
“If I look at a 
scene and I can’t 

hear the bells 
ringing, I leave”

Xhosa woman with hut. KeisKammahoeK. 
eastern Cape. south afriCa. Up a rutted road, 
I photograph a Xhosa woman and her hut. She 
explains that the plaster is a complicated mix 
of cheap PVA paint, a concentrated colouring 
mixed with cow dung, crushed termite mound 
soil and clay from the Keiskamma River. This 
thick mix is then applied by hand. “Many, many 
thanks,” I say, “And have a wonderful day.”

Obie Oberholzer—
the ‘visual thug‘

Black Kites over Beira rubbish dump. 
Beira. Mozambique.(detail)
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have culminated in seven coffee table books—

the latest book Round the Bend is just out.

The longest trip was Cape to Cairo, when 

Obie was away for nine months. “That was 

quite hard,” Lynn admits, “because our 

two boys were still small and there were no 

cellphones, but I never worried about Obie. 

He’s living his dream. I’d worry if he sat 

around at home.”

Now Obie takes shorter trips of a month or 

so, “because when I am in the zone, there’s 

AS ‘BILLY THE KID’ BOOMS in the background, 

Obie leans back in his chair at his Nature’s Valley 

home, cold ginger beer in hand, and says, “Next life I 

want to be a singer in a rock band.” He laughs loudly 

and then gets serious. “I really never doubted what I 

wanted to do. I always believed I could take pictures 

and I’ve followed my dream for better or 

worse. You know, ‘You gotta follow the dream 

wherever it may lead you. It’s a wonderful 

world.’ That’s what Elvis said.

“How am I doing so far?” Obie asks Lynn, 

his wife of 36 years. She shakes her head with a 

smile and adds, “What about Wally Onetime?” 

Obie continues, “A life without adventure 

is no life at all. That’s what I believe.” But 

he also admits he never imagined a life this 

adventurous, with travels through Africa that 

Maverick photographer Obie Oberholzer describes himself as a ‘visual thug’,

but more accurate may be ‘offbeat genius’, says Keri Harvey

Best DXXX

B y  K e r i  H a r v e y

P H O T O g r A P H Y  B Y  O B I E  O B E r H O L z E r
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a picture around every bend. You 

can drive around the block and 

take pictures or you can discover 

yourself and the hinterland people 

and places. I keep the door wide 

open. I have also started doing 

installations now, since every Tom, 

Dick and Xoli are doing them.

A defining moment for Obie was 

in 1968 when he shot a photo of 

friends on the pier at gordons Bay. 

“I was at Stellenbosch University 

then, but I only half finished my 

degree and got a diploma. I’m 

stupid, can’t read, and I failed 

History of Art. My photography 

happy’s plaCe. near sterKwater. limpopo provinCe. south afriCa. One day, I was faraway from her on this hot dusty track near 
Sterkwater. I came across ‘Happy’s Liquor Store’. A frosted Windhoek Lager started to dangle in front of my eyes. I stopped and close them 
– they become two and then three shimmering beers. Then out of the blue, ‘Missus Holmes’ appears as a big goat right there in front of 
‘Happy’s Liquor Store’. The goat says in a powerful voice, “Don’t you dare go in there. Be strong and drive away.” 

Unknown grave with animal 
bones. Namib Desert. Namibia
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lecturer said I showed some promise, 

so she sent me to the Bavarian State 

Institute of Photography in 1970. 

That’s where it all started. In germany 

I learnt how to work, pause and play. 

Before I used to mix them up.”

o what makes a good photo? 

“We are bombarded with so 

many images every day that 

the ones that stand out are the ones 

you have to give a second look. A good 

picture needs intrigue and mystery, but 

that may not always be the case with 

landscapes.

“With experience, I can now see the 

finished product. If I look at a scene 

and I can’t hear the bells ringing, I 

leave. Some pics I have to work at, 

negotiate with or change but I have an 

inherent knowledge when something is 

worth the time. If the light is better at 

another time of day, I come back. Some 

pics are a click, some are a little more. 

I just try to fend off the mediocre 

middle grey.

“My first love is the picture, the 

writing is acquired by seeing well and 

observing. You have to experience 

the picture to write about it. I 

don’t have a favourite journey or a 

favourite picture—that would be 

counterproductive. I am enthusiastic 

about every area I visit because I 

love the unexpected; it’s all about 

what’s around the bend. And I don’t 

specifically have to go anywhere. I 

just get up in the morning, point my 

bakkie in a direction, put it in first, 

second, third and there I go—always 

alone, because the less noise and 

baggage I have around me the better. 

It takes me a day or two to get into the 

zone—because I live with a talkative 

GettinG direCtions to potsdam. eastern Cape. south afriCa.
Aha!, suddenly a little bright thing went on in my head. I would pho-
tograph all the villages in the Eastern Cape – which were founded by 
the German Settlers of the 1850’s (then get money by selling them to 
the Germans). I visited Frankfurt, Dortmind, Hamburg, Braunsweig and 
Berlin. After three weeks, I had them all – except little Potsdam. Where 
the hell was Potsdam?! Scheiss Potsdam! Now, a year later, I must 
admit that no German publisher has bought my story, I still don’t have 
any money, but most important of all – I finally found Potsdam.

road siGn with bullet holes.
Lundeans Nek. Eastern Cape.
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wife—and I have to find the quietude. 

Yes, I’ve been stuck a few times, but 

never shot at.

“In my double-cab there’s just a 

driver’s seat, so there’s space for a 

mattress, fridge, tyres, fuel, table and 

chair. I don’t have to worry about 

accommodation in the evening when 

the light is best and in the morning 

I don’t have to pack up a tent; I just 

close the door and go. I don’t find it 

lonely, sure I miss Lynn’s good cooking 

and her babbling in the background, 

but for me it’s like a spa, you think 

about things, watch the stars and even 

become quite philosophical. You can’t 

live in a HappySad Land and not be 

sad, but with sad comes glad and I am 

constantly humbled at how friendly 

and genuine people are who have 

nothing at all.”

Such a moment happened in 1994 

“when we were all free and little 

rainbows, and it was the first time 

I travelled in Africa unmolested. 

In eastern Tanzania I went into a 

church—because I love churches and 

graveyards—and there was a guy 

sitting on a mud pew with a yellow 

packet. When I walked in he called me 

Angel gabriel so I quickly corrected 

him. His family had been shot before 

his eyes in the rwandan genocide, and 

he also fell backwards and escaped. 

I took him to the Kenya border, gave 

him $200 and told him to run for the 

hills. That experience has stayed with 

me always.”

Of course there are plenty of good 

memories—“like blindfolding myself 

and driving full speed on a salt pan, 

trying to separate body from mind.” 

And most funny was an encounter 

in the Chimanimani Mountains of 

zimbabwe. “I was alone taking a 

picture and these two gay guys from 

the donKey’s death. molalatua. Central 
botswana. It’s wonderful driving around with 

a friendly local, over red sand dunes in the warm 
evening light. Later, we found his donkey. It was 

dead, but still warm on a red dune.

“I hope my pictures are like the smell of a 
log fire, like the sound of hadedas flying 
past at twilight, like the quietude of a desert 
that’s so still its loud, the smell of earth and 
rubbed khakibos, a little disturbing and 
uncomfortable”



Cape Town—I know that fact from 

observation power—walk up to me 

and say, ‘Obie Oberholzer, I presume’. 

That was really funny.”

bie says many people ask 

him if he’s gone digital. 

“And I say no, I’ve just 

gone round the bend. I still shoot 

film because I have a lab at home 

in grahamstown, where I do all my 

processing. I just use my camera like a 

toothbrush, it does the job. But when 

I move here in a few years time to sit 

on my stoep and poep, I’ll learn digital 

and a bit of Photoshop. No debate, no 

problem. Photography is a lifestyle for 

me, a way of thinking, not work.”

It’s four years since Obie retired as 

Head of Photography at rhodes, and 

he’s more prolific than ever. “But I’ve 

left behind that over-the-top stuff. 

Round the Bend is more real, more 

what I see. I don’t want to impress 

anybody. The flavour, conception and 

design are more advanced, and better. 

It’s colloquial, shows the byroads, 

the odd and the strange, and it’s still 

about journeys well taken. Sometimes 

I painted with light, walked in circles, 

wrote on a road.”

He says he hopes the readers are 

“people who care, who are concerned 

about our country, who want to go 

to offbeat places not just to Margate 

for Christmas, who want something 

deeper. I don’t think a picture is worth 

a thousand words, just 10 or 20 maybe. 

So I hope people read the comments 

because they add to the pictures. Every 

picture is a once-off chance, nothing 

more and nothing less.

“I hope my pictures are like the 

smell of a log fire, like the sound of 

hadedas flying past at twilight, like 

the quietude of a desert that’s so still 

its loud, the smell of earth and rubbed 

khakibos, a little disturbing and 

uncomfortable. I’d also love to visit 

Patagonia and Iceland, but here I can 

follow the dream. To me, freedom is 

not quite knowing where I am going.

“This year I’m 60 and there’s still 

so much to see and photograph. I 

live for the day, enjoy the language of 

light. Legacy is an abstract word for 

me and other people really decide that, 

although Lynn may say I’m a walking 

contradiction, somewhat controversial. 

Definitely a problem when I’m stoned.”
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Obie’s latest book Round the Bend 

(2007) is now out—before that came 

Ariesfontein to Zuurfontein (1988), 

Southern Circle (1989), To Hell ‘n Gone 

(1991), Beyond Bagamoyo (1996), 

Raconteur Road (2000) and The 

Hotazel Years (2004).

Man & Quiver Tree. Pofadder. 
Northern Cape. South Africa


