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P u b l i s h e r ’ s  P r e fac e

In 2008 Alan Knott-Craig compiled the first Don’t Panic as a 

response to the overwhelming reaction he received to an 

email sent to staff at iBurst, where he was MD at the time. 

His words touched a nerve in South africa and that email 

went viral. We’ve included some of the original Don’t Panic 

contributions here to remind you of what it felt like in South 

africa in 2008. He ended the book with, ‘let’s hope we 

don’t see another edition in five years entitled: Panic! ’ Well, it 

is now six years later and many South africans are panicking 

once again. alan doesn’t think you need to panic (yet) so 

he’s set out to remind us of what we can feel positive about. 

This book, Really, Don’t Panic! is the result of contributions 

to alan’s blog www.alanknottcraig.co.za and the Don’t Panic 

Facebook page – add your thoughts and maybe we’ll have to 

do yet another collection!

Louise Grantham

PuBlISHeR
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i n t r o d u c t i o n

Don’t panic (again) 

Remember the load shedding in 2008? The papers said it 

would be five years before Eskom had built enough power 

plants to meet demand… We were all buying candles and 

generators and researching property in Perth.

But what has happened since then? No more – or at 

least limited – load shedding. In fact, lehman Brothers went 

bankrupt and the world crashed into a major recession, 

with South africa mostly insulated, thanks to our banking 

regulators and the Soccer World Cup. 

Thank God we didn’t leave. 

and now it’s six years later and the same feeling of panic 

hangs in the air: a crashing rand, dramatic politics and wildcat 

strikes… It seems the end is nigh and australia is beckoning 

once again. 

Personally, I’m still bullish. I’ve been to a few countries 

around the world and I still can’t see how any of them 

offer what South africa is able to offer… every country has 

problems, but not every country has opportunity. 

and South africa is indeed the land of opportunity. 

africa is on the cusp of a decade-long economic boom, and 

we will benefit. How many other countries can boast such 

an upside?
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The India story is now an awkward footnote. China is 

so yesterday. Brazil seems cool enough, but I don’t speak 

Portuguese. Nowadays financial analysts are all upbeat about 

the MINT countries: Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria and Turkey. 

But I don’t want to live in Mexico City, Jakarta, lagos or 

Istanbul.

Show me a country in the world that doesn’t have woeful 

politics and I’ll show you a liar. The only guys who seem to  

be politically stable are the likes of Russia, azerbaijan, 

Kazakhstan and Tajikistan. Do you really want to live in a 

Tajikistan?

and jobs? The last car company just pulled out of australia 

– that means no more jobs in the vehicle-manufacturing 

industry on the whole continent of australia… a strong 

currency may sound cool but spells doom for exports and 

local jobs.

The rand has crashed, again. Of course this has triggered 

a stampede for the exits. In 2005 the rand was R11.58 to 

the dollar. anyone remember that? Well, today the rand is 

R11 to the dollar. That means we’ve appreciated 5% in the 

past eight years. 

Our country has its issues, but there’s no other place in 

the world where I’d rather raise my kids. The answer to our 

problems is not emigrating. It’s action.

But that’s my perspective and maybe I’m wrong. What 

do you think? 
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Once again, I asked people to send me their thoughts on 

why South africa is still a great place, and why perhaps it’s 

not time to panic just yet…

Alan Knott-Craig
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i n t r o d u c t i o n

Introduction to Don’t Panic! (2008)
Picture it: the summer of 2008, an overcast Joburg  
day. There I was, minding my own business, when 
suddenly my office is full of coffee and I am swamped 
with letters and phone calls! An innocent memo to the 
iBurst staff triggered quite an amazing response, and 
made me realise that many people just need a nudge 
to get some perspective in the midst of the sudden 
negativity that swept in with 2008. 

Hence this book.
We have compiled a selection of opinions from 

a wide-ranging group of people, both well known 
and unknown, with the intention of showing the 
perspective of others.

The intention is not to paint a perfect picture and 
sugar-coat the very real and serious problems we have. 
It’s not great to deal with Joburg traffic at 8am during 
load shedding. Shatter-proof windows are not so much 
needed as protection against would-be hijackers, but 
rather as a shield against road-ragers! 

The reaction to my infamous email led me to the 
conclusion that not everyone is able to put things in 
perspective, and that many people are being carried 
away on the tsunami of negativity.
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Will we still have a viable country in 2020? I think 
we’ve got a better than 50/50 chance, otherwise I 
wouldn’t be here. Is it a slam-dunk? Hell, no. Crime, 
service delivery and education are just some of the 
problems that need to be addressed; otherwise we’re 
dead in the water. But it’s still an absolutely terrific 
country to live in if you’re striving to get ahead in life.

So I guess the aim of this book is to help you sit back, 
look at the positives and the negatives about sunny SA, 
and choose your direction regardless of what everyone 
else is doing.

Alan Knott-Craig
I Bu rST M D, Joh A n n eSBu rg

A prI l 2008
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t h e  e m a i l  t h at  s ta r t e d  i t  a l l …

MD’s message – What a start to 2008…
2008 has certainly started with a bang! The future 
was rosy on 31 December 2007, but suddenly everyone 
is buying candles and researching property in perth! 
A combination of recession in the uSA, global equity 
market negativity, high interest rates, the national 
Credit Act and power outages have combined to create 
the perfect storm.

But don’t panic!
This is not the first time there’s been doom and  

gloom. every few years the same thing happens. We 
experience massive economic growth, everyone is 
optimistic and buying nescafé gold, and holiday homes 
and Mercs. The positivity gets ahead of itself and the 
economy overheats, and then panic sets in because the 
economy seems to be collapsing when in actual fact 
it’s simply making an adjustment back to a reasonable 
level. 

It happened in 1989 when South Africa defaulted on 
its international loans and the stock market and rand 
crashed, it happened in 1994 when the AnC took power 
and everyone thought war would break out, it happened 
in 1998 when interest rates hit 25% and you couldn’t 
give away your house, and it happened in 2001 when a 
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fairly unstable guy by the name of Osama arranged for 
two Boeings to fly into the tallest buildings in new York! 

On each of those occasions everyone thought it was 
the end of the world and that there was no light in sight. 
And on each occasion, believe it or not, the world did not 
actually end – it recovered and in fact things continued 
to get better. 

I think 2008 will be a tough year, but I also see it as a 
great opportunity to seize the day whilst everyone else 
is whinging and get a front seat on the inevitable boom 
that we’ll experience in 2009, 2010 and beyond. 

Make sure you make a mental note of everything 
that is happening now, because it will happen again and 
again, and if you don’t recognise the symptoms you’ll be 
suckered into the same negativity, and forget to look for 
the opportunities. 

It’s easy to be negative. Subconsciously, you want to 
be negative! Whenever you open the papers they tell 
you about the goriest hijacking and the most corrupt 
politicians. Why don’t they dedicate more pages to the 
fact that Joburg is the world’s biggest man-made forest, 
or to the corruption-free achievements of the vast 
majority of public officials? Because bad news sells. 
good news is boring. 

South Africa still has the best weather in the world! 
We’re lucky enough to possess a huge chunk of the world’s 
resources, i.e. gold, platinum, coal, iron. The growth in 
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India and China will continue to accelerate (India and 
China sign 10 million new mobile customers every 
month), and so will their demand for our resources. 
The government has already embarked on massive 
infrastructure projects (some of them a tad late, i.e. 
electricity), and this will pump money into the economy. 

We are all lucky enough to be a part of the birth of 
a massive and all-encompassing industry. The Internet 
has and will continue to change the world. The enormity 
of its impact is up there with the wheel, electricity, TV, 
telephones, and possibly man’s greatest-ever invention, 
coffee. not only does it open up an entirely untapped world 
of commerce, but it is also the ultimate disseminator of 
information and news. Apartheid would not have lasted 
40 years if the Internet had existed! And you’re part of 
it! 

I’m looking forward to another year of ASA 
complaints, Ir issues, plug & Wireless parties, BTS roll-
outs, billing runs, irate customers, happy customers, 
orange bubbles, faulty elevators, etc. The nice stuff 
makes me feel good, and the challenges remind me 
why we can beat the competition. Most importantly, I’m 
looking forward to having fun and making memories. 

So ignore the doomsayers, install a timer on your 
geyser, and buy ricoffy for a couple of months. 

Alan
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co n t r i b u t i o n s  f ro m  s o u t h  a f r i c a

AfriCANS

It is hard to believe, six years ago a tearful conversation I had at 

the office evolved into an email that spawned a book!

Back in 2008 we were in the middle of a new phenomenon 

called ‘load shedding’ – this seemed to me that all the news in 

our country was dark and perhaps it was time to leave.

alan’s message was simple. Sit down, breathe and ‘Don’t 

Panic!’  This encouraged his employees to focus on all the good 

that our country has to offer.

This message, and with the hundreds of stories that were 

sent through as contributions to his book, touched millions of 

people, which inspired us all to take heart.

Six years on, because of this message, I am still here. I am 

not going anywhere.

This is not to say that I view our country through rose-

tinted glasses. listening to the news in 2014, there are plenty 

of stories that worry me: e-tolls, Nkandla, Eskom, the Secrecy 

Bill, Oscar – these are just a few issues that quicken the pulse 

of many South africans and lead us to reach for our passports. 

But this is still the place that I choose to call home. 

South africa is an amazing country. Just take a drive through 

the Garden Route, to the coast, to the Kruger National Park or 

climb one of our mountain ranges and its beauty is right there 

in front of you.
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But what I love the most are South afriCaNS.

South africans are friendly, caring, hardworking and 

hopeful. We are smart and confident. We persevere through 

tough situations and we create opportunities for success. 

The greatest example of what we, as a nation, are capable 

of was highlighted for me last December. 

On the morning of 6 December 2013, I remember watching 

an international news bulletin announcing the passing of 

Madiba; I was shocked at what the journalists were discussing. 

There was a debate around how quickly the country would 

fall apart.

and boy did we prove them wrong.

across the country, in every town and home we joined 

together and shared our loss.

There were no riots. There were no land grabs. There was 

no violence.

Instead we spent two weeks celebrating and remembering 

the man who made our nation a possibility. 

This is just one example and there are so many other 

stories out there, ready to be told. 

Once again I thank you, alan, for this new book. I hope it 

inspires another round of positive stories and if it convinces 

just one person not to pack their bags for Perth I think you 

have done a brilliant job.

Zoë Munsie
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Why I stay in SA

I arrived in South africa not as a newborn, but a toddler. an 

accident of geography. Not a reason to claim a more accessible 

travel document. 

The love affair with my country runs deep. like all reared 

during apartheid, I have seen our people at their very best. and 

their worst. Borne witness to fellow citizens retaining dignity 

under extreme adversity. Watching others programmed by 

those they trusted, become serpents. Shedding their humanity 

as easily as a snake does its skin.

It is our people, of all races, religions, ages, who fire my 

passion for South africa. a people who possess a collective 

hope in a brighter future. Stemming perhaps from our youthful 

democracy. Or knowledge that in our land an individual often 

does make a difference. 

On a global scale, South africa is small. Our entire 

population would be swallowed up in two decent-sized 

Chinese cities. If it were a uS state, the economy would come 

in 17th, behind Indiana. 

Yet the punch is not of a flyweight. This nation is a daily 

reminder that miracles still happen. That the odds can be 

upset. That instead of another Syria, Zimbabwe, Somalia, the 

world was given a full member of the G20, one of the five 

BRICS. 

Some claim we just muddle through. That’s insulting. 

This nation’s smile is always ready. It celebrates highs and 
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laments the lows more passionately, it seems, than others. Our 

eyes keep shining because we believe in a better tomorrow. 

and because of that, know it will come. 

Alec Hogg, Founder and publisher of Biznews.com

The Wild West

@alanknottcraig it’s the Wild West. It’s the only place where 

you can create your own destiny. It’s africa. It’s entrepreneurial.

Angelo Coppola (@angelo2711) 

I could be anywhere…

at this time of globalisation I could be anywhere in the 

world… australia, New Zealand, england… anywhere. But 

I choose to be here, in South africa, my country, my home, 

my first and only love.

every day I hear people complaining, angry and bitter 

about the state of our nation. My heart just smiles. I wish 

I could make them see the beauty I see and feel every day 

when I wake up knowing I’m a South african citizen. I’ve 

been blessed to be born in a time when heroes such as 

Sisulu, Tambo, Mandela etc. fought and some died to ensure 

that the world will be my oyster. People who I’ve never met 
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and never knew of my existence but have loved me enough 

to care how my future is shaped.

The opportunities that might seem few and far between 

still exist; they are mine and waiting. The diversity of a country 

that has a rhythm, a rhythm that plays with familiarity when I 

hear a stranger say, ‘Dumela.’

Of course we have our challenges, but – like any young 

adult – our democracy will find its feet and improve on its 

wayward ways. But be a good citizen and nurture it and love it.

Anele Mkuzo

Where my heart is

I love my country and its people, and I do not want to live 

anywhere else. This is where my heart is and this is where 

I hope and pray my children and grandchildren will find a 

good future. I still have hope that tomorrow is going to be 

better than today. Thousands of South africans are doing their 

best every day to create a more prosperous future by doing 

whatever they can, where they can, and when they can to 

bring that about. They, together with my faith, are the sources 

of my hope and inspiration. Where else but in South africa 

can one have such a challenging but fulfilling life? From every 

perspective our country engages us – never-ending change, an 

abundance of opportunities, almost overwhelming needs. This 
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is a place where one can always fulfil the essence of human 

purpose, namely to make a difference! 

Brand Pretorius

Fed up with negativity 

In early 2008, the global economy tanked and South africa’s 

lights went out. alan Knott-Craig wrote to his staff, advising 

them to look on the bright side of living in South africa and to 

ignore the doomsayers.

I scoffed. I called him a Pollyanna, and wrote that his pep 

talk was a case of whistling past the graveyard. He looked on 

the bright side, and turned his email into a best-selling book.

It’s now 2014, and we need to revisit Don’t Panic!. as if to 

mock him, the rolling blackouts have once again struck.

In Knott-Craig’s defence, he recognises that South africa 

has problems, but asks that we also consider what we have 

going for us. He has a point. Naïve optimism might not solve 

problems, but neither does hopelessness and despair.

I, too, have become fed up with incessant negativity. It 

demotivates and alienates us. I’ve written that we ought to give 

the government credit where it is due. Things may be far from 

perfect, but life is better for many people, by most measures, 

including health, prosperity, war and violence, poverty rate, 

and even happiness.
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anyone who lived through the transition to democracy 

knows that when called upon, our people are capable of 

magic. If this book reconfirms our faith in our fellow citizens, 

and in South africa as a wonderful country in which to live, 

work and play, it serves a worthy purpose. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote: ‘Life is a train of moods like 

a string of beads, and, as we pass through them, they prove to 

be many-colored lenses which paint the world their own hue, 

and each shows only what lies in its focus.’

Sometimes we need the lenses to be rose-coloured, if only 

to anchor our sense of perspective on the bad days.

Ivo Vegter

i n  2 0 0 8  P e o P l e  w rot e …

Thanks for making my day
To the MD of iBurst… Well, it’s about time that people 
understood that there is always good news around 
the corner and your email was truly uplifting. Many 
thanks for making my day.

Zahir, Kinshasa
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The four-way stop phenomenon
Two wrongs hardly ever make a right, except in 
places where right and wrong are so inextricably en–
twined that they become virtually indistinguishable. 
Johannesburg is such a place. Two of the city’s 
lesser evils are traffic and power failures. having 
respectively threatened me with loss of life (sudden 
death) and loss of text (sudden PC shutdown) for 
several days, this duo conspired to restore my faith 
in humanity.

How, you may well ask?
The four-way stop, I would answer. To the best 

of my knowledge, this is a uniquely South African 
phenomenon, which owes its success to a deep- 
seated sense of social responsibility and celebrates 
our universal desire for justice and equality, 
embodied by that truly humane and logical principle: 
‘First come, first served.’ After a power failure 
dimmed the traffic lights at a busy intersection, I 
was amazed to see all the metal-clad psychopaths 
– taxis, SuVs, 18-wheelers, bakkies and mid-priced 
sedans – gear back and offer their fellow motorists 
right of way, with nary a hoot nor raised finger. 
Calmly they waited their turn, making eye contact, 
waving each other through, subdued and united in 
their common fate. give it some thought the next 
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time you encounter the simple humanity of the four-
way stop.

Richard de Nooy

So much to be proud of
We keep comparing ourselves to Australia, Canada, 
the uK and the uSA. These are all developed countries. 
We are a developing country, and it’s impossible to 
measure up to the advancements that the developed 
world has on offer. We have so much to be proud of 
in the short time that we have become an inclusive 
democracy. The fact is there has been little bloodshed 
over our major political transition, more people are 
getting housing and services, our Constitution is the 
most advanced in the world and our economy has 
performed against all odds. It’s time to recognise 
the great achievements that are being made in our 
country each and every day. There is a reason that 
South Africa is loved by the rest of the world – and it’s 
not just the sunshine.

Martine Schaffer, Homecoming Revolution
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Tough times
I agree, times are getting tough. A string of perfect 
storms is hitting these southern skies and it is nigh 
impossible not to be affected by their poisoned air. 
The doomsayers shout that this country is finally 
paying the price for centuries of mismanagement 
and politically correct blindness. Maybe the highest 
price of all will be a loss of hope that ‘things will get 
better’. That hope certainly seems to be evading us 
right now.

It can be tempting in times like these to give up, 
to surrender to creeping entropy. There is, after all, a 
certain measure of comfort in surrender. The perverse 
need to give up grows as the adversity you’re facing 
reaches greater and greater heights – to give up your 
value system, your dreams and hopes, your ideas for a 
better world; to give up the fight to be better every day, 
for the rest of your life.

The adversity you’re facing draws its awesome 
power from stupidity and ugliness; it’s corrupt to its 
core and will not rest until it sees you on your knees, 
part of the process, defeated at a very fundamental 
level. It wants to see you humiliated, impoverished, 
accepting of its warped morals and pseudo-
intellectual constructs.

Yes, faced with odds as big as these, the average 
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citizen of a troubled South Africa in late summer 2008 
is sorely tempted to give up. or worse, just leave.

But that is an average citizen I’m talking about. 
not you. You’re a maverick. giving up is not an option, 
here or anywhere, any time. You know who you are, 
and you know what you value in life. You understand 
that selling your principles is a sacrifice that will 
leave you scarred for the rest of your life, a price that 
is too much to pay for a human being of your integrity 
and brains.

Think about this when entropy starts banging at the 
gates of your being. Your uniqueness is an affront to 
it, your clear thought unbearable to the force of chaos, 
your system of values an antidote to its corrosiveness. 
Deep within you remains your greatest treasure: your 
restless, ever-wandering soul. no matter how difficult 
the times, the true maverick’s soul will never be for 
sale. At any price.

Branko Brkic, Maverick magazine 

Wisdom from my son
one of the most incredible aspects of being a woman 
– no matter what your country of birth – is being a 
mother. It is not a job, but in some way it is. You may not 
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be paid a salary at the end of the month, but you sure do 
get many rewards. One of the many rewards of being a 
mother is the teachings about patience, tolerance and 
recently, for me, perspective.

here I am, a 40-year-old South African woman, 
worried about my country. I would have to be incredibly 
stupid and naïve not to be worried. Violent crime. 
everyone knows someone who has been hit. poverty. 
look around any of the big cities, smaller towns 
and rural areas. South Africans are hungry. The 
never-ending increase in the petrol price, the rand 
against major currencies, the inflation rate on the up. 
everything seems to be in disarray. It is confusing; it 
is upsetting.

So when things are bad you tend to vocalise it. You 
harp on the problems. When things are bad, it is only 
human nature to throw your hands up in the air and 
give up in despair.

That is until my 13-year-old son made a comment, 
or rather, asked me a question typical of a 13-year-old 
who is going on 20. His question was why is it that every 
time you land at or Tambo International Airport you 
say: ‘It is great to be home, there is no place like South 
Africa’? 

That is true. That is what I say. He then asked me 
why I do not practise what I preach? he reminded me 
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that every time he has a problem I usually say, ‘Don’t 
tell me about the problems – give me the solutions.’ 
What he was basically saying is that no matter how 
hard, how tough – I still love South Africa. What this 
13-year-old boy was reminding me was that if you love 
something you don’t throw it out with the bath water. 
What he was saying was – find solutions.

I can’t stabilise the rand, I can’t reduce the oil price. 
however, there are things that I can do. I can help by 
not throwing up my hands in the air. I can help by 
creating jobs. I can help by changing my lifestyle. I 
can save electricity. I can help in so many ways. If all of 
us can start with a small step, just lending a hand to 
one person, changing our attitudes to a lot of things, I 
think we can go a long way.

Noeleen Maholwana-Sangqu, 3Talk host

The South African dream!
… We can definitely make a difference in our lives 
and to those close to us. South Africa abounds with 
opportunities, no doubt about it! however, only those 
with positive attitudes will be in a position to seize 
them and fly! Come on, guys! We have the best IT 
infrastructure, roads, world-class business schools, 
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companies and leaders – that’s the dream I’m talking 
about! Why should it always sound better when South 
African is replaced by American? Why should we even 
consider Perth? There is a lot that we can achieve as a 
collective in South Africa; we can all make meaningful 
contributions towards nation-building (by a collective, 
I refer to whites, blacks, Indians, etc.)

In conclusion, I would like to quote a trailblazer of 
black business, Ceo of pamodzi Investment holdings 
and ernst & Young World Best entrepreneur for 
South Africa, ndaba ntsele: ‘hard work goes hand in 
hand with a positive attitude, it’s a precursor for good 
things to happen in life. You create them because you 
dream about them. You create your life through being 
positive and having integrity. If there is suffering and 
negativity, come up with positive ideas to alleviate 
them. Positivity creates wealth, so we have to create a 
culture of positivity in South Africa.’

Mbuyiselo Xaba

Living in paradise

While still staying in the uK, I came to know South africa and 

its people through my partner at the time, who was South 

african. In london, we were surrounded by South africans and, 
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to be honest, I thought them all whingers. This opinion changed 

once I met South africans on home soil when we visited Cape 

Town on holiday in 2002. We were terrified at first, but this 

changed quickly after living in paradise in a cottage in Clifton. 

During this visit I was exposed to the warm hospitality locals 

are known for and when the relationship ended, I decided 

to return to South africa for a holiday to consider my next 

career move. I had an offer in hand for a position in australia 

and one in New york and was set for australia when I fell in 

love again – this time also with the country and its people. 

Seeing the great potential South africa held, I wrote a 

business plan to open an Odgers Berndtson office in South 

africa. Our chairman thought I was off my head for wanting to 

stay as he had me already earmarked for Dubai or Singapore. 

Nonetheless, with a small investment he backed me and in 

2004 Odgers Berndtson opened its first office in Africa. 

This country was incredibly welcoming and, unlike the 

UK where it was all stiff upper lip, it was not that difficult 

to see CeOs and HRDs for a cup of tea. Within six months 

we made a senior placement for Woolworths. Having started 

in a bedroom in my apartment in Milnerton, now 10 years 

later, Odgers Berndtson is 22 people strong with offices in 

Johannesburg and Cape Town. 

I feel extremely positive about South africa’s future. The 

last 10 years have seen great progress, where previously, doing 

global executive searches, South africa would not appeal 
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because of perceptions of crime. Since then, there has been 

a shift where top talent now consider moving to a beautiful 

country that offers much. Concerns are now focused on 

security and finding good schools – the general perception 

about our country has improved globally. 

living in this country has given me the freedom to grow 

as a person, has challenged my leadership ability and, more 

importantly, contributed to my journey of self-awareness. 

South africans are open, more willing to talk about how they 

feel, and they are affectionate, unlike the reserved culture I left 

in Britain. This country wants to do business and grow, and we 

have a lot of bright, creative, innovative people and pockets of 

absolute excellence in the economy. 

South Africa has the capability, but still lacks in confidence, 

[and] we keep forgetting that we are a young democracy and 

that we form part of the global village. We are not unique in 

the issues facing us; the entire world is experiencing difficulty 

in growth and we need to rethink the role of global leadership 

and how business can help to grow better leaders. 

Jamie Robertson

A perspective on guns

It is widely alleged that South africa has a serious gun culture. 

When I disputed this last week on Facebook, I was called a 
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denialist. I never owned a firearm and will never own one. 

Not one of my friends or extended family owns a gun. It is 

difficult to get a licence for a gun in South Africa, unlike the 

US where one can buy an assault rifle over the counter in 

some states. I do think we have too many guns in the country, 

certainly in the hands of criminals. But let’s stop this nonsense 

of South africa being gun crazy, just because Oscar Pistorius 

was shown to be one. 

according to the Guardian newspaper, 12.7 out of every 

100 South Africans own a firearm. Now compare this with 

other countries: the USA 88, Switzerland 46, Germany 30, 

Finland 45, Canada 31, France 31, austria 30. and while we’re 

at it: two of our BRICS partners, Russia and Brazil, have murder 

rates as high as ours while many South american and some 

african countries have a much higher rate. ‘Murder capital of 

the world’, my foot. Which doesn’t mean we should accept 

how violent our society is, of course.

Max du Preez

We worry too much

Being in my forties, white, professional and privileged makes 

my angst a typical champagne problem and this is something 

often overlooked by those negative people around the 

dinner table when the topic comes up. South africans fret 
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about the future more than any other nation I have ever 

encountered. 

I think we worry so much because we care so deeply 

about our messed-up little country. This alone is a wonderful 

thought.

Several years ago, after successfully selling our family 

business, I returned to the economics profession full-time. My 

reason was partly to find either validation for my inherent 

worry about the impending implosion of our country, or 

affirmation that my worries were those of a middle-aged 

afrikaans whitey and I must get with the programme… This 

was at the time of the previous round of load shedding brought 

about by supposed incompetence at the highest level and now 

that we find ourselves there again I have revisited my question. 

Have I figured it out? Are we doomed or are we simply 

too negative? 

The results are mixed. On a national level and especially 

from a macroeconomic point of view, we are significantly 

better managed than most people realise. Given the very 

real and growing challenges we face, I almost want to say the 

efforts by the likes of National Treasury and the Reserve Bank 

are spectacular proof that we will be okay. This is especially 

relevant post the financial crisis where countries that are 

traditional bolt-holes, like the uS and uK, are still facing 

very serious and potentially debilitating long-term challenges 

that can redefine their way of life. So, yes, we face massive, 
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seemingly unsolvable challenges – but then so do all the other 

countries that I regularly look at. I would rather do my bit here 

and worry about something I have some influence over than 

be one of those poor sods sitting in another person’s country 

reading all the online bad news that is available to expats and 

so handy to validate their valid life choices. 

Now where did I store my generator? 

Cobus Venter, Consulting Economist

Why live in South Africa?

South Africa is the only place on earth where I find great 

happiness and fulfilment arising from a profound sense of 

belonging and where all parts of my Self can be integrated, 

become coherent and where I can live every second of every 

day with meaning and purpose – simply because of where on 

the planet I am located.

I left South africa in 1991 as a 19-year-old and spent eight 

years studying and working in the States. Between the years 

2006 and 2010 I spent another three years in the uK and 

australia. My orientation was that I was leaving in order to 

come back. It never entered my mind that I was packing for 

good. I always asked, what I could learn and experience that 

I could bring back? I knew that those sentiments arose out 

of a strong sense of patriotism and responsibility, but what I 
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only discovered later is that a feeling of belonging is a critical 

cornerstone of happiness.

Belonging, for me, is an authentic connection of who I 

am to a place – there can be no dispute. From this base of 

intrinsic power, I feel I can take ownership of my challenges 

– good and bad.

Many people leave South africa for work or to pursue a 

career, but I think that we all strive to live our ‘calling’ – a 

purposeful, meaningful contribution to a greater cause. We 

also seek to integrate our social, cultural, economic, political 

and spiritual lives into our way of being. as a South african 

citizen, therefore, South africa has to be the place for you to 

achieve or experience this completely. 

But what adds meaning for me is that nowhere else in the 

world is the challenge to find sustainable solutions through 

integration of our social, racial, economic, environmental 

challenges more obvious. Our internal complexity is 

matched by our societal complexity. and as I embrace the 

challenge of this complexity and choose to live, work and 

thrive within it, the environment is exhilarating and life is 

filled with purpose. As I am pushed to my limits to resolve 

and navigate these complexities, it is not always easy, but the 

striving and achieving – for the same reasons – lead to great 

internal happiness.

Heather Sonn
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We can make a difference

We left South africa during October 2000. The main reasons 

were that we wanted to broaden our horizons and expose our 

kids to the world out there. For the past 13 years we’ve lived 

and worked in countries like england, egypt and abu Dhabi.

Being away from South africa for so long, we never really 

experienced the ‘new democracy’ of our beloved country. 

Our sons made london their home and became fully involved 

in what our new home had to offer.

Then last year, in May, reality started to hit us hard when 

we attended the funeral of my father-in-law. Suddenly we 

realised how far we are from the things that make our hearts 

tick faster – we decided to return to South africa to explore 

the possibilities of returning. Many people were surprised 

when we made this announcement. even more unexpected 

was their negative attitude about South africa. We still felt 

like we had that emotional attachment in South africa as 

we packed up and returned. Big was the shock, as we had 

to adjust to South africa with slow Internet, no late-night 

shopping, expensive items, poverty and the bad state of our 

education system. We’ve now been back for two months and 

we have realised the following…

Our bucket list for living in South africa (our reasons for 

living here):

•   We have the experience and the knowledge to make a 

humble contribution to the kids of our country, as we are 
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both internationally qualified teachers.

•   We have this urge to make a difference to the life of our 

elderly. We’ve seen how much care goes into the elderly 

abroad.

•   We realised our problems in South Africa are not unique 

to our country, but we just need to work harder to solve 

them. 

•    We’ve seen some of the best tourist sites the world can offer, 

but nothing can compare to the beauty of South africa. 

•    We also feel we can fill that gap for expats living abroad 

to act as a missing brother or sister, to take care of the 

logistics of living abroad and having no one to depend on.

yes, we see the daily poverty and crime, but we need to 

focus on what we have to offer those who need our help and 

how we can mend these broken kids in our communities and 

schools. This is why we are back.

WE CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE!

Daniel Azer

 Make things happen 

In 2011, I quit my corporate job, sold my audi and rented 

out my three-bedroom suburban home with everything in 

it. I was all-in and going to start my own business. Three 

years later, I’m earning a stable salary as well as creating 
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employment for a team of bright South africans at a digital 

innovation company. It was not easy, but so far it has worked 

– wonderfully. Friends familiar with the continent tell me this 

wouldn’t have been possible with the same ease, talent or 

speed anywhere else.

Three things about South africa at the moment stand out 

for me: people, infrastructure and opportunity.

•   South African people are awesome. When I attended 

former president Nelson Mandela’s memorial service, I 

experienced a truly South african day. Gautrain, Metro 

trains, friends, singing, dancing, flags, smiling strangers, 

football substitution signs and boos, scoldings from Cyril 

Ramaphosa, intense debates with friends, and my comfy 

apartment in the parks. The contrasting experiences of the 

day are what make South africa what it is.

•   We have more infrastructure, resources, knowledge, 

power and bright people than most countries in africa. 

Those well-maintained sidewalks, fibre-optic cables that lay 

beneath the roads – and how much less time I’m spending 

looking at that download progress bar – as well as the 

14-minute ride on Gautrain from Sandton to anywhere in 

the world (via our world-class airport). These are luxuries, 

not necessities.

•   There are few places in the world right now with so much 

opportunity as africa – and South africa in particular. I 

receive emails from americans and europeans looking to 
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start new businesses here. Why does everyone else think 

South africa is a land of opportunity, while we at home 

complain about e-tolls, scattered potholes, and sporadic 

load shedding? It is time we focus on opportunities and 

make things happen!

Eric Clements 

Panic does not belong here

Telling people not to panic in South africa is like telling them 

not to drink. The mere mention of Julius Malema’s name makes 

them do both at once.

But panic is not only counterproductive and a waste of 

time. It does not belong here. We live in one of the most 

soothing landscapes on earth, with a sun that smiles benignly 

down while the rest of the world struggles with angry seas, 

miserable temperatures, and air that people in Beijing and 

Paris can’t breathe. We occupy far more space than we will 

ever populate, which is a pity since we have an excellent gene 

pool. When immigrants confess to a feeling they have come 

home when they arrive in africa, they are telling a great truth. 

We are all descended from the San, say the scientists, and it 

makes me hopeful to believe that this is true.

The great historian, Cornelis de Kiewiet, wrote that ‘South 

africa has advanced politically by disasters and economically 
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by windfalls’. Maybe the Marikana massacre of striking miners 

will have the same profound effect as Sharpeville and will 

shake some sense into this government, and the next.

Take fracking, which, properly handled, might have been 

the fuel injection that this economy badly needs. Instead it has 

become another trough into which many snouts have already 

plunged. But, hopefully, some good will still flow from the 

windfall. a rich and well-upholstered Cabinet should increase 

the reach of social grants and make them even larger. as Max 

du Preez says, this is good risk management, a good investment 

in stability and security for all.

Daniel Kahneman, the world’s most influential living 

psychologist, believes that human reason, left to itself, tends to 

produce fallacies and systematic errors. Instead of panicking, 

South africans should practise more constructive engagement 

and debate. We still have a partially free press, and after the 

election the aNC will be forced to be more receptive, not 

less. We live in times when the spread and reach of social 

media have made english the lingua africa, a language that is a 

unifier rather than a barrier. I look forward to the conversations 

that will flow so freely and fruitfully at last. 370 000 skilled 

returnees and their families are waiting to be welcomed back. 

If your state of panic persists, ask yourself what they are seeing 

that you don’t.

Jane Raphaely
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Opportunities I couldn’t have dreamed of

I came to South africa in 1975, as a ‘refugee’ from Harold 

Wilson’s Britain. We had just struggled through what was 

called our ‘winter of discontent’ (1974/75) – coal strikes, 

power strikes, garbage strikes, postal strikes etc. People were 

driving around with bumper stickers that read, ‘Would the last 

person to leave the country, turn out the lights?’ I have never 

regretted my decision. I have been self-employed since 1979 

and South africa has given me opportunities I couldn’t even 

have dreamed of in the uK. I have created employment and 

like to think that, albeit in a small way, I’ve made a difference. 

My work has taken me to most parts of the world, but there 

is nowhere else that I would rather live. I love this country and, 

with all its problems, I’m happy to end my days here.

Graham Bates

i n  2 0 0 8  P e o P l e  w rot e …

We hold the answer
The saddest thing about South Africa today is that 
old  pigeonholes still exist as bolt-holes. Think about 
it. The  philosophy of the  past  was that people could 
be forced into boxes based on the colour of their skin. 
Most people realised or came to realise that this 
system was both unworkable and deeply wrong. You 
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can’t generalise about people based on skin colour no 
more than you can based on hair colour or the colour 
of eyes or whether they choose to open their boiled 
breakfast eggs at the pointy or flat end. Jonathan Swift 
used this example to capture the stupidity of racism 
and tribalism in gulliver’s Travels.

Thank god people realised this and the rainbow 
nation was born and bought into spiritually and 
emotionally by the vast majority of people. Think back 
to 1990, to 1994, to the first rugby World Cup win and 
the victory in the African Cup of nations? That was 
about real South Africans, you and me, one flag, one 
nation. look at France last year! That spirit still exists 
here, as long as things go well. This is the nub of the 
issue. Why doesn’t it shine through at all times?

It was naïve to think that all South African 
problems would simply disappear with the advent of 
democracy. For those with jobs, houses and health, 
the level of violent crime is the number one concern 
at the moment. I know it is for me and my family, and 
like most people, we have been directly affected. The 
fight against crime is a war to be won. It is a just war 
and such conflicts should be embraced by all of us, 
body and soul. The saddest thing is that, instead of 
this fight being a unifying thing, it is divisive, as with 
so many issues here. Suddenly people feel it’s ‘us’ and 
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‘them’. Dreadful crimes are emotionally pigeonholed. 
Who is the victim? Who is the perpetrator? Is the crime 
across a colour line? Is the suspect a foreigner or South 
African? Is the victim wealthy or from a squatter 
camp? Tragically, the level or nature of our response 
is affected by such questions. Can you believe it?

people are talking about protest marches instead 
of getting involved in the fight. When Churchill called 
on the British to fight them on the beaches, did the 
population stage a protest march against hitler? not 
on your life. Those who weren’t in the frontline already 
were soon digging for victory, working in munitions 
factories or down the mines or risking their lives on 
the north Atlantic convoys. The war brought all people 
together and their united action won through.

Sadly, here, when there is insecurity and fear, 
people start to distrust their emotions concerning 
unity and retreat to the nonsense of the past. Swart 
gevaar, allegations of racial superiority, belief in 
secret agendas, third forces, all of these nation killers 
reappear when people are scared. even the AWB are 
threatening to get back on their horses and ride again 
after eT went home years ago.

perhaps the combination of political shenanigans 
in the ruling party, festering fears about corruption, 
the eskom situation, crime levels and maybe even 
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the pandora’s box opened in Kenya, have fuelled the 
negativity. lack of real leadership concerning these 
issues is certainly a major factor in them gaining 
currency. however,  that spirit of unity still exists as 
well; the spirit that prevented this country going the 
way of Iraq or Burundi. It is there in the vast majority 
of people you meet in everyday life. people are scared, 
but not cowards. Bravery is acting to overcome fear. 
The question is: how do we harness this spirit to fight 
the scourge of crime and all the other problems we 
face? Together. Achieve that and nothing is impossible 
in South Africa. I don’t have the answer, but I know it 
starts inside each of us.

John Robbie, Talk Radio 702

I’m back and proudly South African!
I had of course heard about the crime in South Africa. 
Who hasn’t? 

After nearly six years in london, I am here now. I 
do not wish to be obvious and I do not wish to be overly 
simplistic in my reasons for returning from Britain. It 
is always so dull. I also don’t want to sound anything but 
totally in love with my country; passionate and utterly 
idealistic. 

relax dont panic book.indd   47 09/04/2014   06:51



48

let’s try for a moment to look at some of the real 
reasons people like us should be coming back. let’s 
get this straight up… if the only reasons we come 
back are Mrs Ball’s, friends and family, the weather, 
the Boks, rajah curry powder or nik naks, then it 
won’t be long before we are craving a warm pint or an 
annoying drawl. The satisfaction of our first fresh Tex 
Bar or that slug of Castle next to the sizzling wors is 
very quickly forgotten as the realities of crime, load 
shedding, soaring interest rates, dodgy politics, traffic 
and massive inflation set in. 

So why am I so chuffed to be back? Why, when faced 
with all the challenges, do I love it more than ever? Is 
it just because I’ve only been back for a year? I keep 
thinking that I’ll wake up tomorrow and the light will 
have gone out (sorry!). It doesn’t. 

The thing for me is this: our waking thoughts have 
to change. Our attitude has to change. Our mindset 
needs to change. We mustn’t come back (or consider 
coming back) in spite of the problems – we must come 
back because of them. We must quit seeking a better 
life and start seeking ways in which we can make life 
better. 

our reality is a truly miraculous one… Very 
few countries we would flee to present us with the 
opportunities South Africa does. In our lifetime we 
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have seen the demise of one of the cruellest regimes 
in history. We all seem to forget what a massive 
achievement that was and it’s really not very long ago 
at all. Do we honestly believe that a nation that brought 
apartheid to its knees can’t beat crime? For heaven’s 
sake, the criminal sewer called new York managed to 
reduce violent crime by 62% in just five years – and 
let’s be honest – they haven’t dismantled apartheid 
properly yet (viva obama viva!). 

have we got so jaded, so cynical, that we really 
believe that load shedding is an insurmountable 
problem – a problem to leave the country over or not 
return because of? All we have to do is cut our usage 
by 20%… Is that it? Is that the extent of the problem 
that is currently bringing our economy to its knees? 
Driving up inflation? Weakening the rand? 

let’s stop looking to the government or big business 
to sort out the problems. Screw it – let’s do it ourselves. 
let’s say to the world that, yes, we have massive 
problems, but we respect one another and our heritage 
too much to carry on moaning and not to roll up our 
sleeves and get stuck in. 

let’s get out there and start by actively respecting 
and dignifying one another. I mean really. let’s get 
rid of negative language or even the indifference of 
silence and replace it with a humanising, ubuntu-ising 
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attitude. greet one another and smile. Be courteous. Be 
thankful. Be fair. 

You may be surprised to hear this, but these simple 
attitude shifts and daily practices have been proven 
to combat crime. We tend to think that in order to 
make a difference we need to do something big and 
‘impressive’. not so. We don’t actually need to become 
a police reservist (unless we wish to), or start a block 
watch (unless we wish to) or give loads of money and 
time (unless we wish to). Big change is brought about 
by small actions repeated often.

Justin Foxton 

I love South Africa
Why do I love South Africa? There are so many reasons: 
Table Mountain, fynbos, biltong and Afrikaans are all 
unique parts of our beautiful country, South Africa.

We South Africans are sports mad, with brilliant 
sports teams – well, some of them… Along with our 
brilliant sporting ability comes a great sense of 
humour. If you go to the cricket at newlands, you’re 
most likely to hear the ice-cream men shouting, ‘lolly, 
lolly, lekker lolly, iiccee-crrrim!’ or ‘’n Sucker maak jou 
wakker, ’n lolly maak jou jolly!’ Then you’d hear the 
guy sitting behind you screaming, ‘Smith, my granny 
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can bat better than you!’ 
Another ‘special’ aspect of South Africa is the 

minibus taxi driver. They hoot, push in and stop in 
the middle of the road, but you’d miss them if you 
emigrated, guaranteed. Their taxis usually have tiny 
white-wall tyres, plastic spinners and some huge 
sticker of a wolf on the back window.

even our health minister is special – always 
remember, eating lots of vegetables will cure Aids!

And as for food… There’s nothing better than 
creamy milk tart, sweet, crispy koeksisters, pap and 
wors, spicy biltong and steak sizzling on a braai.

Then there are the languages… South Africa has 
11 official languages! South African english could 
be considered a whole new language by tourists. 
Just imagine you lived overseas and you heard this 
conversation:

‘Hey, bru, that chorb on your chin looks mif – it’s 
gonna make the chix skrik, man!’

‘Hey, I’ll klap you, man! Jislaaik, I know hey, this 
chorb is hectic! I’m so gatvol with these flippen zits!’

‘Shame, man, let’s go get sum of that zit zapper stuff 
that I saw on TV!’

After listening to me, how could you not say, ‘I love 
South Africa!’

Stewart Steenkamp (age 12)
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South Africa’s treasure
our people are our greatest treasure here in South 
Africa. We are indeed a nation of heroes. We will never 
forget that, as we stood in long queues in 1994 to vote 
in our first democratic elections, we felt inspired and 
uplifted by the greatness of the South African spirit. 
Millions of people across the length and breadth of 
this land are great human beings who go about their 
lives with courage and tenacity as they battle against 
enormous adversity. They live with dedication and 
commitment to earning an honest living, raising 
their children and trying to give them a better life 
and opportunities. our future must be based on an 
appreciation and respect for every human being. We 
need to demand from those who have been elected 
to serve us that we be served with compassion, that 
we not be treated as statistics but rather as people of 
unlimited value and preciousness. We deserve nothing 
less; South Africans have suffered for too long. 

We need to live with a respect and appreciation 
of the awesome power of the human spirit. It is our 
moral calling to create a society in which the human 
spirit can flourish. The enterprise of building a great 
South Africa is about ensuring that the conditions for 
nurturing great people are in place. Apartheid tried 
to destroy the human spirit. ‘nasty, brutish and short’ 
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are the famous words of Thomas Hobbes to describe 
life in the state of nature without human civilisation. 
They are also accurate words to describe life in the 
old South Africa. The sacred enterprise of building 
human civilisation in the new South Africa is about 
creating spaces within which the human spirit can 
achieve its greatness. This is true on a physical, social 
and moral level. 

All of this is about the Talmudic principle Tikkun 
Olam, which means to ‘fix the world’. The world, we 
are taught, is in a state of disrepair, and is filled with 
human suffering, and it is our sacred duty to repair 
and heal it. In South Africa, as we strive to overcome 
the devastation of apartheid, Tikkun Olam is our 
mission. South Africans are not strangers to adversity. 
We have in our past overcome obstacles that seemed 
insurmountable. The Book of proverbs says: ‘g–d will 
wipe away tears from off all faces.’ The beloved country 
has cried for too long. let us join hands to build a truly 
great country and wipe away her tears of suffering. let 
us resolve to overcome our current challenges too and 
to become stronger from them, let our sorrow become 
the seed of our salvation, as the Book of Psalms says: 
‘May those who sowed in tears, reap in joy.’

Rabbi Warren Goldstein, Chief Rabbi, South Africa 
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Such a rush of patriotism

I am 55 years old, white, male, with a professional qualification. 

My mother tongue is afrikaans. I did two years’ military 

training with one year on the Namibian border fighting the 

communist invasion and thereafter I had all the privileges 

‘reserved’ for whites – a great university and job security. I 

have a very successful career, lived and worked in london and 

travel regularly to all corners of the world. 

Fast forward to 2014 and the ‘new South africa’ and one 

must ask why I am not in Perth. Crime, poverty, Bee, Nkandla 

and the list goes on. The decision to pack for Perth or stay 

proudly South african is a very, very personal decision and I 

don’t believe there is a right or a wrong answer. Why am I still 

so proudly South african? let me deal with all the motherhood 

statements immediately.

I love South africa because of the weather, the scenery, the 

people and the ‘Rainbow Nation’. I loved Madiba. ‘That’s my 

President’ – gave me such a rush of patriotism it’s scary.

I remain proudly South african because I see and 

experience the Rainbow Nation happening all around me. I 

see my children becoming colour blind. They are not there 

yet and that’s mostly because of my generation’s hang-ups. 

They are moving away from ‘I am not a racist but…’ to ‘It 

was a crime to date a black guy? you’re not serious, Dad!’ I 

see talented young South africans with a burning desire to be 

educated, have jobs, make money and love life! I see a growing 
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middle class with cars, smartphones and apple computers…

Is it all moonshine and roses? absolutely not! Nothing this 

momentous can be easy. For goodness sake, america went 

through a civil war in their fight against racism. 

I want to be part of this amazing story unfolding in africa. 

It’s a story with hope, tears and lots of drama but, above all, 

a story with a happy ending. I say that with absolute certainty. 

as a people, we are way too talented to let anything stop us 

from our happy ending.

Ferdi Gazendam

Playing your ‘Mandela part’

It was Friday morning, 6 December. I was driving to work on 

the N2 in Port elizabeth. While driving, I was struck by the 

‘normalness’ of the morning. People were doing the same 

thing they were doing yesterday. Taxis were trying their best 

to cut in before me, township folk were walking next to the 

highway trying to find a shortcut over this busy road, a mom 

and her children were on their way to school, two very lucky 

guys were clearly on their way to a day of fishing… 

Obviously, this was not a normal day. South africans 

all woke up to the news that Nelson Mandela had passed 

away. In a sense, I could have experienced some guilt at the 

fact that I was also, as always, simply on my way to work. 
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Did he not deserve something more? But then I realised – 

just this reality of a country doing its thing normally is our 

greatest tribute to this great man! It is more than a tribute to 

one man. Max du Preez reminded us during that time that, 

not negating Mandela’s great role, South africa is ‘working’ 

because of literally millions of little Mandelas contributing in 

their own way to this beautiful country of ours. and that is 

why I do not panic – because of the many positive people I 

have got to know, each one playing his or her ‘Mandela part’ 

in our country.

There were times most of us wanted to panic. Will I 

ever forget the 1980s and early 1990s? Those late-night 

discussions in Xanadu as students trying to contemplate the 

doom of a possible black majority government – often most 

energy went into discussing political models that would 

keep the power in the white man’s hands. My visit with 

fellow afrikaans student leaders to the uSa in June 1986. 

Watching the TV images on the news regarding the violent 

commemoration of 16 June 1976 – we were scared and 

often phoned home to check whether our families were 

safe. That Saturday morning in Steynsburg when I saw (and 

heard!) a toyi-toyi march for the first time in my life. For 

a young white guy, that was very disturbing. The evening 

on my dad’s farm outside Komga when the news broke 

that Chris Hani was murdered and that Mandela would be 

speaking to the nation. May I add that that was the night 
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Mandela also symbolically won the hearts of many whites – 

became our leader!

and now more than two decades later, Mandela is dead and 

I am still going to work every morning. This does not happen 

in a bubble of ignorance. I also know of farmers who were 

murdered. I also know young guys in squatter camps who are 

unemployed and who found their salvage in alcohol or theft. 

I had the experience of being in my bedroom while burglars 

were clearing out our lounge. I know the young student from 

rural eastern Cape who had to cancel his studies because of 

a lack of finance and serious social problems back home. I 

experienced the frustration of a provincial government who 

spent over R200 million on a website our students could 

develop in, at most, a week. Despite all these realities, I do 

not panic!

Those mornings when I walk into my first-year 

Programming class and I see 120 young students eager to 

find out how to write a program that says, ‘Hallo, World’, 

I forget to panic. Those who came before them are now 

writing software that is making an impact not only in South 

africa, but globally. When I am a delegate at the eastern 

Cape ICT Summit, I forget to panic. I listen to influential 

politicians and leaders in business who are very aware of 

our challenges, and who work very hard to address the 

evils of poverty, corruption and inefficiency of government. 

I watch my son and his friends grabbing every possible 
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entrepreneurial opportunity they can get, and am grateful 

at so many structures and individuals in place to guide them 

on this exciting road. I listen to my wife’s sacrificial work 

teaching Grade 1s not only to read, but to also give them 

hope and purpose within their realities back home. 

I have the privilege to be a part of a huge project involving 

120-plus learners working on a musical, I Am an African, which 

will celebrate our 20 years of democracy in a city theatre 

in June 2014. Watching these learners and teachers working 

extremely hard after school and on Saturdays to be part of 

this is encouraging. But also experiencing colleagues, friends, 

people from industry and many others partnering with us 

in giving these children a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity is 

something I will never forget. lives are being impacted on so 

many levels! How can I panic while I am part of this?

The clever guys, like JP landman in his book The Long 

View, remind us that even at the macro level of our economy 

there are many reasons that should make us positive. But 

that is his story to tell; my story is what I experience in my 

little world. and that is why I do not panic!

Jean Greyling, NMMU Computing Sciences
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No mindless flag-waving 

Mine is no mindless flag-waving – I’m with Einstein: ‘Nationalism 

is an infantile disease. It is the measles of mankind.’ I care for 

the unrealised potential straining to be turned on here. a 

damned wealth of wasted intelligence. 

activating robust access to broadband, limitations conferred 

by country, start to dissolve. The Internet brings free, just-in-

time, globally accessible learning to smash slow, perilous routes 

to useful education. Building on freely shared ingenuity for our 

own context, private-sector innovation offers the best chance 

to flip our dismal trade deficit. Distribution, manufacture, IP 

and labour are all available for remake. 

Despite not enough jobs in africa, there is plenty of work; 

and a massive market in the gap. It requires resourcefulness 

and a willingness to move beyond territorialism. To be part 

of the whole of humanity no matter where in the world you 

live. The ambitious and courageous are streaming in, using 

augmented intelligence of the Web to illuminate the continent. 

I want in on that adventure. 

Maximillian Kaizen
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Time to give back

This country has taught me, educated me, loved me and 

supported me, it is only right that I now give back to my 

country what it has given to me.

I grew up in Cape Town, and at the age of 23 I had never 

been overseas. after graduating from Stellenbosch university, 

I decided to embark on a four-month job in New Zealand. 

Before I knew it, my trip had organically grown into a three-

and-a-half year adventure around the world, where I worked 

as a raft guide, made wines and had one random stint working 

on a charter fishing boat.

The exciting thing about travelling and working in different 

countries is that you get to experience a country for what it is. 

you are not just another tourist stuck in a resort, expected to 

see the same cliché sights that have already been photographed 

hundreds of times that day, and exposed to the monotonous 

chitchat of fellow tourists.

By working and living in a country, you are exposed to 

the culture, the politics and the social circumstances. you get 

to travel to amazing locations that are off the beaten tourist 

track. you eat their food, shop at their shops, dance to their 

music and listen to the local conversations and concerns. you 

develop an understanding for their way of life.

Through my travels I was always open to the idea that if one 

country captured my imagination, and if it felt like home, I was 

more than happy to settle for a little longer. New Zealand had 
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an amazing outdoor lifestyle and fantastic people. argentina’s 

people were warm and friendly and the laid-back lifestyle was 

incredible. The united States had lovely people (even if they 

were americans) and there were so many beautiful places to 

explore. And yet I never did find myself thinking that I could 

throw down an anchor and settle. But it was not for the lack 

of friends or having a wonderful time – it was because africa 

was still in my blood. It was my home.

africa is a romanticised way of referring to home. But it 

is coupled with a sincere patriotism and sense of pride. It is a 

place of beauty, with incredible people, amazing cultures, full 

of energy and possibilities, and a diversity of ecosystems and 

traditions that is hard for any other place to rival. It is a place 

that I understand, and a place that I am proud to call home. 

But, as with many homes around the world, it has its issues 

that affect its children.

Imagine a ‘problem child’ who has the ability to achieve 

at school but comes from a broken home. The child may 

feel confused, misguided and misunderstood. But if a school 

teacher decides to take a little extra time to understand the 

child’s background, seek out the child’s strong points and give 

the child guidance to reach its full potential, the child will likely 

become a well-rounded adult with great future possibilities. 

South africa is a bit like a ‘problem child’, coming from a broken 

home with a disrupted upbringing, but with an abundance 

of resources and possibilities. We need to unite and be the 
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‘teachers’, believing in our country, working through the history, 

finding the country’s strong points, targeting these, developing 

these and helping our amazing country reach the potential that 

we all believe it can achieve. We just need the right people 

guiding the country and it can be extraordinary! If we all take 

the easy road and run off to greener pastures, or take the high 

road and look down and judge, who will be around to help the 

country reach its potential?

If you are reading this book, then it means that you do believe 

that South Africa has a fighting chance. The challenge is now in 

our hands to be proactive and make South africa’s extraordinary 

potential become a reality for our future generations.

Karen van der Westhuizen

The future is South Africa

Having travelled widely and been serious about leaving at 

various times since 1994, I came to realise many years ago (and 

continue regularly ‘to do so’ through the media and friends) 

that we in South africa have something even more special than 

most in the world – untapped upside, climate, opportunity, 

community and an entry point into africa, with the rest of the 

world open to us!

The last 20 years have been incredible in South africa and 

the next will be as challenging as the last 150 in africa have 
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been – but what’s new and which country in the world doesn’t 

currently have huge challenges? 

I choose to be here, choose to make a difference and 

believe that sanity/good people will eventually take us where 

we believe we should and could be – a caring, sharing, 

opportunity-driven society with less crime!

For me, the future is South africa – I hope we will all stay 

for the ride and solve the challenges together.

Pieter Venter

Never dull and boring

Not all of us can choose whether we want to live in South 

africa, but we all choose how we live in this crazy, mad, 

wild country of extremes. It’s all about attitude. Is the glass 

half full or isn’t it? We have it all here – the full spectrum of 

diversity; it’s never dull and boring. 

I chose, and have never regretted my choice, to live here. 

I couldn’t imagine living in the grey, wishy-washy world of the 

British Isles, where little things become big issues. Nor could 

I live in North america where capitalism has gone mad in an 

unforgiving, tough society.

australia seems so perfect, everyone pulling in the same 

direction with big, smiley faces. But are they? It’s tough, 

inflexible, uncompromising, a land where the tall poppies 
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are chopped down – no one wants a tall poppy in the field. 

like crayfish in a basket, as soon as one tries to get out, the 

others pull them back in.

No, this is a place of passion and beautiful people who 

showed the world we can survive misfortune and move on. 

It is not a country of politicians and criminals. They may fill 

the news, but it is the majority who, every day, do their bit 

to survive and make it better. Wherever you look, it is about 

unsung heroes who do little acts of unprovoked kindness. like 

the lady today who offered her kidney to the young surfer 

with kidney failure; she didn’t know him, but asked if he would 

teach her to surf when he was better.

We compromise, we accommodate, and we make 

allowances. I have travelled often and widely, and the more 

I go away, the more I love it here. Nowhere else does the 

worker at the airport look you back in the eye, smile, and say, 

‘Molo’, like here. We are not cold and sultry; we are by nature, 

warm and kind.

South africa has everything (except abundant winter 

snow). The beauty of mountains, rivers, open spaces, wild 

places are all here, on our doorstep. Creative, imaginative 

people are everywhere, thinking and making things. We are 

not scared to try. Cape Town isn’t the Design Capital of the 

world for nothing.

No, if you want to panic, stop reading the newspaper about 

the politicians, criminals and the exchange rate. This country is 
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not about them; it is about you and I, the ordinary guy, doing 

our little bit, trying hard, doing our best, surviving, having fun, 

being friendly and kind, and being prepared to help.

Kelvin Rivett

i n  2 0 0 8  P e o P l e  w rot e …

Tolerance
Tolerance doesn’t mean taking people or things as 
they are, but instead embracing people with their 
faults and always looking for the positive in them. 
This is what South Africa is about. We understand our 
differences and the baggage that every race comes 
with, but still embrace everyone with dignity and love. 
We are not saying people should forget, rather forgive 
and move on, understanding that we all have been 
dragged into this misfortune (apartheid). It is up to 
each and every South African to change the past and 
views of other countries, and show them that we are 
a tolerant country and we all want to be part of a free 
and peaceful nation for generations to come. Phambili 
Mzantsi phambili – all eyes are on you!

Busisiwe Mbiyo 
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South Africa – a ‘going concern’
earlier this year, in the midst of all the ‘rolling load 
shedding’, my wife and I went to a well-known Italian 
restaurant in Illovo, Johannesburg, in the company 
of other ‘blacked-out’ friends. The physical ambience 
was homely and warm, the pizza oven burned like a 
hearth in the background, small emergency lamps 
and candles cast an almost romantic hue over the 
tables. But the mood among the clientele was far 
from friendly. If anything, the conversation and the 
body language bristled with righteous anger – or at 
best sadness; one could tell what was being said even 
when the words were not used: ‘The country is going 
to hell.’

I recalled, a bit too loudly I guess, the experience my 
wife and I had with the emotive ‘power of darkness’ 
while living in new York. It was July 2003 during that 
now-infamous ‘rippling power outage’ that spread 
across much of Canada and northeast America. our 
apartment, 29 floors up, overlooked the Con edison 
power plant close to the east river. It was late afternoon 
and I was at my desk when an explosion shook our 
building; everything around me was plunged into 
silence, and then utter darkness when night came. 
First the electricity was gone, then the water stopped 
flowing because the pumps ceased functioning; soon 
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we couldn’t flush toilets. And 29 floors up everything 
depended on electricity.

For 24 hours we climbed down and up a dark and 
narrow staircase, ferrying bottles of water to drink, 
brush teeth and flush toilets. In the shops we jostled 
with others for the disappearing supplies of water; we 
dodged the homicidal motorists who saw pedestrians 
as fair game, and watched them lean their heads out of 
their cars to cuss each other profanely as they battled 
for right of way at intersections because the traffic 
lights were not working. Afterwards, we learned that 
10 million people were similarly affected. In that Illovo 
restaurant, my description of Third World chaos in 
mighty new York was mostly greeted with silence, or 
with peremptory dismissal: this is systemic, not the 
same thing.

Yes, what was the point of that comparison? people 
don’t suffer comparatively, they only suffer. Agreed. 
except that all suffering has its context, and therein 
lies the answer to an appropriate response. I could have 
imposed on my friends another apocryphal anecdote. 
In 1993, as a visiting professor of literature at the 
new York City university’s harlem Campus, I taught 
creative writing to an adult class of mostly immigrant 
students. I was waxing lyrical about our unfolding 
miracle when a Brazilian student interrupted me: 
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‘professor, get real; your miracle will only take you to 
the threshold of the challenges we have been facing for 
decades.’ I should have heeded her. 

I could have repeated at the Illovo dinner how, often 
on my travels as a un official, I had to cope with the 
challenges visitors to our country face. I have watched 
my luggage being ‘walked away’ at the airport in Quito, 
ecuador, while I was held back behind a glass barrier 
by complicit customs officials; brushed my teeth with 
Coca-Cola in a posh Bangkok hotel because of a water 
contamination scare; hopped over excrement-filled 
puddles in a ‘township’ overlooking rio’s famous 
Ipanema Beach. I could even add that my son Zachary, 
then nine months old, endured with us many hours of 
icy solitude aboard a luxury train stranded between 
Milan and geneva. 

The point is that societal failures – economic, social, 
political – are cyclical and happen everywhere, all the 
time. perhaps the difference in the way people cope is in 
part psychological. Americans reacted with both inner 
and outer fury when terrorists penetrated their super-
secure borders and when their power management 
system failed to anticipate the enormous 2003 energy 
failure. This kind of thing just does not happen in the 
rich and mighty uSA. Are we South Africans similarly 
‘spoilt’, albeit for a different reason?
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Did the ‘perfect gift’ of our political miracle – a 
peaceful transition away from the abyss of racial 
conflict, through a period of unprecedented macro 
prosperity, and the attainment of living standards at 
least for the growing middle class that still compares 
favourably with most developing countries and many 
developed countries – ill prepare us to respond to 
those inevitable, cyclical setbacks? Is that why we 
have moved so rapidly, within a short 14 years since 
1994, from enervating euphoria to disabling despair? 

I’ve lived abroad long enough and travelled 
enough to know that we have – in South Africa – what 
business people call a ‘going concern’ and this is not 
a metaphor for leaving. But good things don’t come 
as gifts. The time has come for all of us to leave our 
Illovo restaurant and other whinge retreats, roll up 
our sleeves, and get to work tackling the problems 
that face our country. 

perhaps it is time to re-energise or even reinvent 
those civil society organisations that helped us cope 
with and overcome the dysfunctional apartheid 
system. let’s recognise that government, everywhere 
in the world, is not the answer to all our problems, nor 
should we expect it to be. outside of those five-year 
elections, we also have a continuous role to play. 

let’s take, by way of comparison again, the united 
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States: there are non-governmental and community 
organisations active in almost every sphere of social 
endeavour, from health to education to saving energy 
and even the planet itself. Just ask the federal, state 
and local authorities that are relentlessly being lobbied 
on every issue imaginable. But the more progressive 
among these authorities will also admit that the really 
good ngos aren’t obsessively oppositional. They are 
always seeking and providing alternatives to state 
actions and policies that don’t work.

So, if they can work at it, why can’t we?

Achmat Dangor, Writer

Come out to play

When I set off from east london on 1 March 2011 to begin 

my 6 772-kilometre journey around the perimeter of South 

africa, I took a taser with me to make my mother feel better, 

but tossed it away after the first week because the humidity 

along the Wild Coast rendered it useless and the kindness 

of the people rendered it unnecessary. The amazing thing 

about running/cycling/paddling around our country is that 

one makes eye contact with everyone you see. you hear the 

voices, smell the cooking fires, and really engage with everyone 

you pass. No whizzing past at 120km/hr with the windows 
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closed. In 148 days on the road I never once experienced 

anything other than the most incredible hospitality, kindness, 

goodwill and genuine concern and care for my wellbeing from 

every South african I met. I was provided with food, water, 

directions, encouragement, company and accommodation. 

an old man in the former homeland of Venda took my hand 

and told me I was as welcome in his village as if I was his 

own daughter. I was led for hours along the coast in the 

dark by two young Xhosa men who were concerned that I 

would get lost on the cliffs and not reach my destination. I 

was called a ‘Ramkat’ by an admiring but toothless Kalahari 

farmer. I was welcomed into farmhouses and given tea in 

huts. My experience was both humbling and exhilarating and 

has given me faith and a pathologically positive attitude to my 

countrymen and -women. 

While running along the Maputuland Coast I discovered 

(to my initial discomfort) that the entire population (including 

grandmothers) carries a panga. I was running along a deserted 

beach alone when what appeared to be an impi of Zulu youths 

burst out of the sugar cane, wearing loincloths and brandishing 

the obligatory panga. I experienced a small frisson of panic but 

they dashed past me into the surf, beaming and brandishing 

their pangas in a friendly ‘Hello, Medem’ salute. So somehow, 

even the potentially scary situations no longer held any fear for 

me. and yet so many women on my journey would look at me 

in amazement and say, ‘I would love to run but I am absolutely 
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terrified!’ Of what exactly is hard to establish – there seems 

to be a vague but universally common fear that other South 

africans are waiting to pounce on them, ravage them and take 

all their stuff. and that the only way to avoid this happening is 

to stay inside behind six-foot walls or locked into SuVs with 

the windows closed. Considering the fact that my experience 

was the complete opposite in 148 days on the road I think it’s 

worth the risk of coming out to play! Don’t you?

Kim van Kets

Tomorrow will be a better day

Pause for a moment under an oak tree in Stellenbosch or 

casually drive through the Kruger National Park observing the 

wealth of natural beauty and pure scale of soulful freedom; 

this is africa! This is a place not easily replicated across the 

globe. This is South africa. at the tip of the continent, which 

indicates significant growth potential; it boasts abundance in 

biodiversity, human spirit and goodwill. People live here out 

of free will, knowing that this is indeed a place you can call 

home.

amidst all of our challenges – no less unique to other 

communities across the globe – we stand tall knowing 

that tomorrow will be a better day. Why, you may ask? 

Simply because of what we’ve managed to overcome. 
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Numerous challenges, ranging from a historically, socially 

and economically deprived citizen base to some of our 

current challenges around food and energy. yet, all of South 

africa can vote today, our children can reach out to peers 

and strangers without fear or favour – simply because of a 

freedom of expression. There’s laughter as we swim in the 

same swimming pools; we share classrooms and debate 

collectively about societal change.

Our grandparents and parents continue to share 

wonderful stories at bedtime, during a time when so many 

global citizens are caught up in what I refer to as the ‘tumble-

dry’ community. Push a button and expect results in a few 

minutes! and if it doesn’t work, trash it and buy another one! 

South Africans, however, keep on trying – with a fighting 

spirit similar to a lioness protecting her cubs – for what is 

perceived as the ‘right thing to do’. and for this, I am willing to 

enjoy the sheer beauty of our living landscape and appreciate 

the true value of livelihood and free-spirited people.

Travelling to numerous parts of the globe, you are quickly 

drawn to the greatness of our country. There is no better 

audio than the squeaky noise of rubber hitting the airport 

strip in Cape Town, or the sound of waves moments away 

from world-renowned winelands and game reserves. Our 

kids can grow up in areas where dragonflies roam free, 

where fire often lights up the night sky as local communities 

celebrate 24/7 – simply because we’re South africans!
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This is my home. Even if I find myself momentarily across 

the borders, this shall be the place where I will always return 

to. God bless our african soils.

Martin Albertus

Conversations with strangers

The chief reason for me not wanting to emigrate is quite simple: 

community. Working for an international company, I find myself 

travelling mostly to europe and, despite the available outdoor 

activities, safe outdoor spaces, means of public transport and 

higher level of education, the main thing I miss when I am over 

there (besides the weather) is the ability to start a conversation 

with a stranger, regardless of who they are, how they are 

dressed and where they are from. Capetonians in particular 

have a knack for sharing their life story in a matter of minutes 

to a complete stranger, without even the exchange of a first 

name.

Randall Crisp 
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What you make of it

as a foreign national building a business in africa, South 

Africa has been a home away from home from the first time 

I landed in OR Tambo. Where else can you play golf 365 days 

a year? On a more serious note, ours is essentially a business 

of information arbitrage. Technology makes physical spaces 

disappear and geographical proximity a redundant term. So 

why choose to be headquartered in South africa? I could 

tell you about the great logistics, infrastructure or about the 

quality of life South africans lead… or I could talk to you about 

availability of capital, world-class banking facilities, biltong, the 

Springboks and Castle light. But then again I could also tell 

you of ‘perceived’ *said sarcastically* political instability, a 

fluctuating rand, low productivity, a crisis of leadership and 

constant security concerns. South africa is what you make of 

it, and whether you see it as a glass half full or a glass half empty, 

The Country continues to grow despite inherent structural 

weaknesses. It is this economic resilience and abundance of 

opportunity that makes South africa one hell of a place to live 

in. Why leave when the party is just starting?

Sid Wahi
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A day in Soweto

It was an ordinary day as, indifferently, I followed a photographer 

and a fellow journalist into dusty Soweto. Our task was to 

find out how residents were reacting to hiked electricity bills. 

We parked our car, got our notepads and camera equipment 

ready and began a trundle around the neighbourhood. It was 

simple: knock on doors and see who wanted to talk. 

unlike the gated estates in more suburban areas of 

Johannesburg, where you call first, are usually buzzed in by 

a security guard or enter some sort of elaborate code into 

a keypad and use the front door, in Soweto you simply and 

politely enter a person’s property and make your way to the 

back door to greet the inhabitants. No one tells you to get off 

their property.

In every home, we were invited to come in and drink tea 

without having to explain why we were trespassing. In one 

home, a man was running a spaza shop from his back garden. 

He pushed ice-cold frozen lollies into our hands as we were 

leaving. another woman took us on a tour of her home and 

let us hold her babies. 

South africa has its problems, sure. 

But it is warm, it is vibrant and it is diverse. 

and every now and then, someone gives you an ice lolly 

without asking anything in return. 

Tammy Sutherns
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A special bond

Now that I am back in South africa after two decades, having 

lived for extended periods in North america, europe and 

asia, I cannot imagine living anywhere else in the world.

Despite our political and economic problems, the perva-

siveness of corruption and the inability to provide the needed 

and promised public services, I believe that there is enough 

goodwill to see us through. There exists a special bond that 

unites us.

It is easy to understand how South africans in exile become 

nostalgic for our wide-open spaces, blue skies, sunshine and 

lekker braais.

I remain confident that we will get it right in the end, so 

don’t panic.

Sibs Moodley-Moore

No utopia

I visited australia earlier in the year and was surprised by how 

many people asked me whether I intended immigrating to 

australia. I found this question odd, not only because it wasn’t 

a question I would ask someone visiting South africa, but also 

because it was a question I don’t remember being asked on 

previous travels to the uSa, parts of Western europe, parts 

of asia and parts of africa. What was even more unexpected 
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was how surprised many of those people would be when I 

expressed how happy I was living in South africa and that I 

had no intention of moving to australia, or any other country 

for that matter. 

Whilst in Perth, I met up with a friend of mixed South 

african and australian heritage for drinks. although he didn’t 

ask me whether I intended to emigrate from South africa, 

he did ask me why I loved living in South africa. although I 

knew that I did in fact love living in South africa, the question 

made me wonder whether this love was purely because of 

my emotional attachment to the place or whether I actually 

found South africa a desirable place to live. I now know that 

the reason is a culmination of these.

It is no secret that there are many undesirable things about 

living in South africa, especially for someone from a country 

like australia. South africa is one of the world’s most unequal 

societies. expats and aspiring expats will be quick to tell you of 

the things that make living in South Africa difficult, such as the 

high prevalence of violent crimes, poverty, an underdeveloped 

public transport system, high rates of unemployment, racism 

and an often inefficient public service. It is no wonder that 

the people who choose to emigrate from South africa move 

to countries like australia, New Zealand and Canada where 

many of these problems are less prevalent. I too am well 

aware of these problems, yet I would still not trade living in 

South africa for any of these other countries.

relax dont panic book.indd   78 09/04/2014   06:51



79

unfortunately, none of these challenges are unique to South 

africa; they happen all over the world. Poverty, corrupt state 

officials, health problems, gender inequality, crime, racism, the 

state of the economy, homophobia and unemployment are all 

global issues. They are critical issues that we all ought to have 

opinions on and care about because they affect our global 

siblings. Whether you are rich or poor, black or white, gay or 

straight, young or old, living in South africa will force you to 

engage these realities and you will have an opinion on most 

of them. I know very few apathetic South africans and know 

many passionate ones. South africans have views and they 

are usually strong ones that they are passionate about. While 

poverty and all these other issues remain world problems, I 

think it’s very important to be inconvenienced by them and to 

actively engage them. In South africa not even wealth exempts 

you from engaging with poverty. If anything, it should make the 

wealthy more invested in helping it to come to an end because 

in that way you will worry less about your personal security.

What expats might forget to tell you about South africa 

is how beautiful the country is, inside and out. They might 

forget to tell you that not too long ago people who were 

raised to hate each other on the basis of their skin colour are 

now people who are learning to live together. Naturally they 

will butt heads, but they understand that they have no choice 

but to make it work. These people have to be honest about 

their views on race and class and find a way to negotiate these 
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views with one another in order to live together successfully. 

unlike many other nations, we make no excuses and face our 

past. We do not sugar-coat previous injustices and recognise 

their effects on the present.

expats might also forget to tell you that our written 

Constitution, which happens to be one of the best in the 

world, protects minority groups and allows us to have the 

kinds of discussions that saw same-sex marriages being 

legalised as early as 2006 in South africa. Not only was South 

Africa the first country on the African continent to recognise 

such unions, but was also the fifth country in the world to 

do so. The same Constitution also forced the government 

to rollout free antiretroviral treatment for people living with 

HIV/aids. South africa is an adolescent democracy and, like 

any teenager, is still finding its feet. It is exciting to watch the 

country discussing social justice issues and collectively trying 

to find lasting solutions to them. Often we will get it wrong, 

as we have in the past, but we will dust ourselves off and try 

again until we get it right.

Many South africans who have left our shores will be 

quick to tell you how South africa was better off under the 

previous regime and that ‘this country is going to the dogs. 

My question is, better for whom? It cannot be the majority of 

South africans.

Very few sensible people can deny that the current ruling 

party has had an underwhelming term in political office. 
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Maladministration, cronyism and grand corruption are a few 

reasons that have led to the monumental failures by the 

democratically elected government to adequately address 

South africa’s problems inherited from the previous regime. 

Having conceded that, however, South africa is still in a far 

better place under the current regime than its predecessor. 

according to Goldman Sachs, functional illiteracy was reduced 

from 33.6% in 1994 to 19.1% in 2013. access to basic services 

has also drastically been increased from 1994, where 85% of 

South African homes have now been electrified versus the 

59% in 1994. In 2011, 63% of South african homes had direct 

access to clean, running water compared to the 50% of homes 

in 1994.

More importantly, expats might also forget to mention 

how macro fiscal and monetary balances have improved. They 

might also neglect to mention that disposable income has risen 

for both black and white South africans to a point whereby the 

national tax base has grown from 1.7 million people in 1994 

to 13.7 million people in 2012; this has translated to revenue 

collection drastically increasing from R117 billion in 1994 to 

R817 billion in 2013. There are 500 000 more white South 

africans who have graduated from middle-class to upper-

middle-class income status from 1994 to 2013. White South 

africans are wealthier now than they were under apartheid. 

Most importantly, expats might also neglect to mention how 

the rise of the black middle class has led to a structural boost 
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in spending. There are now 5.1 million middle-class black 

South africans, a rise of 3.1 million people from the previous 

regime. all of these factors have contributed to the growth 

of the South african economy from $80 billion in 1994 to 

$400 billion in 2012. All these figures are according to a report 

compiled by Goldman Sachs evaluating the progress of South 

africa after 20 years of democratic rule and highlight that 

South africa is in a much better place now than it was two 

decades ago. This is not to say a lot more cannot be done, nor 

is it to excuse the aNC’s epic shortcomings.

Of course there are still lots of problems, and in some 

ways we are solving them and in others we need to work 

a lot harder. South africa is a country alive with possibility 

and is realising that possibility in countless ways. The decline 

of the aNC’s strong majority at the voting polls and the 

improvement of the opposition’s stake can only benefit our 

democracy and allow for it to become healthier and stronger. 

Much like in business, competition is healthy for politics and 

the threat of electoral defeat allows for more accountable 

government. This is extremely exciting to witness, although 

in relative infancy in the South african political landscape. The 

outcome of the next general election, in which the aNC will 

receive no more than 60% of the votes, will further illustrate 

this. 

I would love to be asked by an australian, or anyone else 

for that matter, why I enjoy living in South africa now that I 
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have reflected. I would tell them that I live in one of the most 

beautiful countries in the world; a country that not only boasts 

a picturesque landscape with exquisite beaches and breath-

taking hills and valleys, but also some of the most amazing 

and inspiring people you will ever meet in the world. I would 

tell them that I live in the most global kind of country where 

we can celebrate the best that the world has to offer without 

being sheltered from the sad and gripping, ugly realities that 

so many people in the world have to face on a daily basis. I 

would continue to tell them that I come from a country where 

people from all sorts of backgrounds are actively working to 

successfully live together. every day is a negotiation in South 

africa. 

My country is not for the faint-hearted; it is not for those 

who expect utopia on a silver platter without working hard for 

it or towards it. It is a country for fighters who can forgive and 

haters who can learn to love. It is a country where foes can 

become friends and dreams can become a reality. My country 

is a country where you have to be on your toes to survive; the 

lazy and the unfit often do not make it here, unfortunately. A 

country where you have to remain alert, because when you are 

not being overwhelmed by beauty of the people or the place, 

you are being smacked by reality and forced to remember 

what a disgusting, hurtful and unjust place the world can be. 

I love living in this country because you are constantly forced 

to be aware, alert and alive. living in South africa has made 
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me feel more alive than I have ever felt in any other country I 

have visited. 

I conclude with a quote from Joanne Fedler, a South african 

living in Australia who reflects on her experiences in South 

africa. It might make you understand exactly why I love living 

in this place:

‘South africa is a place of spirit-distorting paradox, a land 

with a bipolar disorder that swings you from joy to despair in 

the space of a heartbeat. It twists your arm behind your back 

and ties your sanity in a knot. It bullies you until you’ve forged 

your opinion on politics, crime, aids, the state of the roads, 

the economy or the politicians. It’s not for the wishy-washy or 

the fence-sitters. It demands you know who you are and what 

you stand for. It keeps you fit, on your toes and looking over 

your shoulder. It steals your purse and holds your soul ransom. 

as much as I was, at times, on the edge of sanity living there, 

I was also stimulated, driven and felt bungee-jumpingly alive. 

The shades of happiness and fear mottled. I knew that leaving, 

like chemotherapy, would kill off the best things in my life as 

well as the worst.’

Siya Mnyanda
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My country needs me

‘Do you have a problem going to Germany?’ someone asked me 

recently. adding, if it wasn’t obvious, ‘Because you’re Jewish?’

I was so confounded I didn’t know how to reply. It makes 

no sense. Why should I, an intelligent self-resolved man in my 

forties, have a lingering aversion to something that happened 

60 years ago? as truly horrendous as the Holocaust was, it’s 

both brackish and naïve to leap to such a simplistic conclusion. 

It’s the same kind of confounded reasoning that makes 

me wonder about that eternal question in the Johannesburg 

northern suburbs of my youth: are you going to leave? In the 

1980s it seemed – to those who had the wherewithal and 

could get a visa – like a legitimate question. In the darkest days 

of apartheid, if you could flee, many chose to – however much 

they would live to regret it, or at the very least pine for home. 

It’s different now. For any professional in the so-called 

knowledge economy, it’s a viable option. Not because you need 

to flee an iniquitous regime, but hard-working South Africans 

are prized around the world for being ‘grafters’. Our diligent 

work ethic is renowned. 

I choose to stay – and have done so twice very consciously 

– because this is my home. Call it trite, but I believe my 

country needs me. I’m beyond devastated at the cronyism 

and corruption that has become the county’s leadership. I’m 

saddened to the core of my soul that the Rainbow Nation has 

become a tenderpreneurs’ haven, that Nkandla could happen, 
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that metro cops are so easily bribed by drunk drivers, that the 

arms deal’s blatant lies have never led to any consequences. 

We have become a nation of no consequences.

Part of my reason for not leaving a few years ago (the 

second time I really considered it seriously) was because this 

is the most exciting continent to be on right now. It is truly 

africa’s time. and, as I ardently believe you are from where 

you are born, I am an african. an ashkenazi-african, to coin a 

phrase if it hasn’t already been. 

My moral universe, quite appropriately I’ve come to know, 

was defined by my father explaining to me what it is to be 

Jewish. He instilled in me a deep moral code based on the 

tenets of Judaism: be a mensch; don’t lie, steal, cheat or kill; 

respect people; and, above all, this powerful thought that there 

is a higher law than the laws of the land, the laws of G–d. I 

wouldn’t describe myself as religious but I do have a profound 

sense of faith, not in the anthropomorphic version of a benign 

grey-haired deity but in human nature. 

I believe that people can make a difference. I have many 

proof points, but two will suffice: Nelson Mandela and 

Desmond Tutu. 

I’ve had the should-I-stay-or-should-I-go conversation with 

so many people over the years, but I come back to a few, 

immutable basics. 

Firstly, South africa is my home. and I love it here. 

Secondly, my family and friends (well, most of them…) are 
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here. I want to spend as much time as I can with my parents, 

both of whom are 85, as I can. 

Thirdly, this is the most exciting place to be in the world 

right now – financially as well as opportunistically. 

Fourthly, and this is where I struggle, if I didn’t leave under 

apartheid why should I leave now? This is something I wrestle 

with a lot. under apartheid, it was easy to see the enemy, the 

big thing that was wrong. The corruption-infused state of South 

africa, with its morally corrupt leaders (with rare exception) 

and the many, many challenges (not least, economically) we 

face is harder to fight. It’s hard to find a way to combat all the 

appalling things that have happened to our beautiful country. 

I will confess to feeling hopeless on more and more days. 

But we survived apartheid. My ancestors survived the 

Holocaust. People walked out of concentration camps, found 

love again, had children and brought life where there was once 

death. 

South africa is into its third decade of democracy. I don’t 

know what I can do, or what meaningful impact I can truly have 

on my beloved country. 

But this is my home. The best way I can fight for it, like my 

father told me, is to be a mensch. and to be here.

 

Toby Shapshak, editor and publisher of stuff magazine
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Focus on the positives

With the damning exchange rates, crime, load shedding, poverty 

and numerous wildcat strikes and protests due to the failure of 

our government to deliver on its promises of better service 

delivery, it seems that South africa is in turmoil again. However, 

I see something different. I am not blind to the prevalent issues 

that our country faces, but instead I’ve decided to focus on the 

positives and the great opportunities – and there are many. 

South africa’s problems have been around for ages, but 

we now know what to expect and are figuring out sustainable 

solutions. Our economy is still one of the strongest on the 

continent and we remain the proverbial big brother to our 

neighbours.

We live in an incredibly diverse country and it’s this mixing 

pot of cultures, ethnicity, races, religions and characteristics 

that sets us apart from the rest of the world. Diversity  

promotes creativity and opens up a problem to a vast range 

of different perspectives. The fact that we have so many  

people from such different backgrounds means that we’ve 

learned to embrace these differences in others. It is the richness of  

diversity that drives our potential of opportunity. 

The opportunities for business expansion in South africa are 

rife. The fact that everything is moving towards mobile, digital 

formats, coupled with the planned rollout of new broadband and 

Wi-Fi technologies across South africa and africa, means that 

this continent is on the cusp of a technological breakthrough.  
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Globalisation has dissolved international borders and soon 

there will be no reason not to do business in South africa as 

our notoriously hard-working, diverse, opportunistic and cheap 

labour make for a massive win for all involved. a collective 

consciousness is enveloping South africa as we are becoming 

more focused on breaking the next big thing instead of copying 

it from the international trendsetters. 

Put aside being one of the most popular travel destinations 

in the world, our perfect climate, amazing landscapes and 

wonderful people, if we look at the future of South africa we’ll 

see that we’ve been gearing up for many years to finally make 

the jump and become a true economic powerhouse. 

South africans are creative and daring by nature, we are 

wholly kind-hearted and are all connected by a shared love for 

our country. Visitors to South africa, those who’ve lived here 

and even those who’ve left, cannot deny the magic and positivity 

of its inhabitants – it’s as if we know something that the rest of 

the world does not.

Despite its structural weaknesses, this country continues to 

grow. Just like the typical South african, our economy is resilient 

and determined, focused on overcoming the hardships in order 

to thrive, which it will, as it always does. as a proud South 

african, I’m happy to go a few hours without electricity if it 

means that I can live in one of the most beautiful countries in 

the world. 

Willem Breytenbach
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Where else would I want to be?

As I reflect on where South Africa is today, I just can’t help 

but think… Where else would I want to be? We have 

a democracy that was born with no civil war, we have a 

progressive environment that allows anyone (and I do mean 

anyone) who is willing to apply themselves to be successful – 

damn it, it let a boy from Mvezo change the world; in science, 

it gave birth to a boy on the dusty streets of Transkei whose 

dedication to ground-breaking rocket technology got him a 

star named after him; in business, it allowed a 29-year-old 

woman to run a JSe-listed company employing over 15 000 

people… 

In government, we have a government that has more 

gender inclusivity than most developed economies and, 

when we do not like something, we do not shy away from 

speaking up and do not talk below our breaths – we go on 

live TV, we write to the newspapers, we let everyone know 

of our unhappiness…

Is it messy sometimes? Of course it is. In South africa, I 

can choose to be outstanding at what I do and leave a mark. 

I cannot say the same for anywhere else. When I think of 

people who emigrated, I remember many of them being 

respected as leaders, and now – away from our vibrant 

society, consigned to history in a foreign land, far from the 

ground-breaking work they once did at home – they are 

confined to some hard bench, on someone’s watch, in the 
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bowels of an organisation that will never remember them or 

how great they once were. 

So do I think, as a country, we South africans will get a 

lot of things wrong? yes. Do I think we are capable of getting 

things right? Absolutely. So when I feel despondent sometimes, 

I just have to remember that there were role models, like 

Mandela and many others, who showed us that anyone can 

make a difference and, as Mandela himself said, ‘It always seems 

impossible until it is done.’ When people say ‘impossible’ to us, 

this nation, we say, ‘Bring it on!’ We are a nation of doers. We 

thrive on hope of a better life.

So, for me, the question is not why I chose to stay, the 

question is where else would I rather be? Of course, South 

africa, my country, my home.

Yolanda Cuba

Focus on the opportunities

I first visited South Africa 13 years ago when I was chair of 

an international hotel group to look at a site for a new hotel. 

I’m afraid I didn’t like that particular site but loved the country 

and returned later in the year and bought a home here. I have 

come to South africa three or four times a year ever since.

as well as the stunning beauty of the country, it has a First 

World infrastructure, talented and well-educated people 
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and has wonderful arts and culture. yes, there are many 

challenges, but I just wish that more people would focus on 

the opportunities the country has to offer.

I have to confess to this love affair with South africa, but 

after 14 years I should now refer to it as a marriage!

Lord Allen of Kensington CBE

Unwavering expectations

I like to believe that all South africans share the same patriotism 

as I do. South africa is home, after all. Isn’t it? 

We have it all: pristine rivers, picturesque mountains and 

perfect beaches. There may be places out there with deeper 

rivers, taller mountains and finer beaches, but there is no place 

on earth that can compete on all three like we can. 

above that, we have what few other countries have – 

unwavering expectations. We all expect South africa to be the 

best. We don’t care about moving from third to second place, 

we need to be on top. Think about our sports teams. They are 

only the subjects of pride when they’re number one. Who are 

the Proteas if they’re in second place?

How many times do people from Jozi tell you that their 

home city has the largest man-made forest in the world? 

Whether it’s true or not is irrelevant, the widespread belief that 

Johannesburg is number one makes it the point of conversation. 
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If suddenly Capetonians started believing that there was a more 

beautiful mountain than Table Mountain, no one would talk 

about it. They don’t care if it’s beautiful or not, their concern is 

that it’s the most beautiful. 

Our unwavering expectation that we should be nothing less 

than the best is amazingly powerful. It completely blinds us to 

the strides we’re making as a country every day. We fail to 

notice that we are all in a far better place than we were 20 

years ago. In fact, we’re in a much better place than we were 

five years ago. 

The fixation with being number one is our strongest point, 

and possibly our biggest weakness. every now and then we 

need to take a step back and consider how far we’ve come. 

We’re the best at a lot of things, but we’re rapidly getting far 

better at many more. 

Craig Rivett

i n  2 0 0 8  P e o P l e  w rot e …

How are you, South Africa?
It was a time when it was hard to be positive. When 
it seemed that fate, criminals and the South African 
government were conspiring to rub salt in the 
wounds. When three friends had been shot dead in 
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the space of a year. When eskom had suddenly woken 
from a decade-long slumber to discover it couldn’t 
deliver power to the people of South Africa.

It was especially hard to be positive when friends 
and acquaintances began making plans to depart for 
less-blighted landscapes. It was torture to be positive 
when friends who had already left the country wrote 
to say, ‘I told you so’ – not in triumphal tones, but in 
sad affirmation that they had ‘escaped’ in time.

But it wasn’t easy to be negative, either. I didn’t 
want to believe that we should simply give up on 
this beautiful country for which so many of us had 
sacrificed so much. I couldn’t accept that the South 
Africa that was so deeply ingrained in my soul could so 
easily be dismantled by murderers and bureaucrats.

As they have it in works of inspirational fact and 
fiction, this character needed a sign.

And then someone greeted me. It was an 
unremarkable greeting from a cashier in an 
unmemorable store in a faceless mall, and it was a 
greeting with no particular significance: ‘how are 
you?’ she asked. ‘good, thank you, and you?’ I replied. 
‘Fine, thank you, and thank you for asking,’ she 
responded.

I would have thought no more of it, but suddenly 
realised she was smiling as she rang up the items. 
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A new store policy? I glanced across at the other 
cashiers. It was business as usual: none of them was 
smiling. 

It was hardly the first time I had noticed that effect. 
But until that moment I had always taken for granted 
the ease with which people in South Africa greeted 
each other. I had unconsciously come to accept the fact 
that, if you ask total strangers how they are – whether 
encountering them in an elevator in a corporate 
palace, whether they are knocking on your door to 
sell a broom, or whether they are on the other end of 
a cash register – these South Africans will treat you 
as a human being rather than as a blur in the passing 
picture of faceless humanity.

So while it wasn’t the first time I had experienced 
a warm response to a simple greeting of a complete 
stranger, it came in the days after another friend had 
been murdered, and I was floundering for a sign that 
the end was not nigh. 

The sign was, in reality, the coalescing of many 
vague memories and encounters. It had been there all 
along.

For the next few days, I chose not to wait for the 
greeting, as I had tended to in the past. Instead, I asked 
that exquisitely simple question of every stranger 
with whom I interacted – in stores, parking garages, 
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at security entrances, offices, restaurants and filling 
stations: ‘How are you?’

The response was astonishing. Without exception, 
every one of the ‘strangers’ I addressed broke into 
a smile, often starting up a conversation about the 
weather, sometimes about my car, even about the shirt 
I was wearing, or perhaps about the state of South 
African sport. 

If I was distracted and forgot to ask the question, 
it would usually be asked of me. When I responded 
in kind, what would often have been an irritable 
encounter became an affirmation of the warmth 
lurking beneath the South African surface.

In the many countries to which privileged South 
Africans are fleeing, there is no tradition of such basic 
interaction between strangers, and its absence will 
probably not even be noticed. But a rich undercurrent 
in the lives of these nomads will disappear, and they 
won’t even know it.

Only three words, but they carry with them the 
hope of a wonderful country.

Arthur Goldstuck, Writer
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A calm centre
We are living in a world where changes are happening 
all around us. It is a time where people, in general, 
are feeling insecure and bewildered as to where to go 
and what steps to take to feel safer and more secure. 
In South Africa we are faced with negative press and 
negative conversation at the dinner table, sport fields 
or at work.

The consolation to all of this is that it does not  
matter which country you are living in, or how wealthy 
or poor you may be. The conversations you are hearing 
at home in South Africa are similar to those in other 
countries. In some cases the conversations elsewhere 
are far more daunting! The most important issue here 
is to try to keep your centre calm while the tornado of 
life and the world creates havoc around you. To keep 
yourself centred in the belief that you are doing all 
that you can to be a wiser, more enlightened individual 
who is making a positive impact on the world in which 
you live. 

We are truly the centre of our world and if you apply 
yourself in a positive way with positive actions you 
can only reap positive energy around you. Yes, we are 
scared at times and find ourselves faced with our fears 
– this is the challenge of being human. The challenge 
of growing into what you can truly be. South Africa 
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has faced battles that many countries have not had the 
courage to face – we have risen above and stood for the 
miracle of a country that has never been drowned in 
anarchy no matter our history or challenges. We have 
the most diverse environment, with the magic of our 
people that we can be so proud of.

I am a proud South African. I will always carry with 
me an upbringing and sense of being that I can only 
thank my country and fellow South Africans for.

Kim Feinberg, The Tomorrow Trust

For my children
If you read the newspapers every morning, as I do, you 
may be struck by how miserable we all are. If police 
catch a gang of cash-in-transit heist robbers, they are 
accused of excessive force. If a crime goes unresolved, 
the self-same police are accused of ineptitude. If you go 
online to the British or American newspapers you will 
find the same thing. The world has never seemed more 
miserable or afraid than it is now. But is that true? 
Are we really in a worse place than ever before? go 
back 30 or 40 years, front-page news included terror 
stories about the next Ice Age, nuclear war, the death 
of the nuclear family. There’s never been a time when 
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we haven’t been facing some kind of life-threatening 
or lifestyle-threatening crisis. Fear has become part 
of our DnA. With reason? Maybe. But it’s not a legacy I 
want to hand down to my children.

I want them to grow up golden in the sun that 
shines all year round, almost every day. I want them 
to swim in the warm seas off the north and south 
KwaZulu-natal coastline. I want to take them on hikes 
through the Drakensberg and teach them to braai. My 
head’s not in the sand about the problems we face, but 
there are opportunities for learning and growth here 
as well. My kids will grow up able to protect themselves 
from uV rays by wearing the sunscreen we never 
did, from living on landfill by learning to recycle. 
They will use electricity sensibly and value the land 
around them. The next generation is the one that will 
change the world, I am sure of it. nobel prize winner 
rabindranath Tagore said: ‘every child comes with 
the message that god is not yet discouraged of man.’ If 
the all-seeing, all-knowing eternal power has faith in 
us, then who are we to drown our hopes and dreams in 
newspaper headlines?

Sam Cowen, 94.7 Highveld Stereo

relax dont panic book.indd   99 09/04/2014   06:51



100

Make a difference
A country is defined by its people. no person is perfect 
and no country will ever be perfect. But every South 
African citizen can make a difference. each of us can 
choose whether we want the difference we make to 
have either a positive or negative impact. Building a 
healthy, vibrant nation is a journey. It requires every 
citizen to actively participate in the building process. 
It requires a government committed to social and 
economic development. And it requires a belief in and 
realisation of the greatness that defines South Africa. 

Andile Ngcaba, Chairman: Didata

Queueing
I’ll tell you a thing we do really well in South Africa and 
that’s queue! orderly, no pushing, all repelling queue-
jumpers but in a polite fashion. usually someone (me) 
is chatting to strangers – we greet one another, we pass 
comments. In short, we behave well regardless of the 
ethnic, gender, age mix. The power to make tomorrow 
the best.

Paddy Smith
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t h e  l a s t  wo r d

Life’s an obituary

I was grumpy. It was early and I was at the Department of 

Home affairs reapplying for a new South african ID book. 

When I reached the front desk an unhappy-looking woman 

told me I needed a more-recent ID photo because apparently 

I’d unrecognisably aged. That was great news. 

She directed me outside, around the corner to a 

photography booth housed in a construction container. Well-

aware of my history of horrid ID photos, with looks ranging 

from serial killer to victim of, I put my mind to stretching 

my early-morning stupor into a smile. a metre from me the 

photographer shuffled some settings, stood back, raised his 

camera and, just before shooting, he stopped. He lowered the 

lens, looked at me, and almost grimacing, asked, ‘Why are you 

putting your teeth like that?’

It was 8am in the middle of winter and I was at the 

Department of Home affairs, why was I putting my teeth like 

that? What was there to smile about? 

as a literature student I’m interested in the various 

ways of saying things. a couple of years ago I was teaching a 

Zulu-speaking gentleman how to read and, despite his usual 

painstaking politeness, whenever he made a reading mistake 

he’d mutter ‘fugged up’ in the same way I’d say ‘whoops’. 

Teaching the ‘oa’ sound in a homeless shelter, I asked what the 
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word ‘coast’ meant or where the coast was to a group of boys, 

and one 10-year-old told me that the coast is something you 

need to keep clear when you want to steal something – which 

was technically correct. The way we understand words and 

how we phrase them reveals the different worlds we see and 

the lives we’ve lived. Which is why getting to know a culture 

through learning its language is a good route to go.

and, when travelling to foreign countries, slippages in 

language and accents can colour communication in hilarious 

hues – should we have the beef stewganoff or the tequila sun 

rice? It’s one of my favourite parts of travelling. and travelling is 

one of my favourite parts of life. But four years ago, after a long 

bout of itinerant travels, I returned home to the prospects of 

comfort that inevitably made way for discontent. 

I grew up quite satisfied with where I lived but after a few 

years of travelling I returned, suddenly unsure of how to live 

in a country without bike lanes, organic markets and artisan 

bread. you know, survival sort of stuff. Despite knowing these 

omissions existed in a country where four million people have 

limited access to clean water and a quarter of the population 

are unemployed, on a Saturday morning I still wanted to walk 

to a café to read ballsy journalism and drink freshly-roasted 

coffee. Call me a sinner. 

This dissatisfaction was exacerbated by working for a travel 

magazine at the time. I proofread my way through New york’s 

finest espressos. Sleuth-like, I found passwords for bars I’d 
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never enter. I had late-night rendezvous with Germans about 

Berlin’s hippest hostels (over email, so what). and although 

I was googling and ogling over the bilious heights of urban 

coolness, I continued to be regularly invited to breakfast at 

Mugg & Bean. 

So I would dream up and save up for travels far from home 

and embalm them in posts about the coolest coffee shop in 

Tokyo or the most Balinese beach in Bali. But four years later, 

I find myself wanting to write about somewhere a little closer 

to home. Claustrophobically close, synonymous really.

last year I took a road trip from Joburg to Durban to Cape 

Town along the coast. I got to see South africa as a traveller. 

and what I saw was a staggering spectacle of coastlines, good 

people and urban finds. Theatre, like The Epicene Butcher at 

the Grahamstown Festival, had me in stitches with its pre-

manga-girly-giggling-meets-a-Japanese-telling-of-Robben- 

Island. In Knysna, Ile de Pain’s sourdough rivalled San Francisco’s 

and bettered it when smothered with their garlic porcini 

mushrooms. In Cape Town, Chandler House on Church Street 

invited me into a curiosity shop of good taste. Waterfalls of 

fabric flow across shelves and, with design siphoned from a 

seemingly secret past, VOC emblems sit pretty on porcelain 

plates. all the while owner Michael Chandler is likely to offer 

you a drink. 

and although a rickshaw ride on the Durban promenade 

has felt cool since childhood, from what I can tell local 
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experiences and quality offerings are growing exponentially. In 

the last four years, South africa in some ways has (and I’m going 

to take the liberty of using the word in its original incarnation) 

transformed. Well, as far as coffee, bread, markets and bike 

riding goes… things that give travel magazines something to 

write about, and things that make for fun businesses, cool 

products, hip jobs, interesting tourists and prouder citizens. 

Whereas Capetonians have always been a little smug, a 

wave of Joburg pride has swept the Reef – and in both cities 

with good reason. These days you can’t swing a cat without 

hitting a local market. But none of us are swinging cats. Instead 

we’re spending Saturdays eating paella and drinking Citizen 

beer. Or we’re browsing and accidentally buying beautiful 

things at the Collective market, a design market on a rooftop 

with champagne and a view of Joburg’s endless trees.

and although good coffee has become a neighbourhood 

norm, in Braamfontein, Father has perfected the caffeinated 

cup. The spectacle-clad baristas roast, swirl and serve up what 

has quickly become the finest coffee in the city, all without 

steaming up their hipster lenses. 

and it’s not that foreign models of quality are simply being 

replicated. Innovation with a specifically South African bent 

makes the Joburg hullabaloo not only a hullabaloo but also 

genuinely interesting. 

Twin brothers, Justice and Innocent Mukheli, and Vuyo 

Mpantsha of iseeadifferentyou photography collective are 
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capturing the city’s emerging spirit of effortless cool. They’re 

capturing the stirring beauty in a place of hybrids. From 

their Soweto self-portraits in suits – leaning against an old 

beige Merc – to 4th avenue, Parkhurst, where in wee-hour 

darkness Vuyo sits on a chair in the middle of the street, 

reading a book, wearing tweed. They weave together props 

representing a panoply of props: iPhones and old cameras, 

braces and sneakers, skylines and shebeens. The images reflect 

a kaleidoscope of influence – of times, of fashion, of people. 

The collective embodies confidence in a culture aware of its 

own locality and the creativity it inspires. 

local innovation is moving in an increasingly quirky realm. 

Film-makers Team Best recently broke the world record for 

the fastest film ever made, in a film capturing one night in 

Joburg. Another world first has emerged over at Joburg Zoo 

where a live-tweeting badger shares tidbits of squawking 

hadedas or a little boy visitor picking his nose. 

another young entrepreneur has established GaNG, a 

mentorship programme that pairs promising students with 

inspiring professionals to create a platform to share knowledge 

and build relationships, avenues to grow talented youth. 

This spirit of possibility seems to be all around; most of 

the creators I’ve mentioned are friends of mine, balls-to-the-

wall friends who decided to make something they love because 

they live in a place that inspires and allows it. It was a liberating 

realisation to find that the things I thought were missing in South 
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africa weren’t missing but were simply yet to be created. So if 

I felt like I lived in a city without interesting postcards, I could 

ask local artists to join me in making some, or if our croissants 

weren’t as deliciously flaky as they were in Paris, I could learn 

and show people how to make them, and if adult illiteracy 

made me cry at night, I could teach people how to read.

But an image of South africa as a land of opportunity and 

innovation is often drowned out in the bog-down of foreign 

media. The trouble is South africa is a place that needs to 

be felt from the inside. From the place you can hear the 

reverberations of a gospel choir practising in a back room, 

and where you can lie on the grass between mountains and 

watch an outdoor film with someone you love, and where 

you can dance with a generation of Joburgers on a rooftop 

in Maboneng while the sun sets and everyone’s coloured in 

a balmy dusky pink. and although the country is still steeped 

in issues, a visit to the heart-rending and impressively curated 

apartheid Museum provides a space to look back and 

remember how far the country’s come. 

The irony about this post is that I’m leaving South africa 

this week. and, like the poorly-timed obituary, why pay tribute 

to a place you love once you leave it? Perhaps it has something 

to do with my ineptitude to wholly appreciate the thing I have 

while I have it. Instead I tend to commemorate things just 

after they’re gone. life’s an obituary, I suppose. So for years 

I’ve written posts about foreign countries I very much liked, 
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but have never said much about South africa, a country that 

peels you back, breathes into you and on a scale of beauty to 

brutality unstitches you from the inside. 

But I think this post is more of a disclaimer. Something to 

say that although I think travelling positively humbles us, and 

I know the world has plenty to teach me, about postcards 

and croissants and who knows what else, and I’m desperately 

excited to go, I’m also desperately sad to leave. So I wanted 

to say these things, mostly just to say, that not everyone who 

goes, goes to leave. 

Jacqueline Landey 
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w h e r e  to  f ro m  h e r e ?

Many of us in South africa may be mired in depression at our 

own mediocrity, but when you take a step back and look at 

the fundamentals, life is less sad. 

We have over $2 trillion of platinum reserves still in the 

ground. We have over $2 trillion of gas reserves in the Karoo. 

We have a booming new middle class and we are on the 

doorstep to africa, the world’s fastest-growing region for the 

coming decade. 

The Internet is here and can’t be rolled back. It’s not a 

question of ‘if ’ everyone will one day be on the grid, it’s a 

question of ‘when’. When that day comes you will see an 

explosion of creativity and opportunity. 

This is the wave of a lifetime, and when your kids ask you 

one day what you were doing when the wave was breaking, 

you’ll find it quite awkward to say, ‘I was sitting on the sidelines 

moaning about potholes.’ you want to be on this wave, 

paddling like crazy, knowing that if you do miss out no one can 

say you didn’t try.

You can find more positive South African stories on these 

websites: 

•   www.sagoodnews.co.za  

– South africa, The Good News showcases the good 

stories.
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•   www.homecomingrevolution.com  

– Homecoming Revolution is dedicated to supporting 

South africans returning from abroad.

•    www.scsh.co.za  

– The Stop Crime… Say Hello website has some great 

ideas for getting involved in making South africa a 

wonderful country. 

And, as always, you can find the rest of the news in the media.

Let’s hope we can go another five years without needing to 

publish a collection entitled: Panic!
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