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Rising Anger at Other Africans Fuels South Africa Attacks 
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Westenburg Township, at the western edge of Polokwane, South Africa, was the scene of recent violence against Zimbabweans

POLOKWANE, South Africa — Men in Westenburg Township went hunting Zimbabweans. They prowled its dirt roads by the truckload as night fell recently, brandishing clubs and throwing stones.

At dawn that day, the body of Steven Hamilton, a 24-year-old local man, had been found near a tavern. In a flash, word spread that drunken Zimbabweans had stabbed him in the chest. By the time people returned home from work, the township had erupted. Men shouted for the Zimbabweans to be killed, or for them to go back where they came from.

Mike Mpofu, 34, a former high school art teacher from Zimbabwe who sells vegetables from a shed, saw the mob coming. Charneal Carelse, a South African teenager whose family had befriended Mr. Mpofu, happened to be walking by. “I told her, ‘There is war coming,’ ” he said.

Charneal said she told him to hide in her house, and he took off running.

In May 2008, South Africa’s image as a home to people of all races and nationalities took a hard knock as xenophobic violence leapt from city to city, victimizing poor Africans who had sought asylum and opportunity in the region’s richest country. 

In the year and a half since, such attacks have flared periodically, but recent ones against Zimbabweans here, near South Africa’s northern border, and at its southern tip have brought the problem to the fore again.

Last week, South Africa’s president, Jacob Zuma, pleaded with his people to “embrace especially our African brothers and sisters, who usually bear the brunt of ill-treatment more than foreigners from other continents.” Navi Pillay, the United Nations high commissioner for human rights and a South African, this month called attacks on foreigners in her homeland “gravely alarming.” 

The police here in the capital of Limpopo Province gathered up Zimbabweans that terrifying night two weeks ago and took them to the old Peter Mokaba stadium for safekeeping. About 30 are still there, hanging their laundry in the shadow of a spectacular new stadium built for the 2010 World Cup, where South Africa hopes to showcase itself. 

Thousands more Zimbabweans — many of them migrant farm workers and their families — were forcibly displaced from the community of De Doorns in Western Cape Province in a violent outburst in mid-November.

South Africa had hoped the 10-month-old truce between Zimbabwe’s president, Robert Mugabe, and the former opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai, now prime minister, would stabilize Zimbabwe and slow an exodus in which millions have fled its poverty and repression in the past decade.

But hundreds of Zimbabweans a day still seek asylum in South Africa at the border town of Musina, about 130 miles north of Polokwane, and uncounted others cross into the country illegally, United Nations officials say.

“We don’t want Zimbabweans anymore,” said Roy Buys, as he mourned with his old friends Ronie and Stephaina Hamilton, parents of the young man whose murder set off the violence. “They kill our brothers, rape our sisters, break into our homes and take our jobs.”

Over the past decade, as Zimbabwean migrants have settled in Westenburg, they have picked up odd jobs and rented backyard hovels, working long hours at low pay. Under apartheid, Westenburg was designated for Afrikaans-speaking mixed race or “colored” people — considered a notch above black Africans by the former ruling white minority — and they still predominate 15 years after apartheid ended.

But resentments seethe beneath the surface of township life, particularly among idle young men who see the Zimbabweans working. Their sense of grievance deepened this year as South Africa’s own already staggeringly high unemployment rate rose further. After the killing of Mr. Hamilton, himself a young man who his parents said had never held a regular job, the anger boiled over in violence. 

“It was a release valve for the community’s frustrations,” said Larry Anderson, 64, a local ward committee member. 

Eleven people were hospitalized. A dozen people were arrested for public violence, but the charges have since been withdrawn for lack of evidence, according to Calvin Sengani, director of community relations in the provincial safety department. The police superintendent, Moatshe Ngoepe, declined to comment on whether any arrests had been made, saying charges would be filed once the investigation was complete.

Dikeledi Magadzi, the provincial safety and security minister, said in an interview that the governing African National Congress, to which she belongs, had moved quickly to calm the situation in Westenburg. 

But advocates for migrants contend the lack of action against those who committed the violence was typical. Prosecutors have withdrawn 40 percent of the cases registered after the May 2008 violence, in which 62 people died, and only a few people have been convicted for the killings, according to Pieter du Rand, chief director of court services in the South African Department of Justice. The murder cases have proved difficult to prosecute because of insufficient evidence, he said by e-mail.

The wounds of those attacked in Westenburg are healing. Tinashe Phiri, 20, a Zimbabwean laborer who needed stitches for a gash in his head, said he ran into a house with the mob at his heels. “I heard them tell the ladies outside, ‘Give us the keys. We want to beat your husbands,’ ” he said. The men broke down the door and pummeled him. 

Everson Hove, 26, who came to South Africa from Zimbabwe six months ago to work, was assaulted when he returned to Westenburg from his construction job. Men hit him in the mouth with a chair, loosening a front tooth, and beat him with wooden tools.

Mr. Mpofu made it safely to 16-year-old Charneal’s house. Her mother, Bebe Carelse, 39, hid him under a mattress. She said a woman on her bus home from work that day said the Zimbabweans should be killed because of Mr. Hamilton’s murder. “I said, ‘It’s not right,’ you can’t blame all of them,’ ” Ms. Carelse said. “They’re innocent.”

For now, Mr. Mpofu is living at the stadium, but next year, when tempers cool, he plans to return to the township and reopen the vegetable stand the Carelses let him set up in front of their house.

“I feel I am part of this family,” he said. “If there was no Bebe, I could be injured or dead. It’s very rare to find someone who respects a poor person like she does.”
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