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By Jennifer Karchmer

My week as guest-editor of the Mirror

I am 16 000 km from my home in Seattle, USA 
and all because of an email I received.

About a year ago, Anton van Zyl, the owner 
and publisher of the Limpopo Mirror, invited 
senior journalists to serve as guest editor and 
share tricks of the trade with fellow reporters in a 
“news exchange.”

As members of the ISWNE (International So-
ciety of Weekly Newspaper Editors), we shared 
conversations with hundreds of other journalists 
on a group listserv discussing the ethics of news-
papers, how to publish letters to the editor, how 
reporters should cover protests and crime and 
anything else related to community journalism.

From my home in Bellingham, Washington 
state, about 145 km north of Seattle, I logged 
onto my computer and read his email. I was 
serving as a college professor teaching journal-
ism and communication at Western Washington 
University. Also, I was a correspondent with Re-
porters Without Borders, the NGO based in Paris 
that helps protect and defend journalists who 
work in dangerous regions. Freedom of the press 
was my passion and my beat. In fact, in 2012, I 
spent six weeks in Reykjavik, Iceland interview-
ing journalists and studying their media outlets.

Now, I thought, what an opportunity to do the 
same type of research in South Africa? I had 
some free time coming up, but flights from Seat-
tle to Johannesburg were very expensive, running 
about $2,500 (R30,650) so I dismissed the idea 
and forgot about it for a year.

Small town roots

Originally from Poughkeepsie, New York, a 
small town about 145 miles north of New York 
City, I grew up writing and asking questions – a 
perfect recipe for becoming a reporter. I studied 
broadcast journalism at Ithaca (NY) College and 
earned a bachelor’s degree in 1991, moving into 
news radio as the start to my career. Covering 
school board meetings, town and zoning board 
meetings, local politics and elections, crime, car 
accidents, arts and sports was a wonderful intro-
duction to news reporting.

My career ramped up when I joined the 
Associated Press, the premiere American news 

cooperative with international offices. Based in 
Albany, the capital of New York state, I worked 
the overnight shift from 23:00 to 07:00 mon-
itoring the police scanner, TV channels, radio 
stations and local news while writing stories for 
member stations and newspapers. It was the most 
challenging and competitive news position I held, 
and the most formative as I was trained by some 
of the best journalists in the industry.

I moved into TV as a reporter for CNN in New 
York covering 
Wall Street. This 
too was a thrill-
ing job writing 
news reports and 
speaking to the 
camera effec-
tively to millions 
of people, but I 
wasn’t so much 
attracted to the 
show business 
part of the job. 
I’ve always 
considered being 
a writer for 
newspapers to be 
a true journalist. 
Over the years, 
my employers have been mainstream media out-
lets and conglomerates like Gannett (which owns 
USA Today), McClatchy, TimeWarner and AOL.

But also, I accepted opportunities to work for 
small, independent and privately owned newspa-
pers and media companies like the Chronogram 
in New Paltz, NY, the Woodstock Times (as in 
1969’s Woodstock), the Lake Champlain Weekly 
and Whatcom Watch, to name a few.   

An American in France

Since I was in middle school, after taking 
French as a subject for a few years, I’ve had the 
dream of speaking French. So in August 2014, 
I moved to France for one year to enroll in 
university. I was living in the south of France in 
Montpellier, studying for exams and enjoying the 
French culture when I revisited Anton’s e-mail to 

Our guest editor, Jennifer Karchmer from the USA, flanked 
by Wikus Lee, editor of Limpopo Mirror (left) and Andries 
van Zyl, news editor of Zoutpansberger (right).

come to South Africa.
After several e-mails and a Skype call, we 

hammered out the details of a visit. I started 
researching airline flights to South Africa from 
Paris, France, which was a much shorter trip 
and less expensive than from Seattle, USA. I 
booked my flight in mid-April, the same day I 
read headlines that said: “South Africa moves to 
defuse anti-immigrant violence” and “Xenopho-
bic violence on the rise in South Africa.” What’s 
going on in South Africa? Did I make a mistake? 
Would I be safe? Some of my friends feared for 
my safety; others questioned why I would travel 
to South Africa now? I too was concerned be-
cause my only image of South Africa was formed 
from news reports, movies and books. In the 

USA, when we 
hear of South Af-
rica, we think of 
Charlize Theron, 
Nelson Mandela, 
wild animals in 
the Kruger Na-
tional Park, and 
recently, Trevor 
Noah, who has 
blasted onto the 
comedy scene as 
the new host of 
The Daily Show 
(he is hilarious).

The news 
reports about 
violence were 
disturbing but 

like a good journalist, I did my research. I talked 
to a Facebook friend who lives in Johannesburg. 
I joined blogs and Facebook pages about South 
Africa, and I checked the United States Dept. of 
State for travel alerts for Americans. On 22 May, 
I took an Egyptair flight from Paris to Cairo, 
where I spent one day touring the pyramids 
and the sphinx. I arrived the following day in 
Johannesburg at OR Tambo International Airport. 
Touching down in a new country and a new 
hemisphere was exciting but nerve-wracking for 
me. Thankfully, as I entered the terminal after the 
immigration desk, my first view of South Africa 
was a black and white sign: “Jennifer Karchmer 
– welcome to South Africa,” accompanied by 
two smiling faces, those of Ronel Welman and 
her friend Emmie. 

They had driven all the way from Louis Trich-
ardt to come and fetch me and take me to my 

new “home” for the next three weeks.

The news that’s fit to print

The atmosphere at the Limpopo Mirror is rem-
iniscent of weekly papers in the U.S.: a friendly, 
casual, team environment where the editorial, 
marketing, sales and production staff all under-
stand the weekly deadline rhythm. Mondays to 
Wednesdays are the busiest with a slowdown on 
Thursday and Friday but everyone is ready to get 
back into the swing of things. Many of the issues 
that American journalists face are the same here 
in Limpopo. 

For example, covering the scene of a fire or 
robbery can be tense approaching the police and 
getting information. It’s a balancing act as the 
police need to do their job and sometimes don’t 
have time to give to reporters. At the same time, 
when you build trust they too realize you are do-
ing your job of getting information to the public, 
so it’s in their best interest to be cooperative with 
quotes and information.

Lions, tigers and bears?

I’m told no trip to South Africa is complete 
without a visit to the Kruger National Park. I 
am scheduled to go this week with the Van Zyls, 
where we will stay at the Mopani Rest Camp. 
This is where I hope to see elephants, cheetah, 
giraffe, and maybe hippos in their natural habitat. 
I have seen a few monkeys scurrying across the 
street in Anton’s neighborhood, which is quite 
different from a stray cat or a squirrel that I typi-
cally see running on my street back home.

Next week I talk to journalism students at 
Tshwane University of Technology (TUT) about 
newswriting, US media, social media reporting 
techniques and layout and design of newspa-
pers. Apparently, they would like to know how 
freelance journalism works in the US and how 
journalism differs in the US. While the experi-
ence is about sharing my background as a US 
reporter, I too am getting a lesson in history, 
politics, culture and language. In fact, on Sunday, 
I enjoyed my first braai. The meat was cooked 
to perfection and I appreciated being included in 
this South African tradition.

(It was really nice having you here Jennifer. 
You may see lions in the Kruger, but most likely 
not tigers and bears. - Ed)

 Mercurius Motors Polokwane - A Division of Imperial Group (PTY) LTD. REG: 1983/009088/07
VAT REG.: 4670110032. Corner N1 and Nelson Mandela Drive. P O Box 1637 Polokwane 0700. 
Tel: 015 299 9500 Fax: 015 299 9598  

It’s no coincidence that the new C-Class C 180 Auto Avantgarde is as light and dynamic as its Agility Finance offer. It comes with smaller payments over a shorter period of 
time, a guaranteed future value and no balloon payments. But perhaps its most appealing feature is that you can drive one from just R5 555 p/m*. Book a test-drive 
experience from 18 - 30 May 2015 by visiting thebesttimeisnow.co.za or contact the dealer below now.

Drive the 2015 World Car of the Year from just R5 555 p/m*.

*Terms and Conditions apply. Offer calculated on a C 180 Auto Avantgarde at a rate of 9.05% linked to prime over 36 months, deposit of 9.61%, total retail price of R483 929 at a guaranteed future value of 66% based on 20 000 km p/a, total 
repayment price of R519 373. Monthly Service fee of R57 (not included in the monthly instalment), initiation fee of R1 140 (Incl vat). Offer valid until 30 June 2015 subject to availability at participating dealers only.

Agility Finance by Mercedes-Benz Financial Services South Africa (Pty) Ltd., an Authorised Financial Services Provider (Licence no. 18 604) and Credit Provider (Licence nr. NCRCP80). Vehicle specifications may vary for the South African Market. 
Standard with the new PremiumDrive Maintenance Plan.

The best time to test drive the best is between the 18th to the 30th May 2015.


