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A report by Liam Waring  

 
Born a Crime: Stories from a South African Childhood is comedian Trevor Noah’s Memoir. Noah 
took over The Daily Show after John Stewart retired. He grew up in South Africa during 
apartheid. He was a colored kid in an exclusively black neighborhood. At the time, mixed 
marriages were illegal and Trevor’s mom was black while his dad was white. Trevor could not 
be seen outside the house with either of his parents for fear of arrest. His parents weren’t 
married because that would be illegal. His dad lived in a white neighborhood, and he and his 
mom lived in a poor black neighborhood. He visited his father roughly every weekend. His 
mother was hyper-religious and he was rushed to three to four churches every Sunday. Trevor 
was rarely let outside so he learned to entertain himself. As he grew, he became more and 
more fascinated by books. He would read them over and over as a way to entertain himself 
without  
much socialization. 

 
 

Trevor went to many schools over the years: Catholic, public, you name it, Trevor was there. He 
wasn’t extremely popular in school, but he was funny, so he could hang with anyone he wanted 
to. In one of his later schools, he started to pirate CDs and to sell them with friends. He made 
some decent money off of this and eventually got his own cd writer. He started to run his own 
business. Once Trevor was out of school, he moved his business to “the hood,” Alexandra. He 
would sell his CDs to minibus drivers, who were always in need of new music to attract 
customers. Eventually, he hired some friends to work for him. He was good at hustling, buying 
something from someone and selling it to someone who in return would give you something that 
someone else would buy for a high price. He learned to DJ and would work at parties all around. 
At one particular party, a policeman shot Trevor’s computer, complaining that the music was too 
loud. This was devastating because Trevor couldn’t copy CDs and sell them or even DJ 
anymore which were his main sources of income. Eventually, he was framed for gun possession 
and he went to jail. 
 
Trevor’s mother had married an abusive man named Abel. He had rage issues and would 
eventually snap and vent his anger on something or someone. The fact that Abel was an 
alcoholic did not help with his anger problems at all. Trevor’s mom finally divorced Abel and took 
back her maiden name. After this, Abel bought a gun, found her and shot her in the head 



threatening to kill everybody she was with at the time. By some miracle, Trevor’s mom, Patricia, 
survived and Abel was sent to court. Although Abel had beaten Trevor and his mom many 
times, the police would never charge him with domestic abuse, so after Abel shot Patricia he did 
not go to prison because he had no criminal record.  
 

 
 

Under apartheid, the police in South Africa were very militarized and corrupt. They took bribes. 
Everything was built around the concept that black people were animals and white people were 
what everyone aspired to. White people were always given the benefit of the doubt. Apartheid, 
which means apart-hood in Afrikaans, was a developed form of racism. Racism actually has no 
grounding in science or reality because it is a social construct and just because someone 
doesn’t look like you, they might still be like you.  
To highlight the absurdity of racism, Trevor told a story about the time when he and his friend 
Teddy were caught shoplifting at the mall. Teddy was caught and Trevor ran away. At school, 
Trevor’s teachers called him in to talk about the incident because they knew Teddy was Trevor’s 
best friend. They showed Trevor some video of the incident. Trevor’s colored skin looked very 
white in the video. The teachers asked if Trevor knew the white kid caught shoplifting with 
Teddy. Trevor was confused because he knew the guy on the camera was him. This incident 
highlighted to Trevor that these people were so confused by their concept of race that they 
couldn’t see the other person in the incident was Trevor, Teddy’s best friend, who had shoplifted 
with him.  

 
I did some further research about South Africa after reading the memoir. These are some of my 
questions and answers: 
 
Q: When did apartheid happen? 
A: Apartheid, Afrikaans for “apart-hood,” happened between 1940 and the 1990s. In 1949 mixed 
marriage between black and white people (like Trevor’s parents) was illegal. In 1950, pass laws 
were introduced and black people were forced into the homelands and townships. In 1990, 
Nelson Mandela was released from prison and in 1991, apartheid was repealed.  
 
Q: Why did South Africa not gain its independence in the 1960s like other African nations? 
A: South Africa was recognized as its own republic in the 1960s although Apartheid laws still 
applied. 



 
Q: Is Xhosa the language that was used in Black Panther 
A: Xhosa is the language in Black Panther. 15% of South Africans’ mother tongue is Xhosa. 
 

 
 
Q: What do Soweto, Alexandra, and Highlands North look like? 
A: Alexandra is the least developed of the three: it is completely packed with small corrugated 
metal houses; there is very little green. Soweto (South Western Township) is slightly more 
developed than Alexandra. There is a little more space and houses are slightly larger with 
driveways. Highlands North looks like a modern city with big houses, the occasional swimming 
pool, and many trees. 
 
Q: What is the difference between the Townships and the Homelands? 
A: Both are much like reservations/ghettos for natives. The only real difference is that the 
homelands are rural. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


