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HOW DO 
I LIVE 

IN THIS 
STRANGE 
PLACE?

Welcome to Orania  
A six-part travelogue, in which a 21-year-

old Afrikaner questions his cultural 
estrangement  

on the day Madiba died
By Karl Kemp / Photos by Jaco du Plessis
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CAUTIOUS PARTNERS
Kennedy meets with 
Soviet Premier Nikita 
Khrushchev in Vienna 
in June 1961.

WHEN THE MUSIC’S OVER (In which Mandela dies in dramatic fashion.)
I met a man in a bar in Orania last night who didn’t know what Stellenbosch 

University was. 
“Is daar wit mense daar?” [“Are there white people there?”] he asked.
“Wel, ja,” [“Well, yes”] I replied.
“Dan is jy welkom hier.” [“Then you’re welcome here.”]
The bar, called De Boer, is situated in the industrial side of the dorp. We traipse 

there past dilapidated cars and sheets of corrugated iron littered on the ochre dust 
road, away from the dorp centre and into an isolated part of an isolated town. In-
side are lean young boys in rugby shorts and kaktrapper boots – the ones with 
the thick socks poking out the top. Many of these socks are luminous orange. Less 
women, but they were there – among about 25 of us altogether, on a Friday even-
ing. Locals have christened us “die twee Stellenbossers”. I don’t think any of them 
are aware I’m a journalist. (At least, I hope not; they may have spotted my accred-
itation card when I paid for a round of shots.) 
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Nelson Mandela died at 23:30 that night. I didn’t know. I was being taught 
how to sokkie.

A gangly 25-year-old asks me why I don’t know how to langarm. 
“Het jy nie ’n sussie nie?” [“Don’t you have a sister?”]
“Ja, ek het.” [“Yes, I do.”]
“Nou hoekom kan jy nie dans nie?” [“So how come you can’t dance?”]
I don’t know how to respond. A dark-haired girl in a rooi rokkie pulls me 

away in time. I’m starting to think skinny jeans were a bad idea. She and 
her sister tell me about the soutie who interviewed them a few years back, 
the one who shoved words and lies in their mouths about their reasons for 
going to university. Some later Googling reveals him to be a Vice writer who 
visited here in 2010. I commiserate. This is typical of the liberal media. The 
irony whistles as it flies over my head. I keep telling them I’m not sure I want 
to do a story about this place.

All the while, the heat grows more intense, the music louder, the lighting 
more visceral. Dozi and Hofmeyr are eating a hole in my eardrums. I’m not 
sure whether it’s the cheap brandy and Coke or the fact that these people are 
starting to warm to me. Why did I come here? Why is that question sudden-
ly less important? I’m not sure I want to remember what I’ve seen and heard 
these past few days. What I’ve read in the media. In local youth culture rags, 
and Mahala, Vice and Huisgenoot. Words in ink, on screens, out of reality. 
They can’t compare. They can’t compare to this jol. I haven’t blasphemed for 
hours. My jeans seem awfully tight; my hair too long, my arms not sinewy 
and tanned enough. I stop asking people why they live here and what it’s like. 
I start asking them about the local rugby and how to drop a girl properly on 
the dansbaan. I start thinking, in descending order, about how much I loathe 
my English writing, my English studies, quotas, white guilt, the fucking lib-
erals who would sell out the farmers who built this country.

By 23:00, I’m a train-smash of brandy and Jagermeister spilling into an 
identity I never knew I had.

“Is daar wit mense hier?”
“Wel, ja. Daar’s baie.”
“Jaco (du Plessis, my photographer), die plek loop.”
“Ja bra.”
 I’m chatting to Rooi Rokkie and her sister around 23:20. We’re familiar 

now. Double vision. I’m not sure which sister is which. They’re both so sim-
ilar, so nice, so absolutely incorruptible. They wouldn’t look right in Voor-
trekker dresses. I don’t want to ask them what it’s like living in an exclusively 
white, Afrikaans, Christian town anymore. I want them to know that I used 
to be Afrikaans too.

And then dour-faced Jaco, who had made the 950km trip with me, shoves 
his phone-screen in my face and I squint to make out the blurry text: 

Mandela is dood.

 A group chat. I’m disbelieving. An epitaph against a green WhatsApp 
background.

“Wag ’n bietjie, wag ’n bietjie, warrefok.” 
But Twitter confirms, and Facebook confirms, and text comes into focus 

and lights grow dimmer. We walk outside and scroll. Dead still, thumbs going 
crazy, coordination still slightly o!-kilter, everywhere and everyone blaring 
the same news. Rooi Rokkie and her sister join us. 

“Mandela is dood, nê?” 
It’s chilly outside. Her face is inquisitive. I know this girl now. She’s highly 

intelligent. Pretty face. Studying history honours and wants to measure the 
socio-economic state of the country pre- and post-’94 with the skills she’s 
equipping herself with.

“Nou gaan hierdie plek weer oorloop van joernaliste.” 
The drone of the tre!ers is pulsating against my eardrums. Suddenly I have 

a massive headache, like the hangover has come early. Still scrolling, scroll-
ing. Waiting for a tweet to tell me to wake up. Waiting for a tweet about a cat 
or a fucking selfie. Anything. All of it is hashtagging the point home deeper 
and deeper. A litany of RIPs jostling for position. Who knew so many people 
existed? It’s not grief. It’s shock, to an extent. Mostly just the sense of some-
thing seismic shifting on a global scale that I can’t feel, even though I should. 
I look up from the phone screen and there are faces I’ve been dancing and 
drinking with all night staring at me expectantly, inquisitively. They don’t un-
derstand why I’ve gone quiet.

Friends call. 
“Bra, is jy nog in Orania?” [“Brother, are you still in Orania?”]
“Bra, wat sê die mense? Wat gaan aan?” [“Brother, what are people say-

ing? What’s happening?”]
“Ou – ”
“Karl – ”
“Dude, jy gehoor? Hoe lyk Orania?” [“Dude have you heard? How is Ora-

nia?”]
“Is jy oraait?” [“Are you allright?”]
“Bra!”
It’s fucking 23:30. Since when are my friends this political? It dawns: Nel-

son Mandela is dead. This is not a drill. Mandela is fucking dead. 

THE ROAD TO NOWHERE (In which the writer indulges himself una-
bashedly, and a slight narrative describes the point of physical entry.)

I didn’t go to Orania expecting Nelson Mandela to die. The universe had 
dumped this monolithic piece of history straight into my lap with no recip-
rocal e!ort on my part. I didn’t know what to do. It came down to a balance 
between dignity and betrayal because, truth be told, I’d been having a good 
time in De Boer prior to my colleague shoving a phone screen in my face, 

the words “Mandela is dood” written out in luminous black. Away from the 
“Rainbow Nation”, in the heart of the attempted Volkstaat, located along the 
Orange (Gariep) River in the Northern Cape, the news penetrated straight 
through the haze of booze and song. A klaxon call to my sensibilities. I’d been 
very close to turning. Not from the path of the new South Africa, but from the 
path of self-hate. Cultural hate. Retribution on my own people.

It was extremely loud. “Liefling”, “Kaptein”, something by Dozi – that bar 
had its finger firmly on the pulse of Northern Cape Afrikaans culture. Pa-
trons walked in and started sokkie-dancing. Nobody downed Dutch cour-
age or stumbled over those first awkward greetings. Straight to revelry, 
straight to comfort. What else could an estranged Afrikaans 21-year-old do 

under these circumstances? Refuse a welcoming into what is the universal 
assumption of my heritage? Donner, no way. We drank brandy and Coke like 
we’d discovered long-lost relatives after 10 years spent amongst foreigners – 
Jaco and I found a family we didn’t know we had. But I couldn’t understand 
them; I couldn’t really relate. Still, in all my lecture halls, in all political de-
bate, in all blogposts, the Afrikaner is painted the oppressor, the extremist, 
the antagonist: “The Dutchman”. The Oranians were all of these things in dif-
ferent measures, but it was normative. Comfortable. No questioning. I was 
no longer on the fringe. I was warmly received back into the womb that had 
birthed me, somehow purposefully ignorant of the rot that had festered un-
derneath the deepest layers. I’d been hesitant. Patriarchy? You have no idea. 
This town was built on the rigid founding tenets of Calvinism and the Boer 
backbone code. It says so right in their founding document. You spend your 
teenage years refuting something that personal, facing it head-on will make 
you slightly shaky driving into its maw. 

What we didn’t know, and what we wanted to confirm for ourselves, was 
how poor media coverage of this former government-regulated waterworks 
town has been. Liberal journalists come here to prove a point, to use their lin-
gual abilities to say “Ha! I told you so!” with a few more seat-of-the-pants-in-
spired adjectives added to their arsenal, having taken the tour and confirmed 
that yes, indeed, there are no black people in this tiny part of the world. Half-
baked facts left at the introduction to make expressive points that the audi-
ence wants to read, to console themselves that some things are too certain 
to doubt. Invective, narrative, emotive – this isn’t what a news report is sup-
posed to be or contain. So we wanted to make sure. We wanted to see wheth-
er our criticism of many media houses was justified. After all, we’re in train-
ing. We’re deciding where to go when we finish university, when life starts, 
when identity means more than barroom debates and residence placement 
policies. You can’t delude yourself that objectivity is alive and kicking if you 
haven’t seen the destruction first-hand. What’s “left” and “right” anyway? This 
town is straight down the middle of the country.

The tears in the town’s social fabric are evident. The lingering mystique, the 
journalistic fog that’s been cast over this town by international newspapers 
and documentaries is an illusion. It’s the Northern Cape. It’s the same place, 
it’s the same heat, and it’s the same dull, aching monotony that city-dwell-
ers are morbidly allergic to. It’s the same people. You’d only fail to realise this 
if you steadfastly avoided this part of the country for most of your life. But 
for Jaco and I, this was normal. We drove 10 hours from Bellville and passed 
through a dozen other places exactly like this one, each just more sparsely 
populated and dry than the last. Orania wasn’t even the driest. It was unas-
suming. There are no oranje-blanje-blou flags draped everywhere. Rolling up 
amid the golden vaalveld, Jaco tells me that “platteland” means low popu-
lation density. He’s said this after a lengthy silence. The radio kept receiving 
RSG. We’re infiltrating this place because we’re not sure whether we’re going 
to introduce ourselves as stoic news-gatherers or friendly vakansiegangers.

The main road still belongs to the province. It slithers through the epicen-
tre of the town like a pofadder. Anyone can drive up there. I wonder wheth-
er farm workers from neighbouring areas ever drive through there drunk 
and shout obscenities. Tucked in on either side are the fringes of the minor 
sprawl of shops and houses. It’s neat, cosy. That’s the only di!erence I no-
tice straight away. We could’ve been in my Oupa’s hometown. It had pristine 
streets and some forced leafy boroughs. This place’s aesthetic impact is what 
your prejudices project into it. I could see myself detesting this place on sight 
if I was a modern middle-class black person with a passing interest in poli-
tics. And I could also see myself as my uncle or Oupa rejoicing at finding ref-
uge in a well-organised farm community. And for us, a couple of boys who 
grew up holidaying in similar terrain, our prejudice was only informed by 
what we’d heard from the media thus far. The identity debate had germinat-
ed in my consciousness years ago, but I’d never felt it as fully as I did pulling 
up here. Going to an English high school erased the two-tone from my per-
sonality. Having a slightly more liberal family than most – minus the Kurt 

[Darren] and the Steve [Hofmeyr], and being af-
fluent made going to the farm less of a work ex-
perience and more of an opportunity to read up 
on Joseph Conrad and Rudyard Kipling. Part of 
Generation Y and those that grew up with Fokof-
polisiekar, we are not yesteryear’s Afrikaner. 
We’re the lost middle-class, the nameless who 
can’t tell their Smuts from their Strijdom. And 
it’s those two forces competing for dominance in 
my head that led us here on a self-created pre-
tence of a journalistic endeavour, I finally real-
ise. To this stretch of dust and golden veld o! the 
N1, the closest “normal” town named, somewhat 
ironically, Hopetown. We want to drive around 

for a while, soak in the sights and get a mind map going, but it’s just too small. 
Poof. We’re through. Into the lost lands of our forefathers’ final resting place. 
Into the final resting place of my last memory of a living Madiba.

HEMEL OP DIE PLATTELAND (In which a tour is taken, allegations 
made and the town is explained by its inhabitants.)

Orania reads everything written about it, disagrees with almost all of it 
and doesn’t seem to be a!ected by any of it. It’s active on twitter, it’s active 
on social media and politics and engages despite its alleged isolation. I infer 
this from the reaction of John Strydom, the local tour guide and member of 
the ubiquitous dorpsraad [town council], to our quizzing of his personal feel-
ing regarding media coverage to date. John’s up to date with the news world, 
accuses Vice mag of terrible journalism. He’s telling us this in the municipal 
o"ces, where we’re receiving o"cial accreditation (little plastic cards with 
unique Orania ID numbers), as part of our inaugural tour of the town. Just 
flash them to anyone complaining if you guys are gonna take photos of hous-
es, says John. We tell him we’re here to see if we want to write something, that 
we didn’t come here with the express purpose of trying to uncover something 
or investigate. It’s a semi-holiday. We want to relax as well. It’s been a stress-
ful year. And we meant every single word. We’re white Afrikaans males. Point 
us to a bar and we’ll forget about social justice and fanciful ideas of activism 
– it’s just been too easy for us all these years, hasn’t it?

Alright then, says John. I’m not sure he believes us, but I also can’t blame 
him. He has to read about Orania every second day. His daughter tells us 
later that rarely a weekend passes when they don’t meet at least one interna-
tional journo in the bar. I feel sorry for this man, who’s moral compass is so 
unwaveringly pointed to his personal convictions, who could’ve been any of 
my mom’s older brothers. His daughter is well-adjusted, intelligent, capable. 
She’s fighting against Orania’s external reputation, but it’s tough. How many 
of her peers will come back and join the ranks? We’re later told they’re final-
ly hitting that juncture where the skills their youth acquire in tertiary edu-

IN ALL MY LECTURE HALLS, IN ALL POLITICAL DEBATE, IN  
ALL BLOGPOSTS, THE AFRIKANER IS PAINTED THE OPPRESSOR, 

THE EXTREMIST, THE ANTAGONIST: “THE DUTCHMAN” 

ROAD TO NOWHERE
The main road still belongs to 
the province, it slithers through 
the town like a pofadder.

LIBERAL JOURNALISTS COME HERE TO PROVE 
A POINT, TO USE THEIR LINGUAL ABILITIES 
TO SAY “HA! I TOLD YOU SO!”... AND CONFIRM 
THAT YES, INDEED, THERE ARE NO BLACK 
PEOPLE IN THIS TINY PART OF THE WORLD.

MR PRESIDENT
Carel Bosho!, leader 
of the Orania 
Movement

ACCOMODATION
?????
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cation elsewhere in the country are expected to start returning, to contrib-
ute and pool knowledge.

We returned to find on the Orania blog a link posted that same day we were 
in the o"ce. Our faces, with the announcement of our arrival, some person-
al details and our purpose in the dorp. I don’t know if that was strictly neces-
sary. Where is the line between council and dorpsraad? Maybe that’s small-
town news. Maybe so little happens here that the arrival of two Stellenbosch 
students would indeed be interesting to the residents. Maybe it was to keep 
the content clock ticking over. Whatever. (That stung a bit, John. You told us 
those snaps were for fun. Maybe I’ll ask him about it when I’m there again.)

On with the tour. We’re bussed around in a van emblazoned with all man-
ner of Orania colours and slogans. 

John shows us the radio station. The o"ces. The “Sonskip”. The men’s re-
habilitation quarters. The graveyard – Betty Verwoerd’s final resting place. 
A few tributes to her assassinated husband [Dr H F Verwoerd, a former S.A. 
Prime Minister]. He extols the virtues of Orania’s “bewarea” [inclusive self-
government] status: the recycling programmes, the new infrastructure con-

stantly in development. I get the idea that there is no possible question I could 
put to this man that he hasn’t fielded before. When he explains about the 
“right of first refusal clause” in every single deed granted by the original own-
ers of the Orania property (Vluytjieskraal Aandele Bpk), he uses the example 
of a Chinese man. They wouldn’t be able to buy property here. Because they 
aren’t “like us”. Should a property owner in Orania wish to alienate his plot 
or house, the Vluytjieskraal company has a legitimate legal right to purchase 
that property – a preferential claim that forms part of the original contract of 
transfer from their side. But that’s inconsequential, according to John. Why 
would any Chinese man want to stay in a community consisting exclusively of 
white Afrikaans Christians? He admits that the entire system hinges on the 
honesty and cooperation of the community. That’s what this town is all about 
though. That’s what the slogans want you to believe. That’s what John tells us. 
That’s what’s supposed to be driving the entire damn movement. Communi-
ty. Identity. Reasons to raise kids here, says John. If one person really wanted 
to fuck up their system and was willing to take it to the Constitutional Court, 
di!erent aspects would come into play and conflict. The rights to privacy and 
association versus the rights to human dignity and not to be unfairly discrim-
inated against. On paper right now though, Orania is solid. They’re still sub-
ject to provincial and national legislation, like any other municipality. The 
fantasy has yet to coalesce. Legitimate or not on paper, in practice and reality 
the truth is quite black and white: there are only Afrikaans Christians living 
here, and it doesn’t look like anyone is going to trouble themselves to change 
that any time soon. Like John said: “Why would you want to live here then?”

BLOED, SWEET EN TRANE (In which the di!erent strata of Oranian so-
ciety are dissected and the frailty of it all becomes apparent.)

We make it to our accommodation and, almost immediately, are met by a 
sturdy middle-aged man. People walk into other people’s houses here. No se-
crets, I think. They trust each other. This man makes apparent that this is not 
the case. He tells us he has a law degree. He makes out that he was an idealist, 
that he thought “law equals justice”, and that’s why he quit … because he was 
disillusioned. He was full of it. Nobody who’s spent a year in law school thinks 
justice is an actual objective. His claims of being falsely accused of smuggling 
alcohol and cigarettes around town carry little credence after that. Fucker. 
At least two other tannies later label him a “jakkals” and “snake” when we 
describe him. This story walked into our house, yet we can’t trust his objec-
tivity. He tells us about “pink slips” – like detention slips – with eviction no-
tices. These are what you receive when you transgress. Strict rules, after all. 
Christian morals. Except when drinking at De Boer. “Hierdie plek is darem 
fucked up,” [“This place is fucked up”] he tells us immediately after introduc-
ing himself. “Almal hier is wit k-----s.” [“Everyone here is white k-----s”] By 
which he means they do menial work; people with qualifications, like him. 

He keeps waving a pack of Savanna in my face, o!ering those cigarettes we 
buy at month’s end that the Somalians in Stellenbosch keep under the coun-
ter. I keep politely refusing, scurrying inside between anecdotes to sneak a 
Marlboro. He keeps talking about poverty and white people “acting like k---
--s”. Keeps looking at my mom’s BMW parked in the driveway from the cor-
ner of his eye. Keeps feeding us unreal journalistic fodder but I want more 
than anything for him to fuck o! on his quad bike. 

He’s not the only one who wants to air his dirty laundry. Wherever we go, 
trudging the narrow streets from the tourist accommodation to the old col-
oured area, Kleingeluk, with camera and notepads tucked away self-con-
sciously, we meet people. Jaco tells me that if we run out of small talk, just 
talk about the recent rain they’ve had. And when these people hear where we 
come from, they want to assure us that they, too, used to live there, or stud-
ied there, or have relatives there. Pointing, gesturing, breathlessly, please, 
don’t mistake me for one of “them”. They love a good skinder. We hear quick-
ly about the alleged same-sex couple living in Kleingeluk, a spate of attempt-
ed car thefts, of the alcohol-smuggling trade, about men not being allowed 

to walk around without shirts, despite 
the heat. There’s a resident, or a gaggle of 
them, at every shop and street corner, and 
half of them are more than willing to chat 
and divulge secrets. They make it too easy. 
The other half compensate by making it 
too hard. Almost all of them look at us ex-
pectantly when they ask us what we think 
of the place. I was wearing a long-sleeve 
shirt to cover up my tattoos by the second 
day, despite the inferno blazing down on 
the town. Boys our age are labouring virtu-
ally everywhere, digging, chopping, sweat-
ing, swearing. They’re all wearing caps and 
kaktrappers. It’s such a small town, real-

ly. Approximately 1 000 residents, although everyone had a di!erent excuse 
as to why the exact statistical demographics were not available. These guys 
form part of the economic empowerment that Orania is based on – work is 
sourced locally, and only when absolutely necessary (where skills are lacking) 
will they source labour “outside”, past local labour or “friends of the move-
ment”, when speciality work is needed. 

They skeef us out, hard, even by the second and third days. It’s not like they 
could have missed us. Maybe we’re not the only self-conscious young folk. 
The only other people in this town with tattoos who wear jeans too small 
for them are the degenerates walking in with a Checkers bag of underwear 
over their shoulder, skin tanned to a tjop texture and eyes full of alcohol and 
tears. They’re sent to the men’s single quarters, where they will be rehabilitat-
ed through a steady diet of church dogma, military-style disciplinary meas-
ures and an absolute ban on alcohol. You can tell the di!erence between the 
boerseun labourers and the outcastes – the seuns look so stereotypically Af-
rikaans it hurts, whereas the outcastes are dressed like the painters who used 
to bum smokes o! me (when my father wasn’t looking) at our house in the 
northern suburbs. They’re white, though. On the inside.

After a couple of days in the town, you can tell where it’s teetering. Surface 
area, fine. Deeper, hidden amongst the townspeople, dotted here and there – 
like spots of rebellious cancer – are those who want out. Who feel they were 
misled. In short, just people. Amongst the intellectuals, retirees, church-lead-
ers, malcontents, right-wingers, political celebrities, drug addicts, alcohol-
ics and property owners, there are also just people. This place is vastly more 
complex than you’d realise spending a day and taking the tour. Ingrid Jonker’s 
“Ontvlugting”. Everyone tells us that everyone has a story: how they ended 
up here – not why they ended up here. Like the town is an inevitable conclu-
sion, an island for strays and malcontents and the disillusioned, the trauma-
tised. Some of them resist this, knee-jerk reaction and all. Some of them em-
brace it, like Jonker walking into the sea. Some of them aren’t ashamed, and 
give credence to the theory that this place is a dumping ground, a final desti-
nation. Young and old tell us they came here for work, promised work, which 
turned out to be labour-intensive. Like the quad bike jakkals described. We 
meet people who had seen their families killed right in front of them. We hear 
about women who only feel safe on Orania’s streets. We talk with almost eve-
ryone about the shitstorm of crime that’s sweeping the country. And those 
who aren’t overtly racist, those who have work, or maybe a vacation house, 
here, they all answer my question of “why” with “you don’t know where the 
country is headed hey … ” I don’t know that either. But hell, some of those 
stories were brutal.

We walk through the curio shops, through the industrial areas, through 
the houses made of polystyrene and straw. Alternative building methods. 
Because the white man has forgotten how to build, to construct, John had 
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PART OF GENERATION Y AND THOSE THAT 
GREW UP WITH FOKOFPOLISIEKAR, WE ARE NOT 
YESTERYEAR’S AFRIKANER. WE’RE THE LOST 
MIDDLE-CLASS, THE NAMELESS WHO CAN’T 
TELL THEIR SMUTS FROM THEIR STRIJDOM.

CAUTIOUS PARTNERS
(1) The koeksuster monument. (2). A 
bronze sculpture of former South African 
president and apartheid architect, H.F. 
Verwoerd. (3). The men’s single quarters. 
(4). Orania’s entertainment listings. (5). 
The public swimming pool. (6). ??. (7). ?? 
(8). An election poster for the Vryheid 
Front Plus.   
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“If you want to see Orania in groups then you only have to look at the dif-
ferent schools. The CVO is the right-wing image that the world expects from 
Orania. But you can’t say it’s ‘just CVO’ that thinks like that, or Volkskool 
that thinks like that. I have to say that if Orania had just a CVO school then 
I wouldn’t have lived here.”

I remind him that the recorder is on and he’s silent for two heartbeats. Then 
he says: “I look at the countrywide CVO skool set-up. I’m not one of those. 
Many people think that is what Orania is. But if it was, then I wouldn’t have 
lived here.”

CAREL BOSHOFF (In which images of a mythical general are conjured 
– the conqueror and commander, the innovative and capable, the ghost of a 
nation that could take part in the turbulent violent politics of the early 20th 
century and not be ignored. Descendants of a proud heritage carving a piece 
of the world in their image; pioneers and heroes.)

These are the people we’re told we were – these are the people none of us 
can be in the new South Africa. Except in Carel’s South Africa – but the em-
pirical evidence suggests otherwise outside his neat farmhouse on the out-
skirts of town. His wife serves co!ee in ornate china. He allows me to smoke. 
Vervet monkeys cajole in the trees framed by walls of purple flowers in bloom. 
It’s idyllic – peaceful, an academic’s retreat. A place of isolation. 

He’s wiry, of average height and his face is framed by spectacles that look 
to have been a"xed at birth. I called him “oom”, “Meneer Bosho! ” and “Carel” 
in quick succession during the initial interview. Former member of the dorp-
sraad, now President of the Orania Movement, he worked within the VF 
(Vryheidsfront) for 20 years as a member of the provincial legislature and 
served on the municipal council of his town. He found that it’s not possible to 
work within the system and think outside of it, as his brother is doing for the 

VF+ (Vryheidsfront Plus). From his mouth flow words of power, words that 
seduce and comfort Afrikaners lost in the maelstrom of political identity that 
is South Africa. I’m still not sure whether he convinced me or brainwashed 
me or left an impression that will fade a few months from now. We speak 
about Verwoerd, (Frederik) Van Zyl Slabbert (former leader of the Progres-
sive Federal Party that snubbed parliament). About history and his watch-
er’s role in it. About dinners where (former State President Thabo) Mbeki 
tells VF founder-leader General Constand Viljoen how to create a volkstaat. 
It’s not an interview – more a discussion, a lecture, a cordial chat with cof-
fee and cake, a demonstration of how dangerously malleable a Noughties Af-
rikaner youth is.

The Oranians are Afrikaners in both the positive and negative sense of the 
concept. What made Carel strange is how much the figurehead of such a con-
troversial movement could embody only the positive standing at the head of 
all the imaginable negatives. 

He spoke of his distaste for John Locke’s classical liberalism, the idea of all 
men as wolves bred to prey on one another, and explains that the town was 
founded on the thoughts of thinkers like Hannah Arendt and Martin Hei-
degger. Communitarianism. What Carel wants to instill here is pride. Com-
munity. Identity. What happens is that whites simply organise themselves 
into a class system where race isn’t the dividing line. Because people live 
here, not idealists. And all the while, I’m trying to remember whether people 
always avert their eyes when I’m speaking to them, and whether confidence 
comes from pride in an identity or an identity of pride. But Carel knows this. 

“You can’t share fancy philosophies with them,” he says. “But you can speak 
to them face to face and say ‘we’re not here because we hate anyone. You may 
have had your ill-fortune and trouble, and we hope you overcome it, but we’re 
not here to hate anyone.’ It is possible to bridge the two worlds.” He’s refer-
ring to the same “embarrassments” that Wynand spoke of – the cracks in so-
ciety, the ill-advised idealists who think Orania is a racist’s paradise. Maybe 

it is, because majority rules after all. Yet, Carel can’t find reason enough to 
drive out the malcontents. “The best medium of growth for idealism is need. 
We’re not 100% successful, but we’re certainly not unsuccessful. We have to 
displace hate with hope.”

That hatred comes from violence and trauma. He tells us about an under-
age boy who walked into town out of the Northern Cape sun, his parents lost 
to a farm attack. “I find it di"cult to tell that boy: ‘Listen ou pel, you can’t 
talk like that.’ I don’t have the right. You sit with this problem and you can 
only solve it with positive prospects.” Which leads us straight back to the 
problem of divided interests, commonalities faced with dangerous di!er-
ence in motives.

We speak about his father’s times, about the feared army in those days, about the 
power structures, Afrikaners as an impressive mobilised ethnic unit. And how Ora-
nia doesn’t have the resources to recreate that. They wanted 2 000 people in the year 
2000. Carel’s town planning provides for 30 000 people, and he doesn’t think it’ll take 
50 years to reach that figure. Crime stats are up.

“We’re not waiting for the state. We’re not waiting for the international communi-
ty. They won’t protect us as we’re being murdered on our farms. We’re not waiting for 
the next party. On who can we depend? On ourselves. That’s where circumstance sug-
gests who we are. We are the people who come together in times of trouble and ask 
each other ‘what are we going to do now?’ What does a small population do that is 
marginalised, scattered and previously advantaged and now under threat? You rally. 
It’s as simple as that. You must rally. In a war, you cannot fight all over the place. You 
must retreat, and regroup. This is what Afrikaners must do. We are a small group, a 
decreasing group, highly visible.”

He tells us of the number of maps that South Africa has had. “If you concentrate and 
relativise the macro-structures imposed on yourself, you come into the position that 
you can create your own future.” You mean it’s possible to redraw the borders?

“Ja. Those things change with time. The fact that Mandela and Zuma and Tutu have 
visited here. It means … we’re not being ignored. This small reality. Multiply it by 100. 
It’ll become harder and harder to ignore.” 

Silence greets this moment. Carel leans back and pierces both of us with his eyes. 
And from there, all illusion of an interview is thrown to the wind and I push my pencil 
and notes to the side. I have only the recording of my own quavering voice to remind 
me of how perfectly informal the encounter had become. So informal that I joke with 
Carel about going to De Boer that night. To meet the youth. To test his theories on the 
children of his brainchild. He’s not worried. We’re alive to the different kinds of Orani-
ans. We understand. We’re in. The date is December 5th 2013. 

Cultural pride is an alien sensation when your culture is most well-known for pop-
ular Afrikaans singer Ray Dylan and racism. If I could just side with this man, this 
guru, this guiding light, and work as he does, work and think within his paradigm, I 
might have conviction and integrity on my side. Obviously, life just doesn’t work that 
way. Yearning and desperation and frustration are often converted to radical action 
and ideas when you hit the bottom of that pit. A jarring shock is sometimes necessary.

Carel put up the official Orania press release the next day. Mandela was a worthy 
opponent. I didn’t want to bother him with specifics. 

On the day we leave his creation, we stop at his house for a last time. His wife serves 
up watermelon and cinnamon buns for the seuns, for the young ’uns on a shoestring 
budget, and tuts about our tired faces heading off on such a long road, and I realise that 
we’d never really interviewed Carel despite spending hours with him and his family. I 
don’t ask him about Mandela. I didn’t leave the house for the last two days of our stay. 
We discuss the books of rare Afrikaans theatre translations he’s currently collecting. We 
leave Orania with Mandela’s death hanging over our heads and the Bosho! ’s 
numbers still stored on our phones. I still didn’t know what an Afrikaner is. 
Trouble is, would I have been one if I did?     

told us earlier. He’s used to leading, not following. Instructing, not obeying. I 
keep this in mind for the rest of the trip. Instructing a tannie to cook me up 
some slaptjips. Instructing the barman to pour me a double. Obeying only 
when the dogs come tearing out the garden and we almost drop the camera 
in fright. We don’t get the stories in those cases. When people want to talk, 
they talk. But a lot of them just labour away under a river of clouds in abso-
lute silence, as the heat pressure-cooks time second after blistering second. 
Soon we’ve spent three or four days in Orania, meeting and greeting by day, 
noting and writing by night. The vacation resort is booked solid for Decem-
ber, we hear. Temporary residents who spend weeks here on the bank of the 
Oranjerivier. De Boer is closed until the Friday.

I’ve never spent so much time exploring one place and simultaneously feel-
ing like I’m not discovering anything new. So I start to question whether I’m 
absolutely familiar with my surroundings, like some kind of a priori feeling 

in my gut, that I’m just as lost but medicated by city life, that it’s not the Ora-
nians, but Afrikaners as a nation who are this despondent. But it’s like we 
speak two di!erent dialects of Afrikaans. I’m thinking in Afrikaans again. 
Engaging with it, making notes in my mother language. But it still feels like 
the people here don’t understand what I’m saying. So I keep listening, think-
ing that I’d hear something I can relate to. And eventually, this happens. We 
schedule interviews with the Brothers Bosho! – Wynand and Carel, grand-
sons of Hendrik Verwoerd, sons of Orania founder Professor Carel Bosho! 
and two men I’ve wanted to meet ever since my quarter-life crisis viciously 
kick-started itself. 

TOT DIE SON UITKOM (In which the Bosho! brothers provide a glim-
mer of insane hope and the political antidote to political bullshit.) 

We meet him in the dorp’s ko"e shop. Whenever we’d finish interviewing 
someone, we’d conclude by asking them who else in the dorp they think might 
have something interesting to add. And most of them would point at my 
hair, or shades, and say something like: “Wynand. Sy hare is net so lank soos 
joune”, [“His hair is just as long as yours”] as if we were equally eccentric like 
that. He speaks intelligibly – he doesn’t seem as used to dealing with journos 
as his brother, Carel, but he acquits himself well. More than well – he’s the 
antithesis of what you might expect from Orania. Erudite, charismatic, yet 
still unmistakeably a Boer with a capital “B”, no tassels or trinkets attached. 

The Bosho!s weren’t speaking to the young journalists, or the wider world. 
They were speaking to me, the Afrikaner who writes in English. The Afri-
kaner who grieved for Mandela a few days later. The Afrikaner who couldn’t 
speak the Afrikaans of many other people in that town.

He’s wearing a fraying collared shirt and Crocs. I have to dig deep to match 
his level of Afrikaans. He’s not on the dorpsraad, and since last year, his 
youngest children have been attending school in neighbouring Hopetown. 
This is indicative of the divide between Wynand’s people and the CVO (local 
independent Christian-based school) crowd – in fact, about as solid a micro-
cosm of the Oranian conundrum as we could hope to find. Because Wynand 
sits down, calmly sips his co!ee and explains in a subtly booming voice of cold 
confidence and intelligence that Afrikaners, not necessarily whites, have a 
right to inhabit this town. That Afrikaners have a future in Africa. 

“For some or other reason it’s more politically correct to emigrate to anoth-
er English-speaking white country than to stay in South Africa and say ‘we 
are also entitled to a future in this place’,” he says. “We’re so used to spread-
ing ourselves thin across the country. So if you find a concentration of Afri-
kaners somewhere it’s ‘jislaaik, you guys are lekker racist’. It’s a strange con-
cept of racism.” He says journalists coming here are shocked that white folk 
labour in the street with pickaxe and shovel, that black people are refused 
the opportunity to do this work, but aren’t shocked that white people popu-
late the o"ce spaces.

I keep struggling to imagine Wynand living here. He used to teach at the 
Volkskool, which has fewer students enrolled than the CVO but doesn’t have 
the uniform, rigidly Christian code, and attempts to encourage progressive 
thought and organic teaching methods. But you can’t separate the good from 
the bad in this town. It’s just not that black and white. Orania is a melting 
pot, where the movement was the seed. The vision, as history has proven over 
and over, is now far-removed from what it originally was to become. Wynand 
is an idealist, a thinker and doer, and he’s on the fringe of a group that con-
tains many elements that can only be associated with garden-variety rac-
ism. You see them, hear them, hear about them. But Wynand can’t be placed 
into that box. His political views are undoubtedly right-wing. So why don’t 
I feel like he’s the man I’ve been told to hate? Every day his time is spent at-
tending to the needs of his own children and that of the Oranian communi-
ty. He wants to create a Volkstaat for them. “We wanted to see a flood of Af-
rikaners. But that didn’t happen. So what do we do? We handle Orania like 
a city state. A Singapore or a Hong Kong. We want an Afrikaans zone from 
here to the West Coast. De Aar, Upington, Springbok and Calvinia … there’s 
less than 0.1 percent of the country’s economy in that area. 90 percent of the 
inhabitants are Afrikaans-speaking. We want to create a quota-free party of 

the country.” He explains by using 
the Hopetown police station as an 
example – government-deployed 
police o"cials number 25, many of 
whom can’t speak Afrikaans, who 
are serving a community of people 
of whom many cannot speak Eng-
lish. And, according to him, initial 
response from the targeted com-
munities has been overwhelming-
ly positive. It’s not di"cult to see 
why though. Hands o! the farm-

land and the national sports team, a place to call our own at very little cost 
to the rest of the country – is this really so much to ask? Wynand thinks not. 

He’s also more than aware of the problem with the divisions in the town. 
He worries that people visualise Orania as a “racist’s paradise” – and laments 
those people who read papers extolling the lack of black people in the town 
and then promptly pack their bags for Orania in the hopes of living out their 
days in a blaze of white – a misconception that some Orania residents them-
selves have. Most likely, the general reports in the papers aren’t read as bleak-
ly by all of the townsfolk then. We ask him whether these people undermine 
the movement as a whole. “Oh yes. If you sit at De Boer long enough tonight 
and you wanted to write about racism, you’ll find the right person and you’ll 
get everything that you wanted to write,” he says. “You wouldn’t need to ma-
nipulate or Photoshop or anything. So that greatly undermines us. We just 
keep insisting that this is not the content of Orania.” 

They have an orientation process for new residents, he says, whereby the 
exact ideologies and rationales of the place are set out in clear terms. Of 
course, these sessions don’t always “take”, mainly in cases where the prospec-
tive Oranian’s family was brutally murdered and he himself disabled. “Some 
people grew up in racist houses, that’s it. You can’t eliminate a guy’s educa-
tion. If you feel about it like that, that’s your business. But that’s not Orania. 
There will be guys that won’t like this. And they lose their enthusiasm for Ora-
nia. If those people come to power, then I’ll lose my own enthusiasm for Ora-
nia. Many of these embarrassments are new residents. Orania is a multi-lay-
ered society. That’s it. Some people are actually disappointed when they get 
here. Conservative ooms are upset when they see me in the street. They think 
that they came to a place where men still look like men.

“WE WANTED TO SEE A FLOOD OF AFRIKANERS. 
BUT THAT DIDN’T HAPPEN. SO WHAT DO WE 
DO? WE HANDLE ORANIA LIKE A CITY STATE. 
A SINGAPORE OR A HONG KONG.”  

‘ALTERNATIVE’ 
AFRIKANER
Wynand Bosho!.

THE BOSHOFFS WEREN’T SPEAKING TO THE YOUNG 
 JOURNALISTS (US), OR THE WIDER WORLD. THEY WERE SPEAKING  

TO ME. THE AFRIKANER WHO WRITES IN ENGLISH. THE  
AFRIKANER WHO GRIEVED FOR MANDELA A FEW DAYS LATER.  

THE AFRIKANER WHO COULDN’T SPEAK THE AFRIKAANS  
OF MANY OTHER PEOPLE IN THAT TOWN.


