
in one important respect. African-Americans make up
11.8 percent of the U.S. population, while blacks in
South Africa comprise 87.9 percent of the population.
This configuration may force whites to change their atti-
tudes towards blacks or flee the country, as they’re do-
ing now at a rapid rate.

Having enjoyed freedom in the U.S. for the last three
decades, found myself in a rather invidious position
when visited the Oliewenhuis Art Gallery and was the
only black person present. After touring the inside of
the gallery, decided not to sit and have a cup of coffee
outside. I didn’t feel comfortable. Had been with an-
other black person I might have felt differently.

People can make. you feel uneasy no matter how free
you are. I am free to go anywhere in my all-American
hometown. However, when I come across neighbor-
hoods in which I see the Confederate flag flapping high
from a pole in a private yard, I know I have crossed an in-
visible line and, suddenly, I’m as conscious of the Ameri-
can South’s shameful past as am of mybeating heart.
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Bloemfontein: "City of Roses"

Bloemfontein celebrates its 150th anniversary this year. South Africa’s history is

being rewritten to include the stories of previously excluded people and to correct
historical lies and distortions. The story of Bloemfontein that follows has been
taught to generations of South Africans and the story begins in 1840.

That is when voortrekker(literally, ’front trekker’)S Johannes Nicolaas Brits, estab-
lished a farm he called "Bloemfontein," which means flowering spring, in reference to
the abundance of clover found growing in the shade of the spring.

In 1854, the British allowed the trekkers to establish the Orange Free State, an inde-

pendent Boer (Afrikaner) republic. Blacks were not party to this agreement, which is

known as the Bloemfontein Convention. Approximately 50 years later, after the Brit-

ish defeated the Boers in the South African war in 1902, they annexed this republic
and named it the Orange River Colony.

The War Museum in Bloemfontein depicts the Afrikaner perspective of the Anglo-
Boer War of 1899 1902. The exhibits are informative, well-presented and highly emo-
tive. One gets a real sense of the grief of the approximately 26,000 Boers banished to

camps and forts in Natal, the Cape coast, St. Helena, Bermuda, Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and
India as prisoners of war. Meanwhile, the fate of the black people who "inadver-

tently" became embroiled in the so-called ’White Man’s War’ is confined to a single
panel in the museum. It explains what jobs black people performed for the British and
for the Boers, and also notes that British records maintain that 14,154 black people
died in concentration camps. Which ethnic groups they belonged to, how they "inad-

vertently" became embroiled in the war and what became of them is a matter of spec-
ulation. They are treated as a footnote to the war.

I also visited the local National Museum. A write-up in the A to Z Visitor’s Guide to

Bloemfontein, the City of Roses, lists several museum highlights. They include, for ex-

ample, the only complete skeleton of an Euskelosaurus dinosaur, the world-famous
Florisbad skull fragment and a working bee hive.

The guide makes no mention, however, of an exhibit depicting the traditions and
culture of the indigenous black people who have lived and worked in the region for
centuries. Nevertheless, I decided to go, with the hope that I’d find such information.
There is a section of the museum that features certain aspects of the Xhosa, Zulu, So-
tho, Venda and Tswana people, as well as Khoikhoi (known to whites originally as

Bushmen). But I did not learn much. Beadwork worn by the respective ethnic groups,
clay pots, smoking pipes and other such artifacts characterize the displays.

In the area that features lifelike Bushmen figures, the curator also chose to display a

collection of ceramic salt-and-pepper shakers. There must be more than 50 shakers in

all shapes, sizes and designs. One ceramic design is of a woman with pink skin and
yellow hair laying on her back. The figure wears a bikini bottom but nothing on its

oversized breasts. Actually, the left breast is the salt dispenser and the right, the pep-
per. Finding no panels to explain this display, I was left to imagine its significance and
also contemplate how many more curiosities I might come across during my time
here in the City of Roses.

"Meanwhile, the
fate of the black

people who "inad-

vertently" became
embroiled in the so-

called ’White Man’s
War’ is confined to

a single panel in the
museum."

5. Boers who trekked out of the Cape Colony in 1830s to set up an independent republic away from British rule.
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The Free State at a Glance
Premier: Patrick "Terror" Lekota
Capital: Bloemfontein (motto:Floreat. Let it
FIou rish)
Area (sq km): 129,437

Population,1994:2.7 million (2.3
million blacks, 372 158 whites,
72,832 coloureds, ’and 2,642 ./: ......"’’ :"’::
Asians.) /:

sq km): 21.7

Percent in urban areas: 73.7%
Labor force, 1993:1.1 million

Unemployment rate, 1994:24.4 %
Income per capita" R2,419 (U.S.$550)
Percentage of total South African GDP: 7.2%
Adult literacy, 1995: 61.4%
Individuals living in poverty’ 48%

:!:i:i:i :i:!:i:::::i:::: :::::::::::::::::::::: :::!::8!::::::::
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