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Kommetjie and Witsands Wag ‘n Bietjie inauguration on 27.9.2025. By Horst Kleinschmidt 
 
Greetings and salutations!  Here in Kommetjie this morning this may seem a small step for wider 
South Africa - but one that has important potential meaning.  
I titled my talk: I hear your pain  
 
I hear your words of hurt, of your pain and agony, last Wednesday when, on heritage day, and 
annually, when you remember the inhuman and cruel, and violent evictions took place, when people 
who called themselves white, no longer wanted people of a darker complexion to be their neighbours, 
to no longer want their children at school with ‘their’ children and who no longer wanted to share their 
pew in the church with you. I hear your cry.  
 
You not only lost a house, belongings, animals and productive gardens,  -you lost a neighbourhood 
where relationships of community, of home, of work-place, of shops, places of worship and 
assembly, of schools and medical care that took generations to build. Instead you got houses akin to 
military barracks, far enough to be out of sight but near enough to access your labour.  
 
I hear your cry; I hear the brokenness that 60 years later has not gone away. Those who represent 
Injustice, humiliation, the ones who trampled on the dignity of the ‘other’, who once was slave owner, 
colonist, the one representing the British Empire and the one representing Afrikaner nationalism  - 
and I see what they did - and,  it has not gone away. - The wealth they took and  appropriated, the 
advantage that continues to multiply, and yet still, they show the cold shoulder; as they did yesterday 
and the day before. 
 
I need to feel your pain, your loss - to understand, but I cannot; it did not happen to me! Every time I 
hear you, you readily speak of forgiveness, the act that liberates you from the darkest of human 
behaviors. You forgive because it gives you freedom from hate and revenge. But, and I will dwell on 
this, forgiveness, is the act of releasing an offender from the debt of their sin by no longer holding it 
against them.  

Dr Wendy Orr writes this week in the Daily Maverick: “Apartheid dehumanised … people by subjecting 
them to treatment that denied their humanity, and it dehumanised white people by allowing, even 
encouraging, us to treat (other) people as less than human. I ask myself whether we are living with 
that legacy of failing to see our shared humanity now.” 

 
I observe that despite what the perpetrator has done to you, you are the one who is free, who has 
wings, who created music, excelled in ballet, wrote poetry, who painted, sculpted and attained fame, 
if not here, then abroad!  They include Dr Peter Clarke, Vincent Hantam, Lionel Davies, Gladys and 
Albert Thomas, Chrisopher Kindo and Frank Brown. And yes there are those who memorialise, like 
Angela Williams, with her new book Red Hill - Moving from Red Hill Simon’s Town to Belville - 1968 
(launched last Wednesday) 
 
I hear your agony. 
 
You who see me standing here today, will without a moments doubt recognise me as a white South 
African, maybe with a slightly strange name, but one who was born shortly before Apartheid took over 
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and went on to sow hatred in the name of Christianity. - Your observation is correct, I come from 
‘them’ and I was brought up like ‘them’.  
 
I may have acted for righteousness during my life and it did separate me from my family and my 
community. They defended and I contend, in their hearts, to this day, feel no remorse.  
 
Where are those ready to say to you: sorry! 
 
Oh, to say sorry!   
 
[Time constraints stopped me from reading out the following two items but I promised to send this to 
them] 
 
My mother, from a German-Namibian family, at the age of 80 - 45 years after the holocaust - said to 
me, (I use her words): “this matter (she would not say genocide) - this matter with the Jews, -  that was 
terrible, for it, (!) one can only feel ashamed. One should go ask for forgiveness; but to whom should 
one go and ask this from?” She went to her grave more than 10 years ago, ashamed, but without 
knowing what it might mean if she said it to only one person to whose family the greatest wrong, was 
done to. 
 
A few years ago I had the opportunity to interview, just before he passed on, the Security Policeman 
(SB) who haunted and harassed my baby daughter and my then wife - in 1975, 1976, 1977 and so on. 
His actions inflicted trauma and fear and pain. He confessed his sins before the TRC and got 
countless amnesty’s for telling the truth. He repeated it all to my face and seemed proud that he had 
the honesty to confess. But deep inside of me I wanted him to go one step further and say sorry; I 
wanted to hear his words, without me prompting him,  to say: I am sorry for the terror I inflicted on 
your baby daughter and her mother.  But, the word ‘sorry’ did not pass his lips.  
 
And… 
Here we stand today, remembering the violent eviction of you, from: Kommetjie, Witsands, from 
Simon’s Town, Glencairn, from Constantia, from District Six, half a century ago, and we hear the pain 
that has not gone away. - You, those of the lighter complexion present today have listened - and you 
have heard. Your presence makes history here today! But - the many others, I implore you, my 
white compatriots, is it, SO hard to say to someone: I am sorry for what WAS DONE IN MY NAME? 
 
Even if I was not the perpetrator - but I come from the people who did, the weight of the past rests on 
my shoulders. 
 
I look you in the eye here today to say sorry; I come from the class that acted against you. I heard your 
cry. The word ‘sorry’ may mean little; but in a small way I seek to be accountable; from where I come 
and I do this by standing here in solidarity with you - to find a journey beyond today! I challenge all 
those of my class and background: you cannot remain silent, turn the other way, pretend it has 
nothing to do with you. You the lighter-complexioned, your presence and words and who feel like I do, 
let us work to deal with the unfinished business of the past. For those of us who lived during 
Apartheid, the evil happened during out lifetime. Let us not leave it to our children and grandchildren 
to one say: But dad, but grandpa, why did you not tell me; why your silence. 
 
There is more context: 
In 1992, forty years after WWII, a German artist laid the first, what he called  a Stolperstein - a 
stumbling stone. A stone outside his door that when he stumbled across it, again and again, he would 
be reminded that in his house once lived a Jewish family, arrested in what today is his home and who 
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were murdered by the Nazi rulers. He put their names on the stone. Gunter Demnig did nothing that 
righted the wrong, but he sought a way to be accountable for his father’s, for his people’s atrocities. 
As of June 2023, 100,000] Stolpersteine have been placed on pavements, not only in Germany but 
through most of Europe, making the Stolpersteine project the world's largest decentralized memorial. 
Stolpersteine are a way for citizens who descend from the perpetrators to accept individual 
accountability and by doing so, to not condone injustice, pain, hurt on others because of their colour 
or religion. It is a step beyond silence or looking the other way, however inadequate and even 
controversial the project is in the eyes of many. [based on Wikipedia text] 
 
I am not equating what Apartheid did with what Nazi Germany did. My quest is to have those of 
us who can see, who learnt and who understand that pain and hurt caused by our fathers cannot 
result in the next generation to say nothing, to pretend it has nothing to do with us. If those once 
wronged commit themselves to forgiveness, as they often pronounce, then it is incumbent on 
those with a desire to build a new SA, to respond, to acknowledging in words that respond to the 
pain that remains with those wronged. The Wag ‘n Bietjie benches are a South African journey 
that offer the prospect for US, TOGETHER, to cross the divide that Apartheid enforced. The 
image of the Wag ‘n Bietjie thornbush is invoked because, as its name suggests, that if the thorn 
ensnares you, you need to take a step back in order to be released.  
 
We, all who live in this, our beloved country, based on the 1956 Freedom Charter and enshrined 
in our Constitution, together with its Bill of Rights, must act to overcome the past that still 
haunts us; it demands that White people accept their part in making this real! 
 
   
 
 
Here is a great moment today: The Wag ‘n Bietjie benches, here in Kommetjie, are an initiative of 
persons from both sides of the divide. 
 
In particular I thank Mary-Anne Potts for breaking the mould - for providing meaning and not 
accepting silence 
 
Thank you. 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stolperstein#cite_note-100thousand-2

	Dr Wendy Orr writes this week in the Daily Maverick: “Apartheid dehumanised … people by subjecting them to treatment that denied their humanity, and it dehumanised white people by allowing, even encouraging, us to treat (other) people as less than hum...

