Conversation with Gideon Mendel in Cape Town, November, 198BS
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Omar Radsha comes in on page 5

I grew up in Jdohanne

= came down to Cape Town for four
years in the Jnlverﬁity,
r

I
bachelor of Arts, majoring in psychology
S

and in cwrent African Historvy. began working a bit in photography
about my =econd or third year at the University. But I think guite....
Fly impression in retrospect is that my work there was quitﬂ
pretentiovs, I into rock and abstractions. I wasn’t doing
very much.

and I 1] an interest in taking ph *cgrqp 5 tor guite a few vears,

pho
ork atter that until 1983. I finished the

then taught for & year in a high school. I taught
I then worked in Johannesburg and worked in the

! i
didn™t reallv do very much work
yiveraity in ' h
=riggplish, and
film industry t . I worked in film editing. I just,
photographically, when I was in Johannesburg, I was shoooting quite a
lot of transparencies, but I wasn™t doing very much documentary work.
= | ¢ af that year, and got a job

ap@ Town and, a friend of mine had just
oing things in black and white. It just
vlth 1

tutrf. At that time there were qguite big

oads, people were living out there and I went out
%em!1nm of horror, really horrified by what 1

i i images. I just wandered out

photographed people in the streets before, but

this situation. In that situation, It was really

: think made guite a connection with people

I began shooting s
demolitions in crossr

companya I was doing a bit of free
and I ha& a bit of money which I
¢ ‘ ta go and try and take pictures, and write as
» and became inveolved then, was drawn inte, the EDC squatter camp.
Then it was just an empty piece of land. And there was incredible
Gwerrrow*'ng and there had beesn a number of squatter camps that
ly had been bulldozed. Those were the days when they used o

guatter camps in Cape Town. And a lot of people just moved
er piece of land and began building shacks. There was guite
izred resistance to lack of housing and there was guite a

7 le as the people moved in and the police then moved
nocked down the shacks. In the months going in to winter,
people were standing up to them, built shacks at night, tore them down
in the morning. It was quite a struggle. I was actually asked by the
people to photograph in that situation.

weal 1

Just seeing a lot of .... being in that place and having shacks
torn down (takes a long time), kids that would spend rainy nights in
the open. I just +elt very strongly about it. &t that time I had
problem, because I didn®t have any kind of accreditation, which one
needs to have to actually be in the area. So I got thrown cut guite a
lot by the police. Folice would be moving into an area, and I would
arrive and they caught me in an area and threw me out. But the kind of

things, one of the experiences that affected me very strongly, [ was
with ancther journalist, she actually drew me in, she was working in
radio at the time and she thought of me and drew me in. We went out
very early in the morning, just before sunrise. And The people had
beern in the open all night. And we parked at a house across the road,
arnd ran into the house, ducked in there. The FPolice were actually
around. To get us across the road, they put b nkets around us and got
us in. Then we were surrounded by these peepie. I photographed them
and then some police actually arrived. But the us, And the
pﬁ1ica never saw us. That is the kind of exper ch direw me
bracis

For personal reasons......and oy parents live in Lon  and tor

various reasons, I decided to go over there for a while something
which I was considering very seriously was actually st

photography. I decided I want to pursue tha

o
in London and actually went over and zome time 1in

program i soen =
Lendon. But I found out after actually getting A COur Ses,
........ After putting a lot of energy in time in filling out
Hlicatzan forms and putting a portfoclic togeth == =
ally didn’t want to study. ﬁctual!y

mething in me was crying out to go back and ...my work was

here. & lot of my family lived overeseas, a lot of friends and

connections, and before [ had left 5.&48frica, I thought very seriously
of getting some training, some photegraphic training. 1 :
tho

alwma

-ked the technical knowledge to do really good work.
for about nine months. I hack about December,

I had heard about the Carnegie thing. 1 made contac
with Faul Weinberg and various people. I had heard ﬁhﬁ“f it
very much to work on it. So I came back to Town and cc
- and Wilfred and I had also, in the time when I ha 5 bee working

Omar
before in Cape Town, and my girlfriend had been living Hay.,
and in fact, I had always had guite a connection with Haut My

sigster had lived there beforehand. and my parents told me, in summer
we used to always go on family holidays to Haut Bay, when [ was a

id. I was actually conceived in Haut Bay!

I actually worked on the community as a whole. I did gquite a lot
of work. There is guite a big sguatter community there and a harbor
village, & harbor community. and there is also a migrant compound. I
photographed all those places.

This teop strip here, this picture here is from the migrant
compounds, black workers who work in the fish industry. Some of those
pictures.....I also photographed in some white farms....I had a very
geod connection in the area, in the village, a guy called Dick who had
been doing political work there. They kind of wanted evidence of the
had conditions, photographs, so I worked with him and he took me
around. That helped a lot. I photegraphed his wedding after that.

There was also quite a connection with that one squatter %amily I
photographed. The story on that is that my girlfriend’s cousin lives,

rJ



and runs a nursery in Hault Bay, and she lived there for & NI
] to fhe nursery.
heing pru31<

was one particular gouatter c:
to know those people guite wel

would go there and it was like I ?he p}@d piper, wi hind
me .

el
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'}\ .:‘)‘:‘\(__M £
ventually you just : te . Nkf{\
over your shoulder. I hav always had the protection ot esCape ] G
think particularly for my 1osl tlo =
family background. My par - My
grandparents an my father
. F N @
= kq“uung
myself., i that the
with the v of that =so ST (s T O o
crime for us what is going on in this country.
were always
v liberal : &
it that ﬁchﬁﬁ‘ muJ?f r. =
. a very el
er
For myself at the a t, I°ve been working
contexts for about the last year and a hal+f, and
focus as strongly con documentary photography. It s g
point, but I do feel that , in terms of what has happened in the
few months, documentary phctagraphh ie very different m
: I wa -ing in Haut Bay. There he
i gone into an abnormal, per
o quite hard to explain. 1In
i . v photography 1S quite difficult, phﬂtﬁgr aphing
communities, photeographing people. ond I"m not sure 1f there 1s &
nlace for taking a documentary type photograph in a news type
situation. I want to be able to do both.
I_have become very badly addicted to news photography. And this \
is a proh13ﬂ One gets an actual physical adrenalin addiction that you 6§p(\L'“”
need to be where the action is, as & photographer and as a person. ’ 'ﬁ
Thgt sense = of having to move quickly and think and the demands of an FQLF”“&;M‘“

intense action news situation, it takes a lot of coordination. Jus A
for example, |l there was a burning barricade and policemen \§¥*
put it out and a lot of kide appeared down the road and were calling §>

and taunting police, and jeering the police. And we saw them and drove

-

towards them. We crossed the road and jumped out of the car. There was
this group of police cars coming up the road slowly. They stopped and

jumped out with their guns, and the rocks started flying. In that
=ituation, I was having to decide where I am going to be and what I am
going to foocus On. There is a lot of luck inv rmlved. I ducked across
the road and, just after 1 crossed the road, they began firing tear
gas. A whole fusilade of rocks got thrown at them. I ducked next to
some columns. They were firing over my head. I was in 2 position to rk
get somes pictures of them shooting. Though I think ideally, T would
have been behind the rioters and gotten both of them 1n the r1rture.
But just the adrenalin of that situation, it i

m?"fﬁingﬁ happening, but it 1is danger qnd axed

being on the edge of a confro tatimn, things 1

can describe, it is a dang e =ituation I7ve

tn be there, and it 1s very hard to go back to

s happening.

bt

stuff, while action

icle mews

)
“
n}
3
o
=¥
m
G
4
if
B

I*ve often wondered
photographers, am I just
am I shooting mDmP+hiﬁg

1u:t=rn.“"".1 like
reaﬁmha, to be tnn e
do happen......INAUDIBELE
worried about, am I doing

came kind of situations?
find yourself in a

doing it for more

timsg w hic R

I do work now as a

During the time I
strung out and quite at
actually quit@ an i
going. And I 1]l that
Lind of rmflmxtlnq that

where

find that 1 was

["ve bheen wor
e able to worry :
Johannesburg, a daily ne jo that what I shot as very similar to
how I felt, what I : Fir ; ael - 1 have

na L
i end has come tm stay with me who 18

been in a bad patch. C 85l
very nice. And my work he ged and picked up because of it. I'm
sure it is all related to ones subconsclous. INAUDIELE

1 am stuck in the track of working for the news, for the

L
international news machine. But it is a living, and it gets me around

as well.,

The one thing that is actually gul ignificant among the white
photographers workl ng in Soutch nFFica 1s actually the guilt sthic, the
guilt syndrome. Dn_ grows as a white having a very comfortable,
luxurious existence, while you are aware of all the pain and suffering
and oppression which goes on around you. Maybe not on a constious
level, but possibly on _an nnconscious level, one should do this kind
of work to alleviate that sense of guilt that sense of having o much

amidst sc much suffering.

BAdsha: When you work starts.....Among the writers, because among the
writers, that to those writers has become bloody, soppy. libera 1 shit.




document all the black shit, but are not prepared to
white shit. Because it is very difficult for them to

I
point that camera at the whites.

Mendel:* Omar, 1 think being a black......17ve been doing a lot of work

among the whites lately.

to these guvs

L T AT T
country. we

about

their

Mendels That is thing I am r
me at all in -

"

nversation.
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