List of books to read before coming out to South Africa:

Long Walk to Freedom – Nelson Mandela

Jock of the Bushveld – Percy Fitzpatrick
'Jock' is the first real book that most every English-speaking South African parent reads to their children. It does it no harm that it's the story of a dog- a very brave and endearing dog. Fitzpatrick was a transport rider, shuffling supplies between the port of Lorenço Marques (now Maputo)  and the Rand gold fields in the late 19th century. Every transport rider needed a dog and rookie Percy got Jock, runt of a litter of Staffordshire terriers, born in what is now the Kruger National Park. There were adventures aplenty, with baboons, leopards, crocodiles, heroes and villians. But it was a kick from a kudu which rendered Jock deaf that was his undoing. Percy, who became a gold “Rand Lord” and a sir, wrote the story for his grandchildren.

In the Heart of the Country – JM Coetzee
I suppose we had to include at least one Nobel prize winner in our list. Although Coetzee is best known for his more recent works such as The Life and Times of Michael K and Disgrace, this early work (his second) delves deeper into the dark soul of the country than any other. A thin book, this tale of a young woman trapped on a lonely Karoo farm, has a gravity, darkness and desperation that is all consuming. Not health food for depressives. 

Mafeking Road – Herman Charles Bosman
Bosman is to South African literature what Mark Twain is to North American. He was a great wit and his best stories are those about the simple folk of a young nation in what was then the Western Transvaal (something like Oklahoma, or Tennessee, in the bushveld). Mafikeng Road is a collection of 21 short stories, recounted by the loveable rogue Oom Schalk Lourens: “'Leopards?' – Oom Schalk Lourens said – 'Oh yes, there are two varieties on this side of the Limpopo'....” If you ever read only one of his stories, let it be this one, 'In the Withaak's Shade'.

A South African Eden – James Stevenson Hamilton
The lie about the Kruger National Park is that Boer leader President Paul Kruger never supported nature conservation. Like most of his supporters he was a hunter who believed it was a God-given right to plunder the game herds of the Lowveld. But miracles happen, and one of them was that a feisty Scottish army officer was put in charge of a fabulous tract of that malaria-ridden bushveld. Without Stevenson-Hamilton there would be no Kruger National Park, and maybe no game reserves at all in South Africa. His is a charmingly written early history of the park and a captivating tale.

The Plains of Camdeboo – Eve Palmer
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Karoo is a vast semi-desert region that extends across parts of the Western and Eastern Cape provinces of South Africa. This environmentally important area is the largest ecosystem in the country and is abundant in wildlife, vegetation, and ancient history. The Plains of Camdeboo is a celebration of this remarkable landscape. At first encounter the Karoo may seem arid, desolate and unforgiving, but to those who know it, it is a land of secret beauty and infinite variety. For generations author Eve Palmer's family have lived on the Karoo farm of Cranemere, situated on the Plains of Camdeboo. This family have battled for decades against this harsh desert; they have had to adapt to it, learning to fear, respect, and ultimately love it. First published in 1966, The Plains of Camdeboo has become a classic in South African literature. Here is a book that is not autobiography, not history, not botanical study, but all of these and more, blending into a uniquely vivid and personal account of life in the Karoo. The animals, the insects, the wealth of fossils, the countless flowers that spring miraculously to life after rain ? all are woven into this rich and engaging story.


Recommended movies to watch before coming to South Africa:

Tsotsi (2005)
The dark underbelly of the golden city, Johannesburg, is revealed in the life of a teenage township tsotsi (thug) in the ghetto alter-ego of Johannesburg that is Soweto. During a six-day rampage we witness robbery, violence, car theft and murder – finally that of a women who has a baby in the back seat of her car. Tsotsi takes the baby back to his slum shack where it begins to arouse deep emotions in him we hope will lead to redemption ... but it is too little too late for this victim of his own birth.

Invictus (2009)
The locals cringed when even the great Clint Eastwood set out to tell the uplifting story about how the Springboks lifted the rugby world cup trophy in 1995. I mean really, what do Americans know about rugby? But they sure know how to make movies. Casting Matt Damon as Springbok skipper Francois Pienaar was inspired. But what the film is really about is how Nelson Mandela (Morgan Freeman in Mandela party mask) used the occasion to unite a divided nation. Now that was a stroke of genius.

Cry, the Beloved Country (1995)
Adapted from the award-wining novel by Alan Paton, and with an star cast including James Earl Jones and Richard Harris. A black, country parish priest is summonsed to Johannesburg where he learns his son is in jail for the murder of young white man. The action is really about the priest (Jones) and the murdered man's white racist father (Harris). The book starts “There is a lovely road that runs from Ixopo into the hills. These hills are grass-covered and rolling, and they are lovely beyond any singing of it.” But it is the inner journey taken by these two men that is the real action of the movie.

Red Dust (2004)
It was not just the handing over of power from a white regime to a black democratically elected government that set South Africa apart; it was the jaw-dropping Truth and Reconciliation Commission that saw secret police and guerillas 'fes up, voluntarily. This movie tells the story behind some of those stories. Raw action, just like the red dust of the title is the backdrop. The lead role - of South African-born attorney Sarah Barcant who returns to her homeland to represent a former political prisoner - is played by Hillary Swank.

Stander (2003)
It happens all the time – Brits play Americans, Aussies play Brits, Aussies play Americans, Americans play Brits and Aussies, and do South Africans (think Charlize Theron) – mostly with aplomb. But few outsiders have really mastered a half-decent South African accent, so casting little-known American Thomas Jane to play rogue Afrikaner cop Andre Stander was a gamble. It pays off, mostly, with the accepted slips of accent. Then again, the thrill of watching a decorated detective turn against society and state and become the most wanted man in the country is reward enough. As the tag-line goes: "good cop, great criminal".

The Road to Mecca (1992)
Tells the story of village recluse Helen Martins and the muse (light) behind her extraordinary if crude and often dark outsider art. We understand she is tormented from some kind of family abuse tied up with religious fanaticism. Her escape comes late in life through a very personal kind of artistic expression: turning the family home into a glass-covered Owl House and Camel Yard. Athol Fugard and his muse Yvonne Bryceland play a very tight ensemble. Also starring Kathy Bates and Marius Weyers.

District 9 (2009)
From producer Peter Jackson (The Lord of the Rings Trilogy) and director Neill Blomkamp comes a startlingly original science fiction thriller. With stunning special effects and gritty realism, the film plunges us into a world where the aliens have landed... only to be exiled to a slum on the fringes of Johannesburg. Now, one lone human discovers the mysterious secret of the extraterrestrial weapon technology. Hunted and hounded through the bizarre back alleys of an alien shantytown, he will discover what it means to be the ultimate outsider on your own planet. You may hear a South African calling someone a prawn; this is where that reference comes from. 

A Dry White Season (1989)
Talk about a star-studded cast – Donald Sutherland, Susan Sarandon, Janet Suzman, Marlon Brandon, Jurgen Prochnow, Marius Wyers and Winston Ntshona among them. Based on the novel by Andre Brink, about ... what else, apartheid! This time about an Afrikaner schoolteacher who, through the police brutality meted out to his gardener's son, begins to question his people's “god given” political mission. And then his troubles start.

Zulu (1964)
The first movie about and filmed in South Africa with a truly international feel. It might still be the best (District 9 depending). This was the film that launched the career of one Michael Caine, and also starred Stanley Baker and Jack Hawkins. It is a Lawrence of Arabia style epic of the ill-fated battle of Rorke's Drift, when a small British garrison held off a Zulu army of thousands during the Anglo-Zulu war or 1897. An “an edge of your seat spectacular” according to imdb.

Cry, Freedom (1987)
The movie tells Donald Woods’ life story in his attempt to uncover the truth about Steve Biko and his escape from South Africa. It also features life in the apartheid years. Woods worked as a newspaper editor and eventually wrote the best-selling book upon which the movie is based. The movie stars Denzel Washington and Kevin Kline and received three Oscar nominations. 

The Bang Bang Club (2010)
‘The Bang Bang Club’ was the name given to four photojournalists who worked together in South Africa shooting Pulitzer Prize-winning photography of the violence leading up to the end of Apartheid in South Africa. Directed and written by Steven Silver, it not only shows the turbulent recent history of South Africa but the conditions submitted to by reporters covering the events. One of the journalists is Kevin Carter, who snapped the famous photograph of the 1994 famine in Sudan and committed suicide after critical backlash for his cold approach to photography. This film offers insight into the psychological stress that long-term exposure to violence can bring.
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