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Hard evidence
When it comes to crime writing, fact tends to be
more chilling than ﬁction. This month, we look at
local titles that take on difﬁcult-to-tackle topics
Words by Cayleigh Bright

I

n Hitmen for Hire, Mark Shaw delves deep into
South Africa’s criminal underworld to deliver
disturbing truths about who’s complicit in the
deeds behind often-sensational headlines. We
asked him about how data can tell a human story,
who’s really behind the country’s complicated crime
problem, and how to begin to solve it.

GQ: Hitmen for
Hire links databased evidence
with human stories.
What was the
intention behind
this structure?
Mark Shaw: The hard
data was essential in
shaping the story, but
it was not enough.
Numbers can be
impersonal, and the
impact of hits is not just
that people die, but the
way that it send signals
to local businesses, to
politics, and to those
with aspirations to
improve the lives of
their communities that
they should give up
trying; that the system
is rigged and trying to
change it might cost
you your life. A number
of the profiles the book
contains are also of
hitmen themselves.
This was important to
me, because I wanted
to show the real lives
hitmen have, and
that their occupation
is often born out
of the fragility of
their circumstance.
Hitmen generally end
up dead themselves.

GQ: What was the most surprising thing
you learnt during your research?
MS: I don’t think people who sit in taxis every
day realise how much the industry is captured by
organised crime. Here’s an industry that transports
literally millions of commuters, where there is
vicious internal competition to the extent that
people plot each other’s death, and then hire an
established cadre of people to do the deed. What’s
more, the police are too often deeply embedded,
by directly or indirectly owning taxis.
GQ: What’s the moment in your research
and writing that’s stayed with you most?
MS: I guess one of these was in an interview with
what appeared to be a pretty practiced hitman.
It had taken ages to arrange and the day before two
similar interviews had fallen through. I was feeling
the pressure of deadlines, so getting the interview
at the time seemed to be the most important thing.
So, finally, it all comes together, and then we squat
down to speak in the weirdest location: a curve next
to a busy train line. As we are doing that, a police
van drives past, which spooks me, but not the
interviewee. At the end of the our talk he says quite
bluntly something to the effect of: look, I am really
good at my job, and I have survived so long because
I never leave a witness alive. And then I felt like
shit, actually: here I had been desperate to get
an interview all day, and just like that, and with
pride, this man tells me he kills people.
GQ: What makes South Africa’s criminal
underworld unique?
MS: Race defines the underworld and also how it
is written about in the newspapers. We focus on
characters like Krejcir but we ignore major mafialike figures in the taxi industry. The Cape gangs,
the white bouncers, the various bits of the township

underworld and then
several key nodal
figures who cross these
divides: that makes it
more fragmented than
elsewhere, I would
argue, with different
pockets of influence.
GQ: Did you ever
consider putting
a stop to your
investigation given
the danger of
criticising powerful
people on both
sides of the law?
MS: I’ve had concerns
about one or two people
and I’ve been careful on
some issues. My main
worry was that I would
not be able to tell a story
people would actually
read. Various people
encouraged me to keep
going – one or two
of them attached to
the underworld.
GQ: What’s change
should be made to
the way crime is
handled in SA?
MS: Establishing
an adequately and
empowered national
investigating body
that is free from political
and criminal influence.
I think there should
be a serious discussion
whether the SAPS as
we have it now is fit
for purpose.

Hitmen for Hire by
Mark Shaw (R282,
Jonathan Ball)

Local
non-ﬁction
to look
out for

Khwezi by
Redi Tlhabi
(R270, Jacana)
Redi Tlhabi takes
a look at the scourge
of sexual abuse
in South Africa –
speciﬁcally the case
of Khwezi, whose
unpunished
aggressor remains
in power.

Killing Karoline by
Sarah-Jayne King
(R240, Jacana)
When the author
was born to parents
of different races
in Apartheid SA,
she was evidence of
a crime – so they
pretended she was
dead. This engaging,
matter-of-fact
account tells what
happened next.

The President’s
Keepers by
Jacques Pauw
(R280, Tafelberg)
Investigative
journalist Jacques
Pauw exposes the
corrupt cabal
keeping President
Zuma in power.
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