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‘Free at last!’: When 
black South Africans 
could finally vote
PARIS: Black South Africans voted for the first time
in April 1994, turning out in droves for a jubilant
election that was the final death blow to centuries of
white domination. Here is an account of that historic
event, based on AFP reports from the time.

Snaking queues
Long lines of black voters snaked back from

polling stations across the country over the four
days of voting from April 26 to 29. The first day was
reserved for the elderly, ill, pregnant women and
officials who would be on duty when general polling
opened on April 27. Even a series of deadly bomb-
ings on the eve of the election, blamed on white
right-wing extremists, could not dampen the enthu-
siasm of the 22 million voters fired up by the end of
the apartheid system of white-minority rule imposed
in 1948.

“I don’t mind standing here even if it is raining
because I have been waiting for 46 years to vote,”
one man said in a queue in Cape Town. African
National Congress (ANC) leader Nelson Mandela
cast his ballot in the Inanda black township near
Durban, watched by a barrage of photographers and
journalists. “We have now moved from an era of pes-
simism, turmoil and conflict,” the smiling anti-
apartheid hero said. “Now we are starting a new era
of hope, reconciliation and nation-building.”

‘Indescribable’
Hours before the 9,000 polling stations opened

on April 27, the orange, white and blue apartheid-
era flag was lowered for the last time at ceremonies
in all the provincial capitals. There were cheers in
Johannesburg as a crowd of about 300 witnessed
the hoisting of the new multi-colored flag. Outgoing
president FW de Klerk - who had cleared the way
for the end of apartheid when he unbanned the ANC
and released Mandela in 1990 - voted in the plush
Pretoria suburb of Arcadia. It is “a great day for
South Africa,” he said. “Today is the start of a new
era.” He went on to Johannesburg’s black township
Soweto to watch Foreign Minister Pik Botha cast his
ballot, cheered by emotional black voters who
shouted, “I love you!”.

Mandela’s estranged wife Winnie Madikizela-
Mandela also drew heavy media attention when she
cast her ballot in the Katlehong black township east
of Johannesburg. “It’s indescribable. I don’t think
you can put it into words for people who haven’t
paid as high a price as we have. I’m ecstatic,” she
said. Nobel Peace Prize winner Archbishop
Desmond Tutu was also overjoyed, despite having to
wait 45 minutes at his voting station in Guguletu
outside Cape Town for ballot papers to arrive. “You
just want to yell, dance, jump and cry all at the same
time,” he said while queueing.

Voting extended
But the day belonged to the ordinary black South

Africans who brought plastic chairs to sit on and
umbrellas to shade them during the inevitable long
wait. Salphy Molea, a domestic worker who voted in
Johannesburg, said: “Really, I’m feeling very happy.
We’ll pray to God to give everybody a better life.”
Her white employer, Rosalyn Messerschmidt, said
she was “very positive”. Polling was extended into a
third day in some areas where logistical glitches
meant that thousands had not been able to cast their
precious first ballots. —AFP

COLIGNY: Not many people had heard of Coligny in
South Africa’s North West province until 2017, when
the murder of a black teen by two Afrikaner farmers
revived the demons of racism and inequality. The killing
highlighted that a quarter century after the demise of
apartheid, the social fabric of the “Rainbow Nation” is
still run by race and relations are often marred by sus-
picion and hostility.

Coligny made international headlines when 16-year-
old Motlhomola Mosweu was accused of stealing sun-
flowers from a local farm, put into a van and driven to a
police station by two farmers Pieter Doorewaard, 26,
and Phillip Schutte, 34. Mosweu allegedly jumped out
of the van and suffered neck injuries, dying a short
while later. Others say he was thrown out. 

A high court judge later found the two guilty of mur-
der, kidnapping and intimidation, calling their actions
“disgraceful”. His death has sparked mass protests,
leaving a trail of destruction with houses and trucks
torched and shops looted and damaged. Calm has since
returned but the atmosphere in the town remains frag-
ile. Tewie Pieters, the pastor of the town’s redbrick
Dutch Reformed church, last Sunday asked his congre-
gation - about 50 well-to-do whites - to offer prayers
for Doorweaard and Schutte, who got 23- and 18-year
jail terms for the murder. Both men are appealing the
sentence.

‘Rumors and false stories’ 
“Before that there was no tensions in Coligny, it

was good times,” Pieters said, after his sermon. “Both
communities were quite committed for good relations
so we were so surprised when those riots happened,”
he said. “They just looted and destroyed during one
week.” “Reconciliation means bridge gaps between
people, understanding, taking care of each other, lis-
tening to others’ frustrations,” he said. A “peace
forum” has been launched with meetings between the
communities while damaged buildings are repaired by
volunteers.

Retired farmer Henk Myburg said there were con-
flicting versions of events. “It was a disaster.
Everybody has his own version of what happened. I
believe the biggest problem was the rumors and the
false stories that were spread,” the 63-year-old said.
“All of us have some mindset about what some others
have done. We needed to talk together urgently.” The
town is cut in two by a railway track. On one side lie
pretty houses with immaculate gardens housing some
2,500 people, predominantly white.

Shacks meanwhile line Tlhabologang, a black shan-
tytown on the other side that is home to a population
10 times larger. “I was born here. I don’t want to say
that racist people don’t exist, but there are not so much
racists,” said Kenneth Ngakane, pastor at an evangeli-
cal church in the shantytown. “People here hire black
people. If we say white people must go, we have a very
serious problem because black people have no facto-
ries in Coligny... we have to work together,” the 41-
year-old said.

The yawning gap between the haves and the have-
nots continues to bite. “In the township so many youth
are unemployed... This guy is having a degree in psy-
chology and he’s unemployed. There are so many like
him. This situation generates anger,” said Stanny
Mnyakama, a headmaster and community leader in
Tlhabologang. Nationwide statistics are alarming. A
total of 30.5 percent of the black majority is unem-
ployed, against 8.0 percent among whites. The average
monthly salary of a black person is 3,000 rand ($210)
against 12,500 rand for a white counterpart.

However, despite this, 60 percent of South Africans
interviewed in 2017 were of the view that race relations
had improved since 1994, when the apartheid regime
ended, according to the SA Institute for Race Relations.
“There are a number of incidents, they make the head-
lines, they are dealt with the right way, they are
referred to the courts. I don’t think it shows we have a
problem, I think it shows that we are a fairly mature
society,” said the institute’s director Frans Cronje.

‘Normal segregation’ 
Others dismiss the existence of racism outright like

wealthy Coligny farmer Pieter Karsten, who is the father of
one of the men jailed for the murder. “There is no racism
here. It’s normal segregation between rich and poor peo-
ple,” Karsten said. “The jobs are here but they don’t want to
work. They are all used to live on grants,” he said. “People
should stop looking back to what happened before 1994
and start looking forward. The government is doing nothing
for them. They should start blaming their own people. Some

people are creating racism simply because they think they
can get votes in fuelling hate,” he said, blaming the ruling
African National Congress (ANC), the continent’s oldest
liberation movement. The allegation leaves local ANC
leader Vermaas Josiah fuming. “The problem is only those
two white men who killed the boy, the recklessness of them.
It was a racist act,” he said. “We didn’t put more fuel on the
fire, no. As politicians we were supporting the population
because we felt that Matlhomola should not have died but
we were not encouraging people to make violence.” —AFP

Murder of a black teen revives the demons of racism, inequality

One-horse South African town 
still scarred by ‘racist’ murder

COLIGNY: Photo shows the grave of Matlhomola Mosweu in a cemetery of Coligny, some 120kms west of
Johannesburg. On April 20, 2017, the killing of 16 year-old Matlhomola Mosweu by two white farmers
plunged Coligny into violence and rekindled the old demons of racism, which continues to poison South
Africa a quarter of a century after the end of the war. —AFP 

S African apartheid:
Race-based system 
ended 25 years ago
PARIS: South Africa’s first all-race vote
25 years ago turned the page on an
oppressive system of racial segregation
called apartheid that for roughly 50
years privileged whites over blacks. Here
is a reminder.

Races apart 
Apartheid - an Afrikaans-language

word meaning the state of “apartness” -
became official government policy in
1948 when the conservative National
Party took power. 

It formalized a system of white-
minority domination in place soon after
European settlers started arriving on the
southern tip of Africa more than 300
years before, most coming from The
Netherlands and Britain. Apartheid was
built on laws that classified people as
black, colored (mixed race), Indian or
white. The races were separated in every
aspect including at school, work and
hospitals, and where they could live and
shop. Jobs were reserved for certain
races; marriage and sex across the color
bar was forbidden; even beaches, buses
and park benches were allotted accord-
ing to skin color.

White-minority rule
Whites - who made up less than 20

percent of the population - had owner-
ship of more than 80 percent of the land.
They controlled the economy, including

the lucrative mining sector, and all politi-
cal levers. Blacks had no right to vote
and were relegated to inferior jobs, edu-
cation and services.  They were made to
live in neglected townships on the out-
skirts of urban areas or in various disad-
vantaged ethnic-based homelands called
“Bantustans”. Until 1986 black South
Africans were obliged to carry a pass-
port-like document called a pass book
which restricted their movements. To
maintain the system, the apartheid gov-
ernment imposed severe censorship and
relied heavily on its security forces, with
compulsory conscription for white males
between 1967 and 1993.

The fight back
The African National Congress

(ANC) led the resistance to apartheid,
first adopting non-violent tactics such as
strikes, boycotts and civil disobedience
campaigns. Among the first major
protests was a boycott of government
buses in the Alexandra township in 1957.
In 1960 a march in Sharpeville against
the hated pass books became a mas-
sacre when police opened fire on the
crowd, killing 69 blacks. In 1960 the
government banned the ANC and other
black opposition, and imposed a state of
emergency. Underground and in exile,
the ANC turned to armed struggle. In
1964 one of its leaders, Nelson Mandela,
was sentenced with others to life in
prison for sabotage. He was behind bars
for 27 years, becoming the world’s best-
known political prisoner of the time and
an icon of the anti-apartheid struggle.

Sanctions 
The Sharpeville massacre brought

world attention to the regime’s brutal
repression, leading to the start of its
international isolation. South Africa was
excluded from the Olympic Games,
expelled from the United Nations, put
under arms and trade embargoes.
Internationally renowned personalities
became activists against apartheid, with
a major rock concert at London’s
Wembley Stadium in 1988 honoring
Mandela.

Apartheid abolished 
It came as a shock when in 1990

President FW de Klerk, in power for just
five months, announced the legalization
of the black opposition. Within days

Mandela walked free after 27 years in
jail; within a year and a half, apartheid
was over, its discriminatory laws undone.
Its dismantling was celebrated with the
1993 Nobel Peace Prize awarded to
Mandela and de Klerk. The transition to
democracy was not without hurdles with
white extremists violently resistant and
rivalry between ANC militants and the
Zulu party Inkhata breaking into deadly
violence. The first all-race elections were
held in 1994 and black South Africans
queued for hours to cast a vote for the
first time in their lives. The ANC won by
a landslide and Mandela became the
country’s first black president. Apartheid
was over.  —AFP

JOHANNESBURG: File picture shows Nelson Mandela (center) and his then-wife
anti-apartheid campaigner Winnie raising their fists and saluting cheering
crowd upon Mandela’s release from the Victor Verster prison near Paarl. —AFP

S Africa: Milestones 
in 25 years since 
democracy
JOHANNESBURG: South Africa has travelled a
difficult road since the first all-race elections in
April 1994 ended more than three centuries of
white domination. Here are some milestones.

1994: First black president 
The party that led the fight against apartheid,

the African National Congress (ANC), wins the
first multi-racial elections with nearly 63 percent
of the vote. In May 1994 Nelson Mandela is
sworn in as the country’s first black president. He
heads a unity government that includes former
president FW de Klerk, who had succumbed to
local and international pressure and unbanned
the ANC. In June South Africa is readmitted to
the United Nations after two decades of exclu-
sion because of its apartheid policies.

1999: Mbeki takes over 
In June 1999 Mandela, aged 80, stands down

after one term, handing over to his deputy Thabo
Mbeki as the ANC again wins general elections.
Re-elected in 2004, Mbeki is eventually forced
out of office in September 2008, made to resign
by the ANC amid a power struggle with the par-
ty president Jacob Zuma. With South Africa con-
fronted by the biggest HIV/AIDS epidemic in the
world, Mbeki is criticized for questioning the link
between HIV and AIDS, and resistance to public

treatment programs. Zuma becomes the first Zulu
president in 2009 when the ANC again wins
general elections.

2006: Gay marriage 
In November 2006 South Africa becomes

the sole African nation to allow gay marriage
when a controversial civil union bill receives the
final seal of approval. It is greeted enthusiastical-
ly by many but also opposed by religious
groups, conservatives and traditionalists, with
strong anti-gay prejudice remaining.

2010: Africa’s first WCup
In 2010 South Africa becomes the first country

on the continent to host the football World Cup,
spending billions of rand on construction of 10 stadi-
ums and other infrastructure. Despite worries about
crime, the June 1 to July 11 event is a success-even if
the home team are eliminated early-hosted in nine
cities and boosting the economy and tourism.

2012: Marikana shooting 
In August 2012 police deployed to break up a

strike at the Marikana platinum mine northwest
of Johannesburg shoot dead 34 miners. It is the
worst police violence since the end of apartheid
as 44 people perish. A dark moment for then
Lonmin mine director and current president
Cyril Ramaphosa, despite being exonerated by a
judicial inquiry in 2015.

2013: Mandela dies
In December 2013 Mandela dies aged 95

after a long battle against lung infection and sev-
eral hospitalizations. “Our nation has lost its
greatest son,” Zuma announces on television. A

memorial service in Soweto draws tens of thou-
sands of people, including about 100 world
leaders such as US President Barack Obama and
Cuban President Raul Castro. His body lies in
state for three days.

2018: Zuma forced out 
Calls mount for Zuma to quit in March 2016 as

South Africa’s top court says he flouted the con-
stitution and used public funds to upgrade his pri-
vate residence. As scandals pile up, the anti-cor-
ruption watchdog in November 2016 charges that

he allowed a wealthy Indian business family, the
Guptas, undue influence over the government. In
October 2017 the Supreme Court of Appeal rules
he is liable for prosecution over almost 800
counts of corruption relating to a 1990s arms
deal. Zuma is forced by a court in January 2018 to
appoint an investigation into corruption. The
ANC demands he steps down, which he reluc-
tantly does in February 2018. He is replaced by his
deputy president, Cyril Ramaphosa, who vows to
tackle state corruption and is standing for election
on May 8.  —AFP

WESTERN CAPE: A man prepares an open plot among huts, built with sheets of
metals, in the makeshift illegally established and informal settlement in
Khayelitsha, about 35km from the centre of Cape Town.  —AFP


