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Introduction
South Africa is a land of striking contrasts and profound stories—a country at the
crossroads of continents, cultures, and histories. From its rugged coastlines caressed
by two oceans to its dramatic inland plateaus and verdant grasslands, South Africa’s
geography alone sets the stage for a narrative that is as awe-inspiring as it is complex.
Often referred to as the “Rainbow Nation,” South Africa captivates visitors and citizens
alike with its vibrant mosaic of peoples, languages, and traditions.

The country’s deep past is etched in stone and bone, as evidenced by ancient fossils
and archaeological sites that have given the world invaluable glimpses into human
origins. Over thousands of years, waves of migration and settlement formed a rich
tapestry of communities—from the indigenous San and Khoisan to the Bantu-speaking
peoples whose societies flourished long before European ships appeared on the
horizon. The legacies of these early inhabitants endure in languages, knowledge
systems, and land governance practices still evident today.

South Africa’s more recent history is as turbulent as it is transformative. The struggle
for resources and power among Dutch, British, and local populations bequeathed
layered identities and contentious boundaries. The era of apartheid—perhaps the
country’s most infamous epoch—marked decades of formalized racial discrimination,
exclusion, and resistance. Yet, it also sparked global solidarity and, ultimately, an
extraordinary process of reconciliation and democratic renewal. The election of Nelson
Mandela and the drafting of a new constitution stand as historic testaments to the
country’s capacity for change.

Today, South Africa stands at a critical juncture. Its robust economy, diverse
industries, and world-class infrastructure compare with any on the continent, yet deep-
seated challenges remain. High levels of inequality, persistent poverty, and public
health crises continue to test the fabric of society. At the same time, there is a
palpable creative energy—a drive toward inclusivity, social justice, and cultural
celebration—that animates everyday life.

This book, South Africa: Portrait of a Country, is an exploration of all these aspects and
more. It seeks to provide readers with a nuanced and comprehensive overview:
delving into geography and environment, investigating cultures and languages,
recounting pivotal historical events, and unpacking current political and economic
realities. The aim is to offer both context and vivid detail so that new visitors, curious
readers, and lifelong learners can better understand a country whose story is far from
finished.
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Whether you are planning to travel South Africa’s famed wine routes, eager to explore
its wild national parks, or interested in the unfolding experiment of its democracy, this
book is intended as a guide to discovery. Welcome to South Africa—a country of
resilience, beauty, and infinite possibility.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Climate: Landscapes
of a Southern Land
South Africa, officially known as the Republic of South Africa, sits majestically at the
southernmost tip of the African continent. This vast nation spans 1,221,037 square
kilometers, making it a significant player on the African landscape. Its extensive
coastline, stretching for 2,798 kilometers, borders both the South Atlantic and Indian
Oceans, offering a dramatic meeting point of two distinct marine environments.

To its north, South Africa shares land borders with Namibia, Botswana, and Zimbabwe.
To the east and northeast, it borders Mozambique and Eswatini (formerly Swaziland).
Adding a unique geographical twist, the Mountain Kingdom of Lesotho exists as an
independent enclave, entirely surrounded by South African territory in the southeast.
Further afield, South Africa also includes the remote Prince Edward and Marion islands,
located approximately 1,920 kilometers southeast of Cape Town in the Indian Ocean.

The country's topography is largely shaped by two main physiographic features: the
interior plateau and the strip of land nestled between this plateau and the coast. A
prominent and continuous relief feature known as the Great Escarpment forms the
boundary between these two distinct areas. The height of this formidable escarpment
varies significantly, from around 1,500 meters in the southwest, particularly in the
Roggeveld scarp, to an impressive 3,482 meters in the KwaZulu-Natal Drakensberg.

Inland from the Great Escarpment lies the expansive interior plateau, a southern
extension of the larger African plateau that stretches all the way to the Sahara Desert.
This plateau is characterized by wide plains and generally sits at an average elevation
of 1,200 meters above sea level. It gradually slopes downwards towards the north and
west. The eastern part of this interior plateau is often referred to as the Highveld, and
it generally sits at an altitude of 1,500 meters above sea level. A particularly notable
part of this plateau is the dissected Lesotho plateau, which soars to over 3,000 meters
above sea level.

The land between the Great Escarpment and the coast varies in width. In the east and
south, this coastal strip can be between 80 to 240 kilometers wide, while in the west,
it narrows considerably to a mere 60 to 80 kilometers. The eastern and southern
coastal regions are well-drained by numerous shorter rivers. In contrast, the arid west
coast has very few coastal rivers due to the lack of consistent rainfall in the region.

South Africa's climate is predominantly warm temperate, a condition greatly
influenced by its subtropical location, the surrounding oceans, and the significant

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

altitude of its interior plateau. The country is generally considered dry, with an
average annual rainfall of approximately 464 millimeters, which is roughly half of the
global average. However, rainfall patterns differ across the country. The Western
Cape, including Cape Town, experiences a Mediterranean climate, receiving most of its
precipitation during the winter months, typically from May to August. This is brought
by cold fronts originating over the South Atlantic.

For the majority of the rest of South Africa, particularly the interior plateau and
eastern regions, rainfall is a summer phenomenon, usually occurring between October
and March. These summer rains often manifest as brief afternoon thunderstorms.
Generally, rainfall increases from west to east across the country. For instance, Port
Nolloth on the west coast receives only about 50 mm of rain annually, while Richards
Bay on the east coast, at a similar latitude, can receive up to 1,000 mm. The high
rainfall in the eastern and southern mountains, such as the Drakensberg, is often due
to orographic rains, where moist winds are forced upwards by the mountains.

The oceanic currents play a crucial role in shaping South Africa's diverse climate. The
warm Mozambique-Agulhas Current flows southward along the east and south coasts,
reaching as far as Cape Agulhas. This warm current contributes to the warmer and
wetter conditions found along the eastern and southern coastlines. In contrast, the
cold Benguela Current flows northward along the west coast. This cold, nutrient-rich
current has a significant cooling effect on the western coastal regions, leading to drier
and cooler conditions. The stark difference in temperature between these two currents
accounts for notable variations in climate, vegetation, and marine life across the
country.

Due to the abundance of oxygen, nitrates, phosphates, and plankton in the cold,
nutrient-rich waters of the Benguela Current, South Africa's prominent fishing industry
is primarily centered on the west coast. This cold upwelling system is one of the most
productive marine ecosystems globally, supporting a rich diversity of marine life. The
meeting of these two contrasting currents at the tip of Africa creates an exceptionally
dynamic and unique environment.

While South Africa is generally a dry country and does not possess any significant
natural lakes of a substantial size, it does have numerous artificial lakes, primarily
constructed for crop irrigation. However, it is worth noting that there are several
natural freshwater lakes, albeit smaller, such as Lake Chrissie in Mpumalanga, which is
considered the largest natural freshwater lake by surface area. Lake Sibaya in
KwaZulu-Natal is another notable natural freshwater lake. The country's rivers, with
the exception of the largest ones, are generally not commercially navigable due to
sandbanks blocking their mouths and steep gradients.

The Orange River is South Africa's longest river, originating in the Drakensberg
Mountains and flowing westward to the Atlantic Ocean, forming part of the border with
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Namibia. It is a vital source of water for irrigation. Other major rivers include the Vaal
River, the Orange River's largest tributary and the third longest river in South Africa,
which is crucial for water supply to Johannesburg and Pretoria. The Limpopo River
flows eastward towards the Indian Ocean and forms part of the border with Botswana
and Zimbabwe. Other significant rivers in the country include the Breede, Komati,
Lepelle (previously Olifants), Tugela, Umzimvubu, and Molopo rivers.
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