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My African Experience

Tuesday, April 5, 2005 marked a day of several new experiences for me.  On this date, four other students and myself prepared to depart on an airplane from Norfolk International Airport to LaGuardia Airport.  It was my first time flying and I was excited and nervous at the same time.  We flew on a prop plane, which meant we felt every bump.  Then, the pilot in training landed the plane.  It felt like a roller coaster ride and I do not like roller coasters.  For my first plane ride, it was not as bad as I expected.  We arrived at LaGuardia Airport and had to transfer to the JFK International Airport because that is where our flight to South Africa was leaving.  The plane was huge!  It had two places where passengers could load.  Take-off was much different in this huge plane from the small plane that brought us to New York.  I could barely feel lift off.  I had to look out the window to realize that we were no longer on the ground.  I could barely feel the bumps like in the first flight.  

This flight was much more pleasant.  Dinner and breakfast was served on the plane.  Each passenger had a screen and audio system, where we could watch movies or television shows, play games, or listen to music.  The only downside about the flight was it was seventeen hours long!  I could not sleep because I was so excited for several reasons.  One reason was I was actually flying!  This plane flew at much higher altitudes than the prop plane, so we were flying above layers of clouds.  It was the most beautiful view!  They looked like big cotton balls floating on water.  The main reason I was excited was I knew that when we landed a second time (we had to stop in Dakar, Senegal), we would be in South Africa.  I was not sure what I was going to see when we landed but I was eager to fond out.

Prior to my flight, I was told that ones ears could pop severely.  I had no concept of that until we landed in Dakar, Senegal.  The pressure that built up in my ears was so intense; I was temporarily hard of hearing for some time after we had taken off again.  I had severe pain in the ears and an intense headache as a result.  The same thing happened when we landed back in the United States.  I was told gum would remedy the situation but it did not help me at all.  Thus, I learned whenever I fly again, to get some earplugs for the landing.

As we flew in over Johannesburg, South Africa on Wednesday, April 6, 2005, it looked very similar to New York City.  It was huge!  I could see very tall buildings and many highways and roadways.  As we drove from the airport to our hotel, it became immediately clear we were not in New York or the United States.  First, the steering wheel was on the right side of the car and they drive on the right side of the street.  All the speed signs and mile markers were in either meters or kilometers.  The time was in military time.  There were very tall palm trees as well as many other types of trees that I had never seen before.  Even with these differences, it was obvious that Johannesburg was very much westernized.  It seemed that everyone drove a Benz or BMW.  There were billboards everywhere.  There were very large, beautiful homes.  I came to find out later that we were staying in a richer section of Johannesburg.

When we arrived at our hotel, we had to rush out to attend the dinner that was being held for us by APARC (African Presidential Archives Research Center) representatives.  There, I got to meet students from Medgar Evers College in New York, Talladega College in Alabama, Morehouse College in Georgia, Boston University in Massachusetts, University of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa, and the University of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania.  Students from the University of Ghana in Ghana arrived the next day.  We were all in South Africa to attend the African Presidential Roundtable taking place on Friday, April 8, 2005.  The roundtable featured former presidents of nine African countries.  

On Thursday, April 7, 2005, we got to tour the University of the Witwatersrand.  It was so big and so beautiful!  It had several different campuses for individual majors.  It was apparent that this school had a large endowment.  After the tour and lunch, we got to travel to Soweto.  We got to tour the poorer areas to see the other extreme of Johannesburg.  It was a breathtaking experience!  The economic divides was so sharp a contrast, yet so close to each other.  It was as if on one side of the street, I was in Miami, Florida and on the other side of the street, I was in Camden, New Jersey (one of the poorest cities in the U.S.) to make a comparison.  The houses looked almost like shacks and I wonder if they had electricity and running water in some parts.  They had streets but they had no sidewalks.  Yet, these same people loaded buses everyday to go into places like Sandton (where we stayed) to go to work.  It baffled my mind that these people can live literally right next to wealth but they have none themselves and nothing seems to be done about it.


While in Soweto, we got to ride past Bishop Tutu’s house and we got to tour Nelson Mandela’s house, where he lived briefly after he was released from prison.  There were many newspaper clippings, pictures, and letters to mark the struggle against Apartheid.  After the tour and shopping from the local vendors, we went to the Hector Pieterson Museum.  This museum was named in honor of Hector Pieterson, a thirteen-year-old schoolboy who was the first casualty when the youth in Soweto took their stand against Apartheid.  He was actually killed by police in the exact location of the museum.  The citizens mark his death as the beginning of the end for Apartheid in South Africa.  As I went through the museum, I could feel the struggle through the pictures and narratives that were on display.  The most amazing part was the protestors and freedom fighters were young people, my age and younger.  It was not the older adults that rose up in Soweto.  It was the children and young adults who took action because they could not take the oppression anymore.  Those young people were so passionate and committed about what they believed in.  

After we left the museum, we got to shop at more vendor stands, which were selling crafts.  As I interacted with the vendors as well as the people in the area, I felt so at home.  They were such a warm people.  They greeted us with, “my brother or my sister.”  In Sandton, everyone just stared at us as if we were from another planet.  Our tour guide informed us it was obvious that we were Americans.  In Soweto, they knew we were Americans but they treated us as if we were returning home instead of coming for a visit.  They also were very proud people.  They may have been poor by a monetary standard but they were rich in culture, national pride, and spirit.  They looked like happy people.  Even the schoolchildren, who were returning from school, had carried themselves with pride.  Everyone wore uniforms and I could not find one child’s uniform that was sloppy or dirty.  Everyone’s clothes were tidy and they actually fit.  From their appearance and mannerism, it appeared to me that they had appreciation for what they had and they did not take it for granted.  It was the best part of the trip for me.


Later on that night, we attended a dinner at the mayor’s house to welcome the former presidents.  There were so many people there!  There were US ambassadors, former and current.  There were other important people as well as members of the media.  I was overwhelmed because I could see that I was amongst some important movers and shakers of the world and I felt like a nobody, trying to fit in.  When the former presidents were introduced to the guests, they were so personable.  They greeted guests, took pictures, shared jokes, and engaged in conversations.  This goes back to my observation of the warmness of African people.  They were former presidents but they spoke to us!  An ordinary citizen could not get close to a former president of the United States; much less speak to or with him.  It was really exciting!


Friday, April 8, 2005 proved to be the most important day of the trip because it was the reason why we were there.  As I mentioned before, this was the day of the roundtable discussion.  There were many people in attendance.  Those participating in the discussion, including the former presidents, sat at large tables in the center and the students and other spectators sat on the peripheral.  There were cameramen and media everywhere.  The first discussion was about the plight of Africa as a continent as well as its individual countries.  They brought up many issues but the main issues seemed to be corruption in government, unemployment, debt relief, and civil unrest.  

As the discussion unfolded, I learned many things I did not know before.  For example, the problem of corruption in government is a very serious problem for many African countries.  The money that is supposed to be allocated to the people is being taken by leaders and squandered on their personal usage.  As a result, the people remain uneducated, unemployed, and in poverty because they have very little or nothing to begin with.  The squandered funds could go to funding education for all, or creating jobs, or providing healthcare.  Another main problem discussed was the issue of debt relief.  World powers, such as the United Kingdom and the United States, give money to African nations to use to better their countries.  However, the money comes with some hefty stipulations such as high interests rates or strict guidelines on how the money can be used.  Often times, the guidelines are instituted in the interests of the donating country.  The high interests rates keep countries in debt and consequently, poor.  The stipulations hinder real progress because the country does not have the freedom to decide where the money would be most useful.

Although many solutions were not raised, one solution was raised for debt relief.  It was suggested that countries should wave the interest rates in some cases and in other cases; they should provide grants instead of loans so that the countries do not have to pay the money back.  This provides a way for African nations to rise up in economic status and solve its issues.  I agree with this solution because Africans should have a fair share at the global wealth.  The continent is rich in resources, minerals, and precious metals but other nations besides Africans profit from it.  Something needs to be done to address that.  Another solution that was proposed was to focus on education.  By educating the people, they can build strong leaders, who will take office and make great improvements.  This is another good solution because countries can have all the money they need but if its leaders squander it, then it serves no purpose.

The second discussion was about how Africa is portrayed in the international media.  When I watch the news, the only things I hear about Africa are negative.  The way the continent is portrayed, my first opinion is that Africa is a place of disease, famine, corruption, illiteracy, and civil unrest.  It is rare to see something positive come out about Africa.  There were several media personalities in the discussion to present both sides of the argument.  One side of the argument is that the international media should report on the good things that happen in African countries so that Africa does not appear to be such a horrible place.  By doing this, it will build up Africa’s morale and make people want to come.  The other side of the argument is that the media should report what is happening.  Thus, if bad things are happening, then the media should report it.  Those who support this point of view believe that Africans themselves should stop what they are doing to bring negative attention on them or not be concerned with what other countries think of them.  I agree with a little of both arguments and I believe the answer lies in between the two sides.

Later on that night, we went to a big dinner reception in honor of the former presidents.  As I sat and watched what was going on around me, I realized the excellent opportunity I had in front of me.  At the big table sat the former leaders of the world.  However, at the table where I sat, were some of the future leaders of the world.  For example, I sat at a table with a group of students named Sharif, Jacqueline, and Joseph.  Someday, we will be some of the few that the world will turn to for leadership and I got the opportunity to meet them before that happens.  I was building my network of contacts for the future.

On the final day, Saturday, April 9, 2005, we went to another craft market to buy souvenirs.  Yet as my trip was coming to an end, I reflected back on what I had gained and learned as a result of my experience.  The first thing I learned was that not all of Africa is hot.  It was cool most of the time we were there.  But more seriously, I learned that Africa is a wonderful place to be.  The people are warm and inviting.  The atmosphere is rich with tradition and culture.  I learned about the problems that afflict Africa and what is being done to solve them.  I learned how former African presidents dealt with those issues and their recommendations on how to further solve problems.  I learned about true and healthy pride that exuded from the people. 

The one thing that I learned most of all is to appreciate what I have and never take it for granted.  Sometimes, it may seem that everything is so bad but there is always someone worse off.  My problems are nowhere near the magnitude of problems like the poor people of Soweto; thus, I should be grateful.  Even with their problems, they are still a happy people and if they can be happy, so can I. 

My experience in Africa is one that I will value for the rest of my life.  I learned and gained so much is such a short period of time.  With the grace of god, I can take my experience and turn it into something positive that will benefit others as well as myself.  Also, I built contacts that can last me a lifetime.  I am so grateful I got the chance to gain this experience.   

