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Youngsters
look to Govt
to create
jobs 

BRIDGET MAKHONZA

I
ADDRESSED a women’s
empowerment conference in
Mogale City a while ago, wear-
ing a formal black men’s suit,
Italian men’s shoes and a man’s
striped shirt. I could see every-

one staring at me and wondering
whether I was a man or a woman. So
I said: “Let me set your minds at rest
and tell you right away: I’m a
woman!”

Then I told them I’m also a les-
bian and a survivor of Johannes-
burg Women’s prison, where I spent
nine months awaiting trial on
charges of armed robbery, and two
years and six months as a sentenced
offender. 

I was wrongfully convicted and
sentenced to 10 years for robbery
before I decided to conduct my own
appeal. I went to court in 2005 with
my legs in chains. I was acquitted by

a full bench. It took just 10 minutes
– I had been innocent all along! 

After spending nearly four years
with convicted murderers, armed
robbers, fraudsters, forgers and
drug mules, I still carry emotional
scars. Trust me, a month, a week,
even a day in prison is too long, and
I owed it to Xolani, my son, and my
parents to prove my innocence.  

It’s been five years since my
release. I’m 38 and still struggling to
deal with my anger. Xolani is 21 and
surprisingly accepting of our situa-
tion – his father disappeared when
he was born, we reconciled when he
was six and two years later his dad
was murdered. Losing me was a
double loss. It’s been very hard for
us and still is…

Before my life spun out of con-
trol, I was a database capturer in
Anglo American’s geology depart-
ment and led a regular life. Then one
Saturday afternoon in 2001, while
my partner and I were visiting my
sister at the room she rented in
Pimville, a guy we’d never met
arrived and started asking 

questions about our sexuality. He
was convinced we needed a man.
Then he got drunk, attacked us and
stabbed my partner in the neck.

I’ve been a keen boxer since I was
15, so I reacted instinctively. 
I grabbed a steel pipe lying in the
yard, hit him hard and he passed
out. I believed I was defending us
from a rapist. Then I ran to phone an
ambulance and my sister ran to the
police station with another guy.
There were witnesses. 

The guy – I still don’t know his
name – never laid charges, but his
family said I started the fight. The
landlady, his aunt, opened a case of
malicious damage to property – a
TV, door and window were broken
during the fight – and I paid two
fines of R1 400 and R4 000. The next
day she charged me with armed rob-
bery, saying I came back with a gun
and demanded my money back. 
I don’t own a gun and was in Preto-
ria at the time.

When I appeared in the Johan-
nesburg Regional Court on July 11,
2002, I was found guilty of robbery –
not armed robbery – and remanded
in custody to await sentencing. Nine
months later, on April 3, 2003, I was
sentenced to 10 years. None of my
three witnesses was called, there
was no evidence, and my case wasn’t
even investigated. 

Lesbians are often attacked,
raped and targeted by threatened
men. The perpetrator is seldom
arrested. My partner was badly
injured, but she thought opening a
case would be useless, that the police
would take the guy’s side. I felt help-
less and angry. 

However, I learnt to fight back at
an early age after being kidnapped
at 13 and held for nine months for an
intended muti murder. When my
parents found me I was dehydrated
with sores all over my body. I was in
hospital on a drip for two weeks,
close to death and not afraid to die. 

I’ve been exposed to witchcraft
and seen unimaginable things in my
life, like people using private parts
for muti – that experience was so
bad I still can’t talk about it. It’s what
made me strong and helped me to
survive prison, particularly while
awaiting trial.

Conditions for awaiting-trial
prisoners are much worse than for
sentenced offenders. You just sit in
your cell and rot. You eat and you
sleep, you eat and you sleep and you
try to sleep, sleep, sleep. People live
like that awaiting trial for years.
Each Sun City (Johannesburg
Prison) cell is intended for 40 women
but there were 60 to 70 in mine. A
bed is a privilege that is earned, or
bought. Otherwise, you sleep on
sponges on the floor with lice and
cockroaches. The place was filthy. 

There was only one toilet and one
shower with two taps for all of us.
The smell of sewerage pipes outside
the windows made us sick, espe-
cially in summer. The hardest thing
for me was living with people with

HIV, full-blown Aids and tuberculo-
sis, and showering with people with
HIV sores on their bodies. Living
with such sick people makes you feel
that you’re always at risk. There are
also mentally disturbed people, who
you know could commit murder. 

Though regulations stipulate
that prisoners must spend half an
hour outside in the morning and
afternoon, we had no regular exer-
cise while awaiting trial. After three
months, I was elected cell represen-
tative and got privileges such as
greater freedom of movement,
access to public phones after lock-
up, not having to queue for food, and
a bottom bunk bed.

You can wait three years for a
bottom bed, but if you have money
you can buy one with a carton of cig-
arettes, five phone cards and toi-
letries. I never knew how easy it was
to smuggle before I got there. I ended
up selling cigarettes, being a money-
lender and making quite a bit.

Believe me, there are ways
around everything. You can get
pizza, drugs, sex, whatever you
want. Sometimes women blocked
the pipes and toilets so that male
prisoners would come to fix them,
then they’d have sex. 

At least 50 percent of convicted
long-term women prisoners are in
gay relationships, though they
aren’t necessarily gay. They may
have partners or husbands outside

but while they’re inside, they need
intimacy and someone to care for
them. 

There was never enough food. If
you didn’t get to the front of the
queue, you never ate. My family
brought me food, toiletries and
clothes. I could never have survived
without their support. Because
awaiting-trial prisoners aren’t per-
mitted contact visits, I spoke to them
through glass using a microphone
for nine months. This was very dif-
ficult for Xolani, who sometimes
refused to visit because he was so
angry.

My aunt, who brought me up in
my grandpa’s house after my parents
divorced when I was nine, fostered
Xolani while I was inside. She’s very
strict and stable. I grew up knowing
a wrong is a wrong. Rules were laid
and had to be followed. My grandpa
never drank or smoked, and he had
strong Catholic principles. I wanted
the same for my son.

Things were rough inside for me.
Women do drugs and fight like cats
about stupid things. They scratch,
bite and swear. Once a woman threw
boiling water at one of our cell-
mates. The whole cell moered her for
that and she was put in isolation
before being moved to a mental
hospital. 

I’m not saying I was an angel. A
lovers’ tiff and black eye led to my
enforced enrolment in an anger

management course after I was
attacked for having two girlfriends
and rejecting one. My contact visit
privileges were removed and I was
referred to My Path, a self-develop-
ment programme run by Khulisa
crime prevention programme.

This was a turning point for me
because I learnt to control my anger.
When I felt like I wanted to explode,
I’d sleep all day to avoid trouble. Or
I’d tell the nurses I was having night-
mares, they’d give me drugs to make
me sleep and the feelings would
pass. We’d smoke dagga through a
tissue in the toilet bowl so the
warders couldn’t smell it. I was so
high in there it wasn’t even funny.
My sentence was too much for me. I
didn’t want to think.

After my conviction, I was put in
a school cell where most of the
40 inmates were studying. I enrolled
for statutory and mercantile law
courses. I learnt that evidence was
necessary for conviction and
decided to appeal my own case. I also
got involved with sport, soccer, event
co-ordinating, dancing, debating
and church, and found a library job
earning R10 a month! 

Once I was taken in leg chains
and handcuffs to see a doctor at
Bara. Everyone was staring at me
like I was a hard-core criminal.
Eish… that was painful. After a
gynaecological operation, I was
chained to the bed by my legs for

four days. At least I had access to
good food and a shower!

I was finally released after three
years and three months behind bars.
Like everyone who has been in
prison for a while, I felt lonely, like 
I didn’t belong anywhere. I had no
money, debts incurred while I was
inside, no job, my previous partner
had abandoned me, my son had
grown up and I needed to start again
– fast. As an ex-offender, your
chances of getting work are slim. 

Khulisa gave me a much-needed
break. I’ve been with the organisa-
tion since and was recently pro-
moted to team leader. In March, 
I intend enrolling for a Unisa law
degree, which Khulisa has promised
to subsidise.

I’ve been told that I’m a natural
leader and everyone always relies on
me to sort things out, at work and at
home. I don’t want history to repeat
itself. My constant fear is that I’ll
land in a fight and end up back in
jail. Whatever goes wrong, I’m
always the prime suspect and always
terrified I’ll land up back inside!

It’s five years since my release
and I still can’t put the experience
behind me. Xolani and I have had a
hard time and are still paying the
price for a crime I never committed.
We always had a close relationship,
but it took a while to get used to each
other again. Today we live with my
partner in a two-bedroomed flat in

Roodepoort that we’re about to buy.
I received no compensation or

support from the state and some-
times get extremely emotional about
small things. I get angry for nothing,
I’m unpredictable and anxious. My
partner says I’m aggressive and
need therapy, but I can’t afford it.
I’ve always had a temper but it’s
much worse now. Some people think
I’m arrogant, rude or dangerous.

I need help because I don’t want
to lose the most important people in
my life. Xolani isn’t a vengeful or bit-
ter person, and he has tried to accept
what happened and put it behind
him. But being in prison is like a
stain you can’t wash off. You never
escape the stigma. 

Prison can make or break you.
It’s the toughest place an individual
can ever be. People treat you differ-
ently when you get out, even if
you’re innocent. They’re afraid of
you. 

I’m happy to have proved my
innocence but I still get angry about
lost opportunities, the time I spent
inside for things I never did and the
way the criminal justice system
failed me. I think I’ll always carry
these scars.
l Bridget Makhonza told her story to
Carolyn Raphaely, a member of the
Wits Justice Project, which operates
under the aegis of the Wits Journal-
ism Programme, investigating mis-
carriages of justice.

PAYING THE PRICE: Bridget Makhonza was sent to jail after defending herself against a “corrective rape”. She spent three years in prison, before learning a little about the process of
law and appealing her case, which had never been properly investigated. PICTURES: CARA VIERECKL

NOT SAFE: Bridget and her
fiancée, Ivy Khutswane, still fear
being attacked for being gay.

‘I will always carry the scars’
Bridget Makhonza spent
three years in jail for a
crime she didn’t commit


