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Published in 2019 and edited by Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela, Friederike Bubenzer, and 
Marietjie Oelofsen, These Are the Things That Sit With Us employs an “oral history life 
story methodology” (p. 2) in telling the stories of 29 residents of the Langa, 
Bonteheuwel, and Worcester areas of the Western Cape. The 29 faces behind these 
stories carry the burdens and wounds of the past on their bodies and in their minds; their 
stories are a testament to the idea that time does not always heal psychological wounds. 
These Are the Things That Sit With Us is an excellently compiled but highly unsettling 
book; it disrupts our assumptions about post-apartheid South Africa and lays bare a past 
that has not even passed. Part of the rationale behind the publication of the book is to 
tell individual stories that were not heard at the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(TRC) hearings, which were instituted almost immediately after South Africa’s 
transition to democracy. Therefore, the book attempts to give voice and agency to those 
victims who were silenced by the institutional forces that drove the triumphalist 
discourse of reconciliation and (mis)construed apartheid as an event-based atrocity. 

These Are the Things That Sit With Us is both an intellectual and a community project. 
Hence, it allows the individuals to tell their stories with little or no interference. 
The implication of this is that the storytellers also participate in the overall critical 
project of meaning-making, instead of serving as mere specimens. In other words, the 
subjects of the book take centre stage in the attempt to make sense of the “present past” 
of apartheid in South Africa. Recognising the power of language as a tool of expression 
and interpretation of (traumatic) experience, the participants were allowed to speak in 
the language they were most comfortable with. This, coupled with the awareness of 
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South Africa’s multilingual landscape, influenced the editors’ decision to make all the 
stories available in IsiXhosa, Afrikaans, and English. In view of this, the editors hope 
that the book “will have impact on debates and influence audiences at the broader level 
of the civil society” (p. 2). It is also worth noting that the title of the book comes from 
the words of “one of the people interviewed for the study from which the stories in the 
book are drawn” (p. 135).  

It is important to take a pause and think about the syntactic layout of the book’s title. 
What does it mean for these “things” to be predicated on “us” and not the other way 
round? These “things”—the recalcitrant stories and persistent realities—have come to 
define us as a nation. Hence, the book invites us to think about what it means to embody 
a historical upheaval while, at the same time, seeking to redeem the present and the 
future. The stories portray an interconnectedness of “acting out” and “working through” 
the past in post-apartheid South Africa. They provoke thoughts on the psychological 
and physical traumas that haunt us as individuals and as a collective—they speak of a 
deep wound in our psyche which haunts our national integrity. They also challenge us 
to take seriously and think critically about what may be described as post-apartheid 
stress syndrome and what that means for ordinary lives in contemporary South Africa. 

Loss is the one thing that resonates in all the stories told in the book. The individuals 
tell of how they lost opportunities, wealth, land, family members, and even well-being 
as a result of the pernicious system of apartheid. The stories in the book make it clear 
that these losses, however, did not end with the advent of democracy. In fact, 25 years 
after the official end of apartheid, the victims still vividly recall their losses, as if they 
have just been incurred; they seem trapped in the legal and psychological category of 
victimhood. These (feelings of) losses—either abstract or concrete—have been passed 
down to another generation that is believed to be free from the brutalities of apartheid. 
However, for this supposedly “born-free” generation, freedom is a fragile illusion. Their 
lives (the born-frees) aptly demonstrate the notion of an “inheritance of loss”. 
Their stories point to the missing links in the discourse of reconciliation.  

In all, the stories in the book point to an already known fact about justice and 
reparations. It is no news that in post-apartheid South Africa, the past is unfinished 
business. The past is still under construction, precisely because there are victims’ stories 
yet untold. There are stories of perpetration that remain hidden, as well as tales of 
complicities that are yet to be addressed. Haphazardly closing the door on the past and 
hurriedly moving on seems like a reasonably easy option, but the haunting tears of the 
dead and the battered bodies of survivors continue to challenge that option. These are 
the things that sit with the South African state, the things that have a hold not only on 
its past and present but also on its future.  

In view of this, the book begins with the story of Tembeka Toleni, who was born in 
Brinton Street, in Langa. She recalls the tragic stories of black men who were moving 
from the rural Eastern Cape to Cape Town for work and how, in that process, they had 
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to endure the humiliation of being dipped, in a process similar to that done to cows. This 
was to ensure that the men did not bring any diseases with them to the city, but the 
ultimate consequence of the practice, as Tembeka remembers it, is that it brought a great 
sense of humiliation to the men. She recalls that “they were dipped. That is what was 
done to them. The men walked down in rows like cows waiting to be dipped. The 
women would be standing-watching, singing” (p. 12). What is also important in 
Tembeka’s recollections of her experiences of apartheid is how the belief in the 
superiority of the white race was deeply entrenched in the minds of many people. She 
remembers, “You’d be walking in town, and you’d see a white person approaching with 
their children. Without them prompting you, you would go and walk off the pavement, 
even if it meant being crashed into by a car” (p. 12).  

In addition, a lot of the stories in the book are about the dislocation that apartheid caused 
to many people’s sense of home. Abeda Stofberg, who was born in District Six, 
remembers that “in 1957 my mother and father received a letter that said we had to move 
out. Either we move our own stuff or they will remove it for us with the big council 
trucks” (p. 14). This meant that her family had to move to Bonteheuwel when she was 
eleven years old. She recalls a traumatic incident when her father took them out to the 
beach and it so happened, when they were disembarking from the train, that her beach 
ball fell out of her hands and went into a whites-only area. She remembers that as this 
happened, “the police were watching us. My daddy could see that one of them was 
getting his baton ready. I wanted to run and fetch the ball but my daddy stopped me. He 
knew they would hit me. You know how they beat up my daddy … He beat up my father 
so badly. We cried. My father was taken to Caledon Square police station at the parade. 
He was full of blood” (p. 14). 

Abeda’s story, similar to other stories in the collection, communicates the moral 
depravity that characterised apartheid. This is again shown explicitly in the story by 
Peter Felander, whose family suffered, and continues to suffer, the consequences of land 
dispossession that was made possible by apartheid. His father owned a farm in the 
Darling district and he recalls how their white neighbours came to tell him that his “cows 
were eating the feed on [their] land. My father then needed to go to Cape Town to work 
for food for the animals on the farm … When we went back to the farm everything was 
gone. We lost everything in that farm” (p. 14). This would eventually lead to them 
moving to Bonteheuwel, where “we weren’t allowed chickens and cows. We had to get 
rid of them. It was a double knock for my father” (p. 20). Even in the post-apartheid era, 
these are the memories that continue to haunt Peter’s life.  

One of the themes that the collection explores is the gendered way in which the 
consequences of apartheid were felt. There are numerous stories that look at the lives of 
women and, in doing so, they show that apartheid was not a system of governance that 
only sought to differentiate people racially, but that patriarchy was also an inherent 
feature of the system. One of the stories it uses to demonstrate this is Esther Cenga’s 
story. Esther, who is from Worcester, worked as a domestic worker. One of the things 
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she remembers is that as a domestic worker, “when you arrived at your place of work 
you took your shoes off and left them outside … The bowl from which you ate at 
lunchtime did not come inside the house, it stayed outside” (p. 33). In recollecting this 
humiliating experience, she also recalls that she often did her work with her youngest 
child on her back while her other children were being taken care of by someone else. 
An incident which has stayed with her—and made the process of reconciliation, in post-
apartheid South Africa, difficult for her—is the two bombs that were planted at the 
grocery store, Shoprite, in Worcester, by the rightwing Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging 
(AWB) on December 24, 1996. This led to the death of four people and injured another 
sixty. Esther says, “We were able to forget about our bad experiences (being a domestic 
worker). But this bomb tragedy at Shoprite made me remember, and so the past 
experience has affected me again. It touched many unhealed wounds. After being a 
victim of this bomb at Shoprite, I got very hurt. Even when they said Stefaans was 
apologizing, I didn’t feel like forgiving him because of my anger” (p. 33).  

Maria Julius’s story, on the other hand, shows the intersection between apartheid, war, 
and violence. Maria’s family moved to Bonteheuwel when she was eleven years old. 
She shares the pain they experienced when they had to use coal stoves and had to “gather 
wood because we didn’t have money to buy wood and such things because the old man 
didn’t earn that much” (p. 53). The “old man” is Maria’s father, who was a soldier, and 
who came back home traumatised after participating in the Second World War. Maria 
remembers, “My father was a strange man because he came from the war and wasn’t a 
very normal father … His one leg was amputated. And he always told us stories about 
his prisoner of war days. Sometimes he would stop because it was too traumatizing for 
him” (p. 53). The consequences were that the home they lived in became very 
unhomely, as they could not be themselves around their father. This is why Maria says 
that when she met her husband at the age of 22, “I reckoned I had to get out of 
the house” (p. 53). 

One of the most prominent historical events in the history of apartheid was the 1976 
student uprisings. Although these protests started in Soweto, they quickly spread to 
other parts of South Africa as more young people, particularly in high schools, started 
demonstrating against the system of apartheid and the imposition of Afrikaans as a 
language of instruction. Yusuf Hassiem, who was born and lived in Bo-Kaap before his 
family was moved to Bonteheuwel, was deeply affected by these riots as a teenager. He 
says, “I don’t tell this story often. But this is a story that has been with me ever since it 
happened” (p. 72). The story that Yusuf comes to reveal about the student protests is the 
story of Christopher Truter, who was shot in front of him. Christopher Truter is an 
important figure in South African history, as he is remembered as the first student to be 
killed by the apartheid police during the student protests in Bonteheuwel. Yusuf, who 
had been one of the first to participate in throwing stones at a police car, remains haunted 
by this event, as it sometimes “comes back and replays in my head. Then maybe I’ll 
become somewhat quiet. It replays because it could have been me” (p. 72).  
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This story of survivor’s guilt is also the story of Nicolas Msizi, who witnessed the death 
of a young boy named Xolile. Msizi emphasises that Xolile “was here, next to me, on 
my left (and) all of a sudden was shot in the head. It happened next to me, to this young 
boy” (p. 62). The fact that Msizi repeats (twice) in one statement that Xolile was shot 
right beside him reveals that he has been carrying this traumatic weight of witnessing 
death since 1976.  

It cannot be overemphasised that most of the survivors still have the evidence of 
apartheid brutality written on their bodies. Terence Makubalo has the scars of bullet 
wounds on his forehead. He says: “The Boers shot me in the head. The small bullets are 
still intact in my head, about 17 of them” (p. 110). The story is the same for Thabo 
Sekeopere, who lost his sight because he was shot in the eye by apartheid police. Juan 
Karrien is also forced to live with bleeding memories of prison torture. In fact, these 
memories invasively return to him, to such an extent that the sound of keys reminds him 
of prison cell doors, while the smell of bread reminds him of prison bread. These 
involuntary memories unsettle him and, as a result, have consigned him to a lifetime of 
consultation with a psychiatrist. Terence’s, Thabo’s, and Juan’s stories tell of how the 
body keeps score of traumatic experiences as well as how apartheid was also a 
carnivorous, (black) body-destroying machine. 

It is almost impossible to talk about These Are the Things That Sit With Us without 
talking about the photographs that accompany the stories. Each storyteller has one or 
more photos of themselves strategically placed beside, before, or after their stories. 
Some of these photos are close-up shots, while others are medium and long shots. Some 
are family photos, while others are childhood photos. Some of the photos were taken 
while the individuals were on the farm, on the soccer field, in the garden, in the living 
room, at work, and so forth. These photos serve many purposes in the book. Apart from 
putting faces to the stories, they enable the readers to see—not only read—their stories 
up close. Put differently, they humanise the survivors. And, just as the people telling the 
stories, their photos also tell stories about the past—they serve as visual testimony, 
a spectral evidence to (the presence of) the past. 

According to the editors, the aim of the book is to “broaden the archive of apartheid 
memory” (p. 1); however, for this to be achieved, it goes without saying that there are 
more volumes of the book to come. Therefore, it will be necessary for voices from other 
provinces (outside of the Western Cape) to be heard and for the stories to be made 
available in other South African languages. In addition, the book depicts very clearly, 
and convincingly, how the past is imbricated in the present through the individual 
stories, but there needs to be more elaboration of, and clarification on, what Bettina 
Wyngaard, in her foreword to the book, describes as “new struggles (in the present) 
superimposed on the past” (ix). Also, the editors, in their introduction, dwell to a large 
extent on the (inter)generational ripples of apartheid, an aspect which does not come out 
very strongly in the individual stories in the book. One can only hope that the next 
volume will give primacy to stories that sit with the “born-free” generation.




